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BECOMING SONS AND DAUGHTERS AT GOD’S
RIGHT HAND: KING BENJAMIN’S RHETORICAL
WORDPLAY ON HIS OWN NAME
Matthew L. Bowen
King Benjamin, in his speech to the Nephite people,
uses the etymology of his name as an analogy for the
relationship between God and his children.
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BECOMING T
SONS AND
DAUGHTERS
AT GOD’S
RIGHT HAND:
King Benjamin’s
Rhetorical Wordplay
on His Own Name
MATTHEW L. BOWEN

The name Benjamin as it might have been written in the
Paleo-Hebrew script. Michael P. Lyon.
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he theme of sons is prevalent in the early chapters
of the book of Mosiah. These chapters contain
King Benjamin’s final fatherly exhortation to his
sons (Mosiah 1:1–8); special counsel directed to his eldest son and heir, Mosiah (Mosiah 1:9–17); and an epic
sermon directed to his people at the temple in Zarahemla (Mosiah 2–5) in which Benjamin foretells the
mortal advent and atoning sacrifice of the Son of God
(Mosiah 3:8; 4:2).1 The emphasis on sonship in these
early chapters of Mosiah apparently culminates in several instances of wordplay on Benjamin’s name.
The name Benjamin is traditionally thought to
mean “son of the right hand,”2 but the idea of “right
hand” is now usually taken to mean “south,” thus
giving “son of the south” (Hebrew bēn, “son” + yāmîn,
“right hand” > “south”). Many scholars of the last
3
century, skeptical of the historicity of the Genesis
narratives, have regarded the name as an eponym of
the southern location of the Israelite tribe (vis-à-vis
Ephraim) and have attempted to identify the Benjami4
nites as a remnant of the Yamina (“southerners”),
pastoralist nomads known from the Middle Bronze
Age Mari letters. Others, however, have rightly noted
that the time span between the Middle Bronze Age
and the Israelite settlement of Canaan (centuries later)
is too wide.5
Whatever the precise scholarly etymology of the
name Benjamin, the elements “son” and “right hand”
(ambiguously understood as the “right hand” of
power or the directional “right hand” > “south”) can
be heard in this name. In other words, the homophony between Benjamin and the words bēn and yāmîn
make these associations potentially meaningful for
King Benjamin and his historical audience, as well as
for the implied literary audience to which Mormon’s
abridgment of King Benjamin’s sermon is directed. As
I hope to show, the Israelite association of Benjamin
with “son” and the “right hand” of power helps us to
appreciate not only the early emphasis on children
in the book of Mosiah and in King Benjamin’s sermon, but also King Benjamin’s descriptions of divine
rebirth, enthronement at the right hand of God, and
the sealing of sons and daughters to him, all of which
mark the capstone of his marvelous sermon.
Scholars have already suggested the link be-
tween the right hand in Mosiah 5:9–12 and the
meaning of Benjamin.6 In this article, I will suggest
that all of King Benjamin’s references in Mosiah 5:6–
12 to children, sons, daughters, right hand, and the

In the Service of Your God, by Walter Rane. Copyright By the Hand of Mormon Foundation.

FROM THE EDITOR:
All languages allow authors (and also their redactors) to have a little fun with their material. Sometimes the fun is much
more serious. In the Hebrew Bible, it is quite common to see the text playing off the name of a person. Thus, in 1 Samuel 25,
the author/redactor puts the following words in the mouth of Abigail, “Let not my lord [the future King David], I pray thee,
regard this man of Belial [meaning her husband, Nabal; but Belial means something like “good for nothing”], even Nabal
[which can mean “stupid” in Hebrew]: for as his name is, so is he; Nabal is his name, and folly is with him.”
In this article Matthew Bowen finds evidence that the author of the Book of Mormon passages he discusses played off
the meaning or the sounds of the names and words that are used. Naturally, without the original plate text, we cannot be sure
that such plays on words were intended. We will let you, the reader, be the judge.
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antonymic left hand involve a conscious wordplay
on the name Benjamin as part of a final rhetorical
flourish in his masterful discourse.
Some Methodological Considerations
Amaleki writes that the language of the people
of Zarahemla (the Mulekites, originally Hebrewspeaking Judahites) “had become corrupted” (Omni
1:17) vis-à-vis the language of the people of Mosiah
(the Nephites, also Hebrew-speaking Israelites by origin; Omni 1:18). If the language of Mosiah remained
relatively uncorrupted 7 in his time—perhaps because
his people had the scriptures with them and continued to use them—it must have remained discernibly
Hebrew. In Mormon 9:33, Moroni indicated that the
Nephites were still writing a form of Hebrew during
his lifetime, which might indicate that the Nephites’
spoken language still retained characteristically Hebrew elements many centuries after the time that
Mosiah, father of King Benjamin, and Zarahemla
united their peoples.

If . . . wordplay on names occurs “in literary
texts of all types and times,” we should
expect to find it in the Book of Mormon. In
fact, we can posit plausible wordplay on
names in the Book of Mormon in a number
of instances.
The first six chapters of Mosiah—apart from the
portions directed personally to Benjamin’s sons—
imply two main audiences: the historical audience
who were the recipients of King Benjamin’s direct
speech (Mosiah 2:9–3:27; 4:4–30; 5:7–15) and the literary audience who received King Benjamin’s sermon
in written form, even down to our time. Wordplay in
Benjamin’s sermon itself would have been potentially
meaningful to the historical audience. However, the
literary audience, with a knowledge of the languages
the Nephites said they used (see 1 Nephi 1:1; Mormon
9:32–33), might be able to pick up on wordplay both
in the sermon and in Mormon’s editorial comments.
While we cannot know for certain what script was
used on the plates, we can make reasonable suppositions about the language employed by the writers,
4
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much as biblical textual critics make educated reconstructions of the Hebrew Vorlage of the extant Old
Testament textual witnesses in Greek, Syriac, Latin,
and other languages.
Wordplay Involving Names in the Bible and the
Book of Mormon
Many Latter-day Saints have at least slight familiarity with wordplay on names in biblical literature
from etiological puns in well-known scriptures: the
naming of Eve—“Adam called his wife’s name Eve
[Ḥawwâ]; because she was the mother of all living
[ḥāy]” (Genesis 3:20); the naming of Jesus—“thou
shalt call his name Jesus [Iesoun (Iesous) = yēšûaʿ] 8: for
9
he shall save [sōsei = *yôšîaʿ] his people from their
sins” (Matthew 1:21); and the surnaming of Peter—
“thou art Peter [petros], and upon this rock [petra] I
will build my church” (Matthew 16:18).
In the Hebrew Bible, wordplay sometimes occurs at moments of high irony and in direct speech.
There is wordplay in David’s poignant repeated
question regarding the son who has rebelled against
him: “Is the young man Absalom [lĕʾabšālôm] safe
[(ha)šālôm]?” (literally, “Does the young man Absalom
have peace?”; 2 Samuel 18:29, 32). The name Absalom
means “father is peace” or “father of peace.” 10 Other
such examples could be cited.
If, as Semiticist Michael O’Connor suggests,
wordplay on names occurs “in literary texts of all
types and times,” 11 we should expect to find it in
the Book of Mormon. In fact, we can posit plausible
wordplay on names in the Book of Mormon in a
number of instances. Robert F. Smith first raised the
issue of onomastic wordplay in the Book of Mormon
when he noticed the juxtaposition of Jershon with
the terms inherit and inheritance (possess and possession), which suggests forms of the Hebrew root yrš
12
(“to inherit”) in the underlying text. This wordplay
occurs as a theme over several chapters (see Alma
27:22–26; 35:14; 43:22, 25).
I have previously proposed some additional pos
sibilities, of which I will cite only a few here. The
name Nephi, which John Gee has suggested derives
from Egyptian nfr, was possibly pronounced neh-fee,
nay-fee, or nou-fee,13 thus meaning “good, goodly.”14
If so, this would suggest conscious wordplay (or
a play on meaning) involving the name in Nephi’s
auto
biographical introduction: “I, Nephi, having
been born of goodly parents, therefore I was taught

somewhat in all the learning of my father” (1 Nephi
1:1).15 Enos’s later autobiographical introduction imitates Nephi’s language: “I, Enos, knowing my father
that he was a just man—for he taught me in his language” (Enos 1:1).16 The name Enos is identical to the
Hebrew noun ʾĕnôš (“man”), a poetic synonym for the
Hebrew words ʾîš and ʾādām. The biographical notice
that introduces Alma the Elder—whose name means
(God’s) “young man,” “youth,” or “lad”17—into the
Book of Mormon narrative also seemingly plays on
the meaning of his name: “But there was one among
them whose name was Alma [ʿalmāʾ], he also being
a descendant of Nephi. And he was a young man
[ʿelem]”18 (Mosiah 17:2).19
The introductory verses of King Benjamin’s address in Mosiah 1:1–9 describe how Benjamin taught
20
his sons using phraseology “patterned after” Nephi’s earlier description of his father, Lehi, educating
him (1 Nephi 1:1–3), as well as Enos’s description of
his father, Jacob, educating him (Enos 1:1). This language appears to initiate an ongoing play on words
(albeit incomplete) involving “son”/“sons” and the
21
first element in the name Benjamin. The juxtaposition of Benjamin and sons, then, imitates the earlier
autobiographical wordplay of Nephi and Enos: “And
it came to pass that he [Binyāmîn] had three sons
[bānîm]. . . . And he caused that they should be
taught in all the language of his fathers, that thereby
22
they might become men of understanding” (Mosiah
1:1–2).23 Mormon, who mentions the name Benjamin
fifteen times in Mosiah 1–6, and who was familiar
with Nephi’s and Enos’s accounts from the small
plates (see Words of Mormon 1:3–11), may have in24
tended this wordplay for his later audience.
The Biblical Name Benjamin
As the name of a patriarch and as the name of
the tribe from which Israel’s first earthly king came,
Benjamin was a name of tremendous significance
25
and is attested amply as a personal name. Its first
mention appears in the account of Rachel’s giving
birth to her youngest son: “And it came to pass, as
[Rachel’s] soul was in departing, (for she died) that
she called his name Ben-oni: but his father called him
Benjamin” (Genesis 35:18). Ben-oni can be ambiguously understood as meaning “son of my vigor” or
“son of my sorrow,” the former being more philologi
cally likely.26 However, Robert Alter suggests, “given
the freedom with which biblical characters play

with names and their meanings, there is no reason
to exclude the possibility that Rachel is . . . invoking
both meanings, though the former is more likely: in
her death agony, she envisages the continuation of
‘vigor’ after her in the son she has born.” 27 The tribe
of Benjamin, he further notes, “will become famous
for its martial prowess.” 28 Thus Ben-oni (“son of my
vigor”) and Benjamin (“son of the right hand,” i.e.,
the “hand of power”) could be understood as being
nearly synonymous,29 but also antonymous (“son of
my sorrow” versus “son of the right hand”). In either
case, the name Benjamin is here understood as a positive name in the sense of “son of the right hand [of
power].”
Rashi, a medieval rabbinic commentator, believed that the name reflected the fact that Benjamin
30
was the only one of Jacob’s sons born in Canaan,
in the land “south” or “right” of Aram (as one faces
31
east) where Jacob had long sojourned. The medieval Book of Jasher even creates an etiology for the
32
name Benjamin based on this idea. The alternative suggestion that Benjamin means “son of days”
33
or “son of old age” (bin-yāmîm), might reflect a
partly Aramaizing midrash (Hebrew yāmîm, “days” =
34
Aramaic yômîn).
Other clear biblical inferences that Benjamin
was associated with the “right hand” as a physical characteristic in ancient Israel (perhaps via folk
etymology), and was not just narrowly associated
with the directional “south,” include Judges 3:15–21;
20:16; and 1 Chronicles 12:2. In the first two passages
the “lefthanded” (KJV) “sons of Benjamin” (bĕnê
binyāmīn) were literally “bound as to his right hand”
35
(ʾiṭṭēr yad-yĕmînô). All three play ironically on the
idea of Benjaminites as “sons of the right hand.” 36
The Rhetorical Effect of Benjamin’s Emphasis
on Name
Like the word son(s)/children (“son” and “child”
are the same in Hebrew) in Mosiah 1–6, the word
name is repeated as a key term in King Benjamin’s
sermon. Jacob indicates that from the beginning of
the Nephite monarchy, the anointing and coronation
of a new king served also as the occasion of the giving of the name Nephi as a new name or a throne
name (Jacob 1:9–11). Although this practice seemingly
evolved with time,37 the coronation of the Nephite
king may still have involved the giving of a new
name, thus providing the ritual background for King
JOURNAL OF THE BOOK OF MORMON AND OTHER RESTORATION SCRIPTURE
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Benjamin’s rhetoric: Benjamin, true to his promise to
Mosiah, his heir (1:11–12), gives all his people, including Mosiah, a new name.
The word name becomes an increasingly important term in Benjamin’s sermon. In the first part of
the sermon (Mosiah 2), he does not use the term at
all; in Mosiah 3–4 it occurs six times (Mosiah 3:9, 17
[2x], 21; 4:11, 20). In the climactic final portion of his
speech (Mosiah 5), however, he uses name twelve
times (Mosiah 5:7–12 [11x], 14). But would King
Benjamin’s people be thinking of his name during
his sermon to them and make any wordplay connections on his name? A likely effect of King Benjamin’s
emphasis on the word name and his giving the people a name on the occasion of his son’s coronation
and enthronement would be for the audience to
King Benjamin Confers the Kingdom on Mosiah, by
Robert Barrett. © 1998 IRI.

think not only of the new name but of their own
names and the names Benjamin and Mosiah.38
Becoming Sons and Daughters at the Right Hand
of God
The concept of sons and daughters at the right
hand in an honorific sense—that is, at the right hand
of power—features prominently in the climactic final
portion (Mosiah 5:6–15) of King Benjamin’s sermon:
And now, these are the words which king Benjamin
desired of them; and therefore he said unto them: Ye
have spoken the words that I desired. . . . And now,
because of the covenant which ye have made ye
shall be called the children [Hebrew bĕnê] of Christ,
his sons [bānâw], and his daughters [ûbĕnôtâw]; for
behold, this day he hath spiritually begotten you; . . .
therefore, ye are born of him and have become his
sons [bānâw] and his daughters [ûbĕnôtâw]. And under
this head ye are made free, and there is no other head
whereby ye can be made free. There is no other name
given whereby salvation cometh; therefore, I would
that ye should take upon you the name of Christ, all
you that have entered into the covenant with God that
ye should be obedient unto the end of your lives. And
it shall come to pass that whosoever doeth this shall
be found at the right hand [yāmîn] of God, for he shall
know the name by which he is called; for behold, he
shall be called by the name of Christ (Mosiah 5:6–9).

When King Benjamin stated that his people would
be “called the children of Christ, his sons, and his
daughters; for behold, this day he hath spiritually
begotten you” (Mosiah 5:7), he is evidently quoting 39 the royal rebirth formula (sometimes called
an adoption formula) of Psalm 2:7: “Thou art my
Son [bĕnî ʾattâ]; this day have I begotten thee.” 40
Some scholars have proposed that a legal formula
stands behind the phrase bĕnî ʾattâ in Psalm 2:7,41
pointing to similar language in Mesopotamian legal
contracts.42 While one should not discount the term
begotten as a metaphoric allusion to adoption, it
points to the image of birth or rebirth more than to
adoption per se.43
Earlier in Psalm 2:2, the royal addressee is
called the Lord’s “anointed” (mĕšîḥô, his “messiah” or
“Christ”; LXX christos).The newly enthroned Judahite
king took upon himself the name-title “anointed”
(māšîaḥ). King Benjamin probably likened this psalm
to his people so that they too might take upon themselves or “bear” this name (see Mosiah 26:18).
6
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When Benjamin added, “And [ye] have become
his sons and his daughters” (Mosiah 5:7), he was
invoking the covenant language of Deuteronomy
14:1–2:
Ye are children [bānîm] of the Lord. . . . Thou art an
holy people unto the Lord thy God, and the Lord
hath chosen thee to be [lihĕyôt, “become”] a pecu44
liar people unto himself [lô, “his”], above all the
nations that are upon the earth.

The covenant rebirth language (or adoption formula) 45 in this Deuteronomic text reflects the royal
rebirth formula of the present canonical text of
2 Samuel 7:14,46 where the Lord says of David’s son
Solomon, “I will be [ʾehyeh, “become”] his father,
and he shall be [yihyeh-lî, “become”] my son [lĕbēn].”
The key terms cited from these passages are children
(bānîm), including both sons and daughters,47 and
the verb hayâ, a verb that, as G. S. Ogden observes,
“indicates transition from one sphere of existence
to another” and with the formulaic preposition lĕ
“conveys the idea of ‘becoming.’ ” 48 Seock-Tae Sohn
suggests that hayâ used in the covenant rebirth or
adoption context “is both connecting and transi49
tional in describing the concept of covenant.”
This is what John later describes as Christ giving
50
51
“power [authority] to become the sons of God,
even to them that believe on his name: which were
born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor
of the will of man, but of God” (John 1:12–13; cf.
Mosiah 5:7). Benjamin’s use of the covenant rebirth
language in his speech is most striking because it
merges the royal (2 Samuel 7:14) and democratized
(Deuteronomy 14:1–2) forms.52 In other words, he
makes of his own son’s divine rebirth and coronation
the occasion of the divine rebirth and coronation of
the people. They are all sons and daughters who are
ascending to the throne.
King Benjamin then adds another promise:
“Whosoever doeth this shall be found at the right
hand of God” (Mosiah 5:9). The phrase “at the right
hand [of God]” in the Hebrew Bible occurs in Psalms
16:11 and 110:1 as a reference to the place of divine
favor.53 The coronation/enthronement context of
King Benjamin’s speech suggests that he is specifically alluding to Psalm 110:1: “The Lord [Yahweh]
said unto my Lord, Sit thou at my right hand [lîmînî
(*lĕ + yĕmînî)], until I make thine enemies thy footstool.” The Israelite king sat (was enthroned) at

Yahweh’s right hand. Divine birth (or rebirth) is also
mentioned in Psalm 110:3, further suggesting that
Benjamin has Psalm 110 in mind.
Benjamin joins Psalm 110:1 to his previous allusions to Psalm 2:7 and Deuteronomy 14:1–2 (cf. 2 Samuel 7:14) not on the basis of the first element, bēn
(“son”), but instead on the second element in his
name, yāmîn (“right hand”), in a clever wordplay:
the royal covenant entailed not merely becoming a
son or daughter, but also enthronement at the “right
hand”—becoming a “Benjamin.”
Conceivably, the elements of King Benjamin’s
name guided the selection and ordering of the particular texts that he cites. Although a covenant speech
might be expected to contain covenant filiation language similar to Deuteronomy 14:1–2 and a coronation

Benjamin . . . teach[es] the people about the
truly royal and divine Son and how this Son’s
atonement made it possible for all of them . . .
to become his sons and daughters.
ceremony might be expected to allude to texts like
Psalm 2:7, 2 Samuel 7:14, and even Psalm 110, it is the
application of royal coronation/enthronement texts
to the people themselves—making them all potentially kings and queens, sons and daughters at the
right hand—that makes Benjamin’s speech so revolutionary. In Israelite thought, Benjamin was already
a royal son who was already at the right hand of
God, as Mosiah soon would be. Benjamin demurely
deemphasizes this idea, teaching the people about
the truly royal and divine Son and how this Son’s
atonement made it possible for all of them, through
covenant obedience, to become his sons and daughters and to be enthroned with this Son at God’s right
hand. Benjamin’s people did not likely miss the point
of their king’s jarring application of these royal texts
to them or the unifying principle behind the texts’
quotation: “son(s)” (and “daughters”) and the allusion
to God’s “right hand” (Psalm 110:1)—the elements of
their king’s name. Reflecting on the themes of Mosiah
1–6, we as Mormon’s implied literary audience can
also appreciate them.
Again, the occasion for Benjamin’s speech was
his own son’s enthronement as Benjamin himself
makes clear when he states, “The Lord God . . . hath
JOURNAL OF THE BOOK OF MORMON AND OTHER RESTORATION SCRIPTURE
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commanded me that I should declare unto you this
day [cf. Psalm 2:7], that my son Mosiah is a king and
a ruler over you” (Mosiah 2:30). However, from the
outset, King Benjamin had made an unprecedented
effort to put himself on equal grounds with his people (see Mosiah 2:26), as stipulated by Deuteronomy
17:20.54 By democratizing the language of the royal
covenant and enthronement texts on the occasion of
his own son’s adoption and enthronement, including the juxtaposition of texts whose most significant
words (son, right hand) are the elements of his own
name,55 King Benjamin taught his people a powerful
typological lesson on the necessity of their rebirth
into Christ’s family so that they might, as heirs with
him, receive every blessing in the covenant of the
Father. They do not receive Benjamin’s name, but
that of the true “Son of the right hand,” Christ.
A Sinister Fate: King Benjamin’s Final Warning
about the Left Hand of God
King Benjamin concludes his sermon with two
additional possible plays on the meaning of his
name, this time in the spirit of warning. Words associated with the left hand 56 are as negative as words
associated with the right hand are positive:
And now it shall come to pass, that whosoever shall
not take upon him the name of Christ must be called
by some other name; therefore, he findeth himself
on the left hand of God. And I would that ye should
remember also, that this is the name that I said I
should give unto you that never should be blotted
out, except it be through transgression; therefore,
take heed that ye do not transgress, that the name
be not blotted out of your hearts. I say unto you, I
would that ye should remember to retain the name
written always in your hearts, that ye are not found
on the left hand of God. (Mosiah 5:10–12)

Failure to retain the name of Christ (cf. “anointed,”
Psalm 2:2) written on the heart 57 by having it “blotted
out . . . through transgression”—like the effacement
or obliteration of a throne name from a stela or the
removal or blotting out 58 of a name from a written
legal contract or treaty/covenant—would result in
a person being “found at the left hand of God”: a
dethronement and a disinheritance. One who is not
willing to bear the name of Christ can be neither a son
nor a daughter of Christ. Unlike the (still unattested)
affirmative Akkadian adoption formula (*atta mārī),59
divorce and renunciation formulas are attested 60 in
Babylonian legal documents.61 King Benjamin seems
8
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to be referring to something similar here; an unwillingness to “retain [Christ’s] name written always in
your hearts” is an effective repudiation of Christ’s
parenthood. In contrast, a willingness to retain his
name written in the heart is essential to keeping this
relationship intact.
Benjamin taught his people that the covenant
rebirth or adoption that typified Christ the Son and
his enthronement at the right hand of God was available only through the atonement of that divine Son.
His words thus give profound meaning to the concept of “tak[ing] upon [oneself ] the name of Christ,”
the throne name par excellence.62
Sealing the Sons and Daughters as the Lord’s
Benjamin, not content to describe divine sonship and daughterhood and enthronement in terms
of the Lord’s parenthood for time only, describes
a sealing that will maintain the Lord’s ownership/
parenthood claims in eternity. Previous to his sermon, King Benjamin informed Mosiah, his heir and
the king-to-be, of his sacred purpose in giving his
people a name. Here too his knowledge and use of
Deuteronomy is evident:
I shall give this people a name, that thereby they
may be [become] distinguished 63 [compare the
concepts of “holy” and “set apart” or “special” and
“peculiar”] above all the people which the Lord God
hath brought out of the land of Jerusalem; and this I
do because they have been a diligent people in keeping the commandments of the Lord. And I give unto
them a name that never shall be blotted out, except it
be through transgression. (Mosiah 1:11–12)

Here King Benjamin appears to be quoting or paraphrasing Deuteronomy 7:6: “For thou art an holy

Cylinder seal, ca. 700–400 bc, discovered at Tlatilco, just
west of Mexico City. John L. Sorenson, Images of Ancient
America: Visualizing Book of Mormon Life (Provo, UT:
Research Press, 1998), 162.

Two-sided bronze seal set in ring, “Belonging to ʾAhyʾab
son of Šmnm,” 7th century bc. Robert Deutsch and André Lamaire,
.
Biblical Period Personal Seals in the Shlomo Moussaieff Collection (Tel Aviv: Archaeological Center Publications, 2000), 35.
Used by permission.

people unto the Lord thy God: the Lord thy God
hath chosen thee to be a special people unto himself, above all people that are upon the face of the
64
earth.” Benjamin changes the final clause of the
formula, “that are upon the face of the earth” to
“which the Lord God hath brought out of the land of
Jerusalem” because his people were no longer on the
earth or land of Israel. The “people which had been
led out of the land of Jerusalem,” of course, would be
the Lehites and Mulekites, but the distinguished or
special people would be a smaller number of faithful
Nephites and Mulekites (the people of Zarahemla)
vis-à-vis the Lamanites and unfaithful Nephite dissenters (cf. Alma 47:35).
Here, in the context of the Hebrew noun
sĕgullâ 65 (= King James English “peculiar,” “special
possession”),66 we consider Benjamin’s concluding
words:
Therefore, I would that ye should be steadfast and
immovable, always abounding in good works, that
Christ, the Lord God Omnipotent, may seal you his,
that you may be brought to heaven, that ye may have
everlasting salvation and eternal life, through the
wisdom, and power, and justice, and mercy of him
who created all things, in heaven and in earth, who
is God above all. Amen. (Mosiah 5:15)

Commenting on this passage, Gee describes the
earthly cultural practice of sealing that stands behind
King Benjamin’s theological metaphor: “To seal a
document or an object, a person would wrap string
or twine around it, place a daub of mud on the knot,
and press the seal into the mud. Affixing this sort

of seal marked the object as the possession of the
67
person in whose name it was sealed.” Thus, something that is sealed is something encircled about 68
and marked as a personal possession or acquisition.
Thus Nibley’s suggestion that a “peculiar people” sig69
nifies a “sealed people” is right on target.
Gee also notes that such seals contained “a formu70
laic inscription reading ‘belonging to.’” In Hebrew,
the preposition lĕ constituted such a possession formula. This is akin to the covenant possession formula
that we have seen used repeatedly in Deuteronomy
(lĕ + <pronominal suffix> [e.g., lô]) and evidently by
King Benjamin in describing the royal adoption of
sons and daughters.
The Hebrew verb to seal (ḥātam; cf. Egyptian
ḫtm) 71 is plausibly the word that King Benjamin uses

The phrases born of God or born again
became a common means of expressing
the theological concept of a changed nature,
along with a “mighty change” of heart.
in Mosiah 5:15. Jeremiah 22:24 employs the image of
the Lord wearing a seal ring or “signet [ḥôtām] upon
my right hand [yad yāmînî].” With this symbol of
royal (divine) authority, the king (Lord) or his regent
could seal his name upon that which was his (i.e.,
“seal X his” or “seal X to him”). For his own part, King
Benjamin fulfilled the responsibility that the Lord
JOURNAL OF THE BOOK OF MORMON AND OTHER RESTORATION SCRIPTURE
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himself laid upon the priests of Israel in Numbers
6:27: “And they shall put my name upon the children
of Israel; and I will bless them.” Just as the Israelite
high priests bore an engraved seal (as from a signet,
or seal ring) of the Lord’s name and ownership on
their foreheads,72 King Benjamin’s people now bore a
new name as the seal of an eternal relationship: they
are Christ’s, just as Christ is God’s (cf. 1 Corinthians
3:23), having become sons and daughters “to him”; in
other words, having become “his.”
Conclusion
It is no coincidence that after King Benjamin’s
teaching on becoming begotten sons and daughters
of Christ at the right hand of God (being “born of
him,” Mosiah 5:7), the phrases born of God (Mosiah
27:25, 28; Alma 5:14; 22:15; 36:5, 23–24, 26; 38:6) or
born again (Mosiah 27:25; Alma 5:49; 7:14) became
a common means of expressing the theological
concept of a changed nature, along with a “mighty
73
change” of heart, among the Nephites. Alma the
Younger will later equate divine rebirth (being born
of God) and the accompanying mighty change of
heart with receiving the Lord’s “image in [one’s]
countenance” (Alma 5:14), another sealing image.

King Benjamin and Alma, like Paul years later,
wanted their converts to “bear the image of the
heavenly” (see 1 Corinthians 15:49)—that is, the
name or the “image and superscription” of “Christ”
(cf. Matthew 22:20; Mark 12:16; Luke 20:24)—just
as Christ bore the express image of the Father (cf.
Hebrews 1:3; John 14:9).
Benjamin’s ultimate hope for his people and his
own sons (cf. Mosiah 1:2–7) was that they would,
like himself, choose to “become men [and women]
of understanding” (Mosiah 1:2)—the “children of
Christ, his sons and his daughters” (Mosiah 5:7)—
who would one day be found in the place of honor
reserved for the paradigmatic Son of the right hand,
the Savior Jesus Christ (see Acts 2:33; Moroni 7:27;
D&C 20:24; 76:19–24; and Luke 3:7 JST). n
Matthew L. Bowen was raised in
Orem, Utah, and graduated from
Brigham Young University. He is
completing a PhD in biblical studies at the Catholic University of
America in Washington, DC, and
is currently an assistant professor
in religious education at Brigham
Young University—Hawaii.

NOTES
1. Terms translated as “son,” “sons,”
“daughters,” and “children” occur at
least 43 times altogether in Mosiah
1–6. The name Benjamin itself is
mentioned 15 times in Mosiah 1–6.
2. Older lexica use this gloss. See
Francis Brown, Samuel R. Driver,
and Charles A. Briggs, The BrownDriver-Briggs Hebrew and English
Lexicon (1906; repr., Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1996), 122.
3. See, for example, Georges Dossin, “Benjaminites dans les textes
de Mari,” in Mélanges syriens offerts
à Monsieur René Dussaud (Paris:
Geuthner, 1939), 2:981–96; James
Muilenburg, “The Birth of Benjamin,” Journal of Biblical Literature
75/3 (1956): 194–201; Klaus-Dietrich
Schunk, Benjamin: Untersuchungen
zur Entstehung und Geschichte eines
Israelitischen Stammes (Berlin: Töpelmann, 1963), passim; André Finet,
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“Iawi-Ilâ, Roi de Talḫayûm,” Syria
41 (1964): 117–42; Robert Graves and
Raphael Patai, Hebrew Myths: The
Book of Genesis (New York: Greenwich House, 1983), 218; Niels P.
Lemche, “The History of Ancient
Syria and Palestine: An Overview,”
in Civilizations of the Ancient Near
East, ed. Jack M. Sasson et al. (New
York: Scribner, 1995), 2:1203. Other
scholars, for example, William F.
Albright, in Yahweh and the Gods of
Canaan: A Historical Analysis of Two
Contrasting Faiths (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1968), 79, have used the
supposed Benjamin–Binū Yamīna
connection in their attempts to
locate historical memories within
the patriarchal narratives.
4. See Wolfgang Heimpel, Letters to
the King of Mari: A New Translation,
with Historical Introduction, Notes
and Commentary (Winona Lake,

IN: Eisenbrauns, 2003), 35. The
Sumerogram DUMU.MEŠ (formerly
read as binū, banū, or mārū) is now
usually read determinatively rather
than as a part of the gentilic name
(thus Yamīna referring to [inhabitants
of ] Yamīna rather than Binū Yamīna).
Thus the older reading, Binū Yamīna
or Banū Yamīna, which has been the
primary basis of, if not the sole support for, the spurious connection
posited between the Benjaminites of
Israel and the Yamina, appears to be
an unsure basis for this connection.
5. See, for example, L. Daniel Hawk,
“Benjamin, Benjaminites,” in The
New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the
Bible (Nashville: Abingdon, 2006),
1:429.
6. John W. Welch and Stephen D. Ricks,
eds., appendix to King Benjamin’s
Speech: “That Ye May Learn Wisdom”
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998), 604–5.

7. For the purposes of my thesis,
I assume, as Omni 1:17–18 indicates, that the spoken language of
the Nephites remained relatively
uncorrupted near the time of King
Benjamin’s sermon and that their
language was still primarily Hebrew,
both during Benjamin’s time and
much later during Mormon’s time,
as Moroni indicates (Mormon 9:33).
8. Some people read rather yēšûʿâ.
9. Jesus plays on his own name in
John 4:22: “Salvation [yēšûʿâ] is of
the Jews.” The wordplay on Jesus in
Matthew 1:21 works in both Greek
and Hebrew.
10. Moshe Garsiel, Biblical Names: A Literary Study of Midrashic Derivations
and Puns, trans. Phyllis Hackett (Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press,
1991), 191, notes that “the ironic
point” of this wordplay on Absalom
and šālôm here is that “the entire
story witnesses to the absence of
peace between father [David] and
son [Absalom].” Absalom is not
“safe,” but David is.
11. Michael P. O’Connor, “The Human
Characters’ Names in the Ugaritic
Poems: Onomastic Eccentricity in
Bronze-Age West Semitic and the
Name Daniel in Particular,” in Biblical Hebrew in Its Northwest Semitic
Setting: Typological and Historical
Perspectives, ed. Steven E. Fassberg
and Avi Hurvitz (Winona Lake, IN:
Eisenbrauns, 2006), 271.
12. Robert F. Smith, unpublished manuscript. See also Stephen D. Ricks
and John A. Tvedtnes, “The Hebrew
Origin of Some Book of Mormon
Place Names,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 6/2 (1997): 255–59.
13. John Gee, “A Note on the Name Nephi,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies
1/1 (1992): 189–91. See also John Gee,
“Four Suggestions on the Origin of
the Name Nephi,” in Pressing Forward
with the Book of Mormon, ed. John W.
Welch and Melvin J. Thorne (Provo,
UT: FARMS, 2009), 1–5.
14. Raymond O. Faulkner, A Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian
(Oxford: Griffith Institute, 1996),
131–32. See also Adolf Erman and
Hermann Grapow, Wörterbuch
der Aegyptischen Sprache (Berlin:
Akademie Verlag, 1971), 2:252–63.
Hereafter cited as Wb.
15. On the possibility of an autobiographical wordplay on Nephi’s
name, see Matthew L. Bowen,
“Internal Textual Evidence for the

16.

17.

18.
19.

20.
21.

22.

23.
24.

25.

Egyptian Origin of Nephi’s Name,”
Insights 22/11 (2002): 2.
Compare Matthew L. Bowen,
“Wordplay on the Name ‘Enos,’”
Insights 26/3 (2006): 2. Enos’s selfintroduction (Enos 1:1) is apparently
modeled on Nephi’s, including the
latter’s use of nameplay.
On the name Alma as a Semitic personal name, see Hugh W. Nibley, An
Approach to the Book of Mormon, 3rd
ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
FARMS, 1988), 76; Paul Y. Hoskisson,
“Alma as a Hebrew Name,” What’s
in a Name, Journal of Book of Mormon
Studies 7/1 (1998): 72–73; Terrence L.
Szink, “New Light: Further Evidence
of a Semitic Alma,” Journal of Book
of Mormon Studies 8/1 (1999): 70. See
also Terrence L. Szink, “The Personal Name ‘Alma’ at Ebla,” Religious
Educator 1/1 (2000): 53–56.
The form ʿelem (or ʿālem in its
pausal form) lacks the theophoric
hypocoristic aleph (ʾ), -a.
On the wordplay on the names Alma
and Noah evident in the story of
Alma’s conversion, see Matthew L.
Bowen, “‘And He Was a Young Man’:
The Literary Preservation of Alma’s
Autobiographical Wordplay,” Insights
30/4 (2010): 2–3.
John A. Tvedtnes, “A Note on Benjamin and Lehi,” Insights 22/11 (2002): 3.
The wordplay here would be on the
first phonic element in Benjamin.
O’Connor, “Human Characters’
Names in the Ugaritic Poems,” 271,
notes that wordplay on names can
be “incomplete, as puns, casual
rhymes, and verbal echoes often
are, in literary texts of all types and
times.”
The construct form of Hebrew
ʾănāšîm (ʾanšê ) serves as a plural
for both ʾîš and ʾĕnôš and may here
represent an allusion to and further
play on Enos in Enos 1:1.
If there is an allusion here to Hebrew
bînâ (“understanding”), the wordplay
(paronomasia) is even richer.
It is also possible that Mormon
preserves a wordplay on Benjamin
and bānîm from Benjamin’s own
autobiographical writings because
Benjamin was also familiar with
Nephi’s—and presumably Enos’s—
writings on the small plates (see
Mosiah 1:2–7, 16–17).
After the patriarch, the name
Benjamin was borne by his greatgrandson (1 Chronicles 7:10), by
an Israelite of Ezra’s time (Ezra

26.
27.
28.
29.

30.
31.

32.

33.
34.

35.

10:32), and by one of the men who
assisted in the repair of the wall of
Jerusalem during the Persian period
(Nehemiah 3:23), who was also
apparently one of the “princes of
Judah” present for the dedication of
the wall (Nehemiah 12:34). It is clear
from these examples that Benjamin
is not merely a geographic eponym.
Robert Alter, The Five Books of Moses:
A Translation with Commentary (New
York: Norton, 2004), 197.
Alter, Five Books of Moses, 197.
Alter, Five Books of Moses, 197.
Regarding additional arguments for
synonymy, see Stefanie SchäferBossert, “Den Männern die Macht
und der Frau die Trauer?: Ein
kritischer Blick auf die Deutung von
ôn—oder: Wie nennt Rahel ihren
Sohn?” in Feministische Hermeneutik
und Erstes Testament: Analysen und
Interpretationen, ed. Hedwig Jahnow
(Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1994), 106–25.
Rashi on Genesis 35:18.
The word yāmîn as “south” presupposes an east-oriented compass.
(This is the concept behind orientation, from Latin orientis, “east,”
“sunrise”). “Right” is south when
one faces the rising sun.
Book of Jasher 36:12: “And Jacob
called the name of his son that was
born to him, which Rachel bare
unto him, Benjamin, for he was
born to him in the land on the right
hand” (emphasis mine). Translated
text as it appears in The Book of
Jasher (Salt Lake City: Parry, 1887),
100.
Altar, Five Books of Moses, 198.
In contrast, J. Shaanan, “And His
Father Called Him Benjamin (or
Benjamim)?,” Beit Mikra 24 (1978):
106, argues that the Samaritan
Pentateuch’s reading (Benjamim)
is the original reading and that the
Aramaic influence runs in the other
direction.
Baruch Halpern, The First Historians: The Hebrew Bible and History
(University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1996), 39–41. Halpern suggests that this phrase has
reference to men who had their right
hands bound in order to “inculcate”
ambidexterity for warfare (versus
being “lame” of the right hand, Judges
3:15 Geneva Bible; cf. amphoterodexios
in 3:15; 20:16 LXX). As Halpern also
notes, “In no other text [apart from
Judges 3:15–21; 20:16; and 1 Chronicles
12:2] does handedness figure” (p. 41).
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36. The wordplay in the Judges narratives is somewhat ambivalent.
The narrative depicts Ehud, the
ambidextrous Benjaminite deliverer
or savior (môšîaʿ ), as heroic and
dangerously crafty (Judges 3:15–29).
The evaluation of the tribe of
Benjamin in Judges 17–21 (especially
17–19) is highly negative (though it
depicts the Benjaminites as adept at
warfare).
37. After the king known as third Nephi
(Jacob 1:11), we have no specific mention of the use of Nephi as a throne
name, although the practice may
well have continued for some time.
38. On this occasion, King Benjamin,
playing on the name Mosiah, foretold
that “the knowledge of a Savior
[môšîaʿ] shall spread throughout every
nation, kindred, tongue, and people”
(Mosiah 3:20); his people would have
thought of the name Mosiah borne
by Benjamin’s father and by the
king-to-be, a name that includes, or
was identical with, the Hebrew term
môšîaʿ. See John W. Welch, “What
Was a ‘Mosiah’?,” in Reexploring the
Book of Mormon, ed. John W. Welch
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
FARMS, 1992), 105–7. Welch was the
first to suggest a connection between
Mosiah and môšîaʿ and posited that
the name contained the theophoric
element -iah, thus môšîʿyah(w). Less
likely, the ( הh) on the end represents a
hypocoristic abbreviation for a divine
name. Although uncertainty about the
final h persists, Mosiah clearly sounds
like môšîaʿ, thus providing a basis for
a pun on Mosiah, pointing to the Lord
as Israel’s “Savior.” I am suggesting
that something similar occurred
when Benjamin’s people heard the
elements in the name Benjamin at the
end of his sermon, although I realize
that definitive proof in either case is
unattainable.
39. Given the similarity of the language
between Psalm 2:7 and Mosiah 5:7,
it is difficult to come to any other
conclusion: “Thou art my Son” =
“Ye shall be called the children of
Christ”; “this day” = “this day”;
“have I begotten thee” = “he hath
spiritually begotten you.”
40. This is often assumed to be a Davidic adoption formula on the basis
of Acts 4:25–26.
41. See, for example, Hermann Gunkel,
Ausgewählte Psalmen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1911), 13–14.
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42. Shalom M. Paul, “Adoption Formulae: A Study of Cuneiform and
Biblical Legal Clauses,” Maarav 2/2
(1979–80): 173–85; Jeffrey H. Tigay,
“Adoption,” in Encyclopaedia Judaica
(1971), 2:298–301.
43. See J. J. M. Roberts, “Whose Child
Is This? Reflections on the Speaking
Voice in Isaiah 9:5,” Harvard Theological Review 90/2 (1997): 116–17.
44. The King James translators adopted
the reading “populum peculiarem”
from the Latin Vulgate. Our English
word peculiar originally denoted
“property” and derives from Latin
pecus (“cattle”). Note that animal
ownership is one of the metaphors
King Benjamin uses here at the end
of his sermon (see Mosiah 5:14).
45. Jennifer Clark Lane, “The Redemption of Abraham,” in Astronomy,
Papyrus, and Covenant, ed. John
Gee and Brian M. Hauglid (Provo,
UT: FARMS, 2005), 171, has written
about how King Benjamin’s covenant “functions as an adoption.” She
insightfully connects the adoption
here to Abraham’s adoption by God
in Genesis 17:7 (in 17:5 Abram receives a “new name,” i.e., Abraham)
and to God’s later adoption of Israel
in Exodus 6:7.
46. Even if this text was part of a proDavidic tradition incorporated into
a later “Deuteronomistic History”
compiled during the exile, as Martin
Noth, The Deuteronomistic History,
trans. David J. A. Clines, Jane Doull,
et al. (1981; repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf
& Stock, 2004) and subsequently
many other scholars have suggested,
a form of this text could have been
among the many writings on the
brass plates that Lehi brought with
him from Jerusalem.
47. King Benjamin’s use of the phrase
his sons and his daughters is thus
emphatically gender inclusive.
48. G. S. Ogden, “Time, and the Verb
 היהin O.T. Prose,” Vetus Testamentum
21/4 (1971): 451.
49. Seock-Tai Sohn, “‘I Will Be Your
God and You Will Be My People’:
The Origin and Background of the
Covenant Formula,” in Ki Baruch
Hu: Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical, and Judaic Studies in Honor of
Baruch A. Levine, ed. Robert Chazan,
William W. Hallo, and Lawrence H.
Schiffman (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns: 1999), 364.
50. Greek genesthai = Hebrew lihĕyôt;
the verb gi(g)nomai (gi[g]nomai) is

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.
57.

used in a majority of instances in
the LXX to render the Hebrew verb
 היהinto Greek. See Edwin Hatch and
Henry A. Redpath, A Concordance
to the Septuagint and the Other Greek
Versions of the Old Testament (Including the Apocryphal Books), 2nd ed.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic,
2005), 256–67. Deuteronomy 4:19
LXX also uses the form genesthai,
and it may be that John specifically
alludes to this text.
The apostle Paul makes repeated
reference (though not here) to a
huiothesia (literally “son-placing” >
“son-making”). This term is usually
translated “adoption”/ “adoption of
sons,” or better, “adoption of children” (e.g., KJV; see Romans 8:15,
23; 9:4; Galatians 4:5; Ephesians 1:5).
The term should be understood as
including both sons and daughters.
On the occasion of a royal coronation, Benjamin’s surprising democratization of the occasion and his citation of Deuteronomistic language
elsewhere (see below) suggests that
he specifically had some form of
2 Samuel 7:14 and Deuteronomy
14:1–2 in mind. On King Benjamin’s
democratizing rhetoric, see John W.
Welch, “Democratizing Forces in
King Benjamin’s Speech,” in Pressing
Forward with the Book of Mormon,
ed. John W. Welch and Melvin J.
Thorne (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1999),
110–26.
Both Psalm 16:11 and Psalm 110:1
can be interpreted eschatologically
(i.e., pertaining to events at the last
day—in this case, after the final
judgment).
Deuteronomy 17:14–20 is sometimes
called the Deuteronomic Law of Kingship, and King Benjamin seems to have
made a concerted effort to keep it.
Whether yāmîn means “right hand”
or “south” is irrelevant if the sound
of Benjamin evokes the sounds of
“right hand.”
See, for example, Latin sinister, “left
hand,” which becomes English
“sinister.”
On the heart as a tablet for (legal)
writing, see Jeremiah 17:1; 31:33;
Proverbs 3:3; 7:3; 2 Nephi 8:7;
Mosiah 13:11; cf. Ezekiel 11:19–20
and 2 Corinthians 3:2–3. Jeremiah
31:33 and Ezekiel 11:19–20 notably
contain the royal covenant (adoption) language.

58. Deuteronomy 9:14; 29:20; Psalm
109:13; 2 Kings 14:27; cf. Exodus
32:32–33; Psalm 69:28.
59. Roberts, “‘Whose Child Is This?,’”
118–26.
60. See Samuel Greengus, “The Old
Babylonian Marriage Contract,”
Journal of the American Oriental Society 89/3 (1969): 505–32.
61. See, for example, ul mutī atta (“you
are not my husband”), ul aššatī atti
(“you are not my wife”), ul mārī atta
(“you are not my son”), ul mārtī atti
(“you are not my daughter”), ul abī
atta (“you are not my father”), and ul
ummī atti (“you are not my mother”). Sohn, “‘I Will Be Your God,’”
364, suggests that similar legal
formulas stand behind the rejection
(or renunciation) formulas of Hosea
1:9; 2:4 (Heb. 2:2). The affirmative
proclamation formulas in Hosea 2:1
(Hebrews 1:10) and 2:23 are then
modifications of the negative rejection formulas.
62. The experience of Benjamin’s
people at the temple in Zarahemla
is similar to the promise voiced in
Isaiah 56:5: “Even unto them will
I give in mine house [i.e., temple]
and within my walls a place [yād,
“hand”] and a name better than of
sons and of daughters: I will give
them an everlasting name, that
shall not be cut off.” Christ’s name,
which cannot be blotted out or cut
off, except through transgression, is
the everlasting name that Benjamin
gives his people.
63. It is not exactly clear what word
would represent “distinguished” in
Hebrew, but the related concepts of
“holy” and “set apart” or “special”
and “peculiar” are found in Deuteronomy 7:6, from which Benjamin
appears to be quoting.
64. The expression ʿam sĕgullâ occurs
two other times in Deuteronomy:
“For thou art an holy people unto
[belonging to] the Lord thy God,
and the Lord hath chosen thee
to be [become, lihĕyôt] a peculiar
people [lĕʿam sĕgullâ] unto himself
[belonging to him, lô], above all the
nations that are upon the earth”
(Deuteronomy 14:2) and “The Lord
hath avouched thee this day to
be [become, lihĕyôt] his peculiar
people [lô lĕʿam sĕgullâ], as he hath
promised thee, and that thou shouldest keep all his commandments”
(Deuteronomy 26:18). It also occurs
in Exodus 19:5: “Now therefore, if

65.

66.

67.
68.

ye will obey my voice indeed, and
keep my covenant, then ye shall
be [become, wihĕyîtem] a peculiar
treasure [sĕgullâ] unto me [lî] above
all people: for all the earth is mine
[lî].” In the Lord’s much later words
to Malachi the term sĕgullâ is given
special eschatological significance:
“And they shall be mine [wĕhāyû lî],
saith the Lord of hosts, in that day
when I make up my jewels [sĕgullâ];
and I will spare them, as a man spareth his own son [bĕnô] that serveth
him” (Malachi 3:17; cf. the phraseology of D&C 101:3: “I will own them,
and they shall be mine in that day
when I shall come to make up my
jewels”).
Hebrew sĕgullâ is cognate with the
Ugaritic noun sglt (“treasure, private property”); see Gregorio Del
Olmo Lete and Joaquín Sanmartin,
eds. A Dictionary of the Ugaritic
Language in the Alphabetic Tradition,
trans. Wilfred G. E. Watson, 2nd
rev. ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 754,
and E. Lipinski, “s egullâ,” Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament,
ed. G. Johannes Botterweck,
Helmer Ringgren, and Heinz-Josef
Fabry (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 10:144–48.
The LXX translators, in rendering
sĕgullâ into Greek, used two words:
the adjective periousios and the
more descriptive noun peripoiēsis;
the former describes something
“pert[aining] to being of very
special status, chosen, especial,” i.e.,
“distinguished”; the latter literally
suggests “making” (poieō > poiēsis)
something “around” (peri-), thus “to
put round or upon” or to encompass with a circle (encircle) and thus
to “procure,” “acquire, obtain.” See
Fredrick W. Danker, A Greek-English
Lexicon of the New Testament and
Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd
ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2001), 802–3; H. G. Liddell
and Robert Scott, An Intermediate
Greek-English Lexicon: Founded upon
the Seventh Edition of Liddell and
Scott’s Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1889), 630.
John Gee, “Book of Mormon Word
Usage: ‘Seal You His,’ ” Insights 22/1
(2002): 4.
Compare the “encircling about” described in 2 Nephi 1:15; 4:33; Alma
34:16; Helaman 5:23–24, 43–44;
3 Nephi 17:24; and 19:14 versus
the “encircling about” described in

69.

70.
71.
72.

73.

Alma 5:7, 9; 14:6; 26:15; 36:18; and
Helaman 13:37. Just as one can be
“encircled about” by the Lord and
sealed “his,” one can also be encircled about by the devil and sealed
“his” (Alma 34:35; cf. Gee, “Seal You
His,” 4). This subject of theophanic
versus demonic encircling will have
to be treated more fully elsewhere.
Hugh W. Nibley, “On the Sacred
and the Symbolic,” in Temples of the
Ancient World, ed. Donald W. Parry
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
FARMS, 1994), 559. Nibley frequently
connected Hebrew sĕgullâ to Latin
sigillum (“seal”) but was never clear
about the precise etymological relationship between the two terms.
Gee, “Seal You His,” 4.
See Wb 3:350–53.
Exodus 28:36–38; 39:30; see Truman
G. Madsen, “‘Putting on the Names’:
A Jewish-Christian Legacy,” in By
Study and Also by Faith: Essays in
Honor of Hugh W. Nibley (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book and FARMS,
1990), 1:458–81.
Importantly, the association of a
“change of heart” accompanying
the divine “rebirth” also begins
here. The Nephites respond to
King Benjamin’s teaching with
the following declaration: “And
they all cried with one voice, saying: Yea, we believe all the words
which thou hast spoken unto us;
and also, we know of their surety
and truth, because of the Spirit of
the Lord Omnipotent, which has
wrought a mighty change in us,
or in our hearts, that we have no
more disposition to do evil, but to
do good continually” (Mosiah 5:2).
King Benjamin responds, “And now,
because of the covenant which ye
have made ye shall be called the
children of Christ, his sons, and his
daughters; for behold, this day he
hath spiritually begotten you; for
ye say that your hearts are changed
through faith on his name; therefore, ye are born of him and have
become his sons and his daughters”
(Mosiah 5:7). Alma the Younger uses
the same language in attempting to
describe the earlier generations of
Nephites undergoing this changed
nature (Alma 5:7–14); cf. also Alma
19:33 and Helaman 15:7.
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THE COVENANT
OF THE
CHOSEN PEOPLE:
The Spiritual Foundations
of Ethnic Identity in the
Book of Mormon
STEVEN L. OLSEN

B

y far, people is the most frequently used noun in the
Book of Mormon, appearing nearly 1,800 times in the
sacred text.1 The term pervades the record’s historical
narrative, social and political commentaries, revelations and
prophecies, doctrinal discourses, and moral instructions. The
present study accounts for this widespread and strategic usage
in terms of the following thesis:
1.
2.

Nephi defines a covenant-based concept of people that
gives considerable meaning to his small plates record.
Mormon and Moroni apply Nephi’s concept of people as a central organizing principle of their respective
abridgments.2
Abridging the Plates. © 2012 Annie Henrie. Used by permission.

FROM THE EDITOR:
A well-written essay is usually constructed around a central theme. In this article Steven L.
Olsen demonstrates that the concept of “people” was given a significant nuance early on
in the Book of Mormon. That nuance then was used by Mormon and Moroni as a central
theme in their writings. Indeed, Steven Olsen’s article demonstrates once again that the
Book of Mormon is not a fabulous collection of fables but is rather a sophisticated and
well-organized literary masterpiece.

14
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Chosen People in Nephi’s Small Plates
Although Nephi consistently refers to immediate family members by common kinship terms—for
example, mother, father, brother, sister, and family3—he
introduces broader markers of ethnic identity in relation to his extended family.4 For example, in Nephi’s
first detailed spiritual experience, the generic descent
term seed defines his and his siblings’ posterities in
covenant-based terms:
And inasmuch as thou shalt keep my commandments, thou shalt be made a ruler and a teacher over
thy brethren. For behold, in that day that they shall
rebel against me, I will curse them even with a sore
curse, and they shall have no power over thy seed
except they shall rebel against me also. And if it so
be that they rebel against me, they shall be a scourge
unto thy seed, to stir them up in the ways of remembrance. (1 Nephi 2:22–24)

As with many ancient covenants, binary contrasts characterize this one, which is called in this
5
study the covenant of the chosen people. God as the
divine sovereign establishes an enduring relationship with Nephi as his earthly servant and fixes its
scope, terms, and conditions. While descent (“seed”)
is an important marker of the groups affected by

Nephi defines . . . ethnicity in terms of
four complementary dimensions: . . .
nation refers to a traditional homeland,
kindred refers to a lineage or descent
group, tongue refers to a language group,
and people refers to a group bound by
moral law.
this covenant, God specifies moral uprightness and
spiritual allegiance (“keep my commandments”) as
defining characteristics of the chosen people. The
covenant contrasts the respective roles of the two
groups. As long as the initial terms of the covenant
remain in effect, Nephi’s seed will enjoy moral
supremacy (“be made a ruler and a teacher”) over his
“brethren,”6 and the Lamanites will be in a position
of moral inferiority (“I will curse them even with a
sore curse”). Nephites will also realize political and
military supremacy over the Lamanites (“they shall
have no power over thy seed”). If the Nephites ever
16
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reject or compromise the covenant (“except they
shall rebel against me also”), the Lamanites will gain
power over (“be a scourge unto”) the Nephites to
compel them to renew their covenant with God (“to
stir them up in the ways of remembrance”).7 As will
be seen, the covenant of the chosen people is a defining principle of the Book of Mormon text. It helps to
integrate its sociology, historiography, theology, and
eschatology into a narrative of great spiritual, even
scriptural, significance.
In his record, Nephi defines a general concept
of ethnicity in terms of four complementary dimensions: “nations, kindreds, tongues, and people”
(1 Nephi 5:18; 14:11; 19:17; 22:28), where nation refers
to a traditional homeland, kindred refers to a lineage
or descent group, tongue refers to a language group,
8
and people refers to a group bound by moral law.
Nephi applies this multifaceted concept of ethnicity
to craft a record based on his covenant with God.
Nation. In an effort to embolden Nephi to slay
Laban so that he can obtain the brass plates, the
Spirit justifies that dire act with the observation
“Behold the Lord slayeth the wicked to bring forth
his righteous purposes. It is better that one man
should perish than that a nation should dwindle and
perish in unbelief ” (1 Nephi 4:13). On this occasion,
Nephi learns that God intends to transform his family into a nation. In this and many similar instances,
the term carries covenantal connotations comparable to the way that Abraham, Moses, and Joshua
had used the term anciently (Genesis 17:4; Numbers
14:12; and Deuteronomy 9:14).9 Although Lehi’s family does not achieve nation status within the scope of
his record, it does obtain the land of promise, which
serves as the territorial foundation of the Nephite
nation.10 More broadly, Nephi uses the term nation(s)
throughout his record to relate particular social
groups to their traditional homelands and to foretell
the future of the covenant people among the nations
of the earth. 11
Kindred. Descent is a second marker of Nephi’s
concept of ethnic identity. In addition to kindred(s),
Nephi uses the term seed to refer to descent groups.
Seed initially appears in the formal expression of
the covenant of the chosen people and is repeated
throughout his record.12 Tracing Nephi’s descent
group forward in time, his record reveals that his seed
will eventually be annihilated because they reject
their covenants with God; nevertheless, some will be

mixed in with the seed of his brethren (1 Nephi 12–13,
15; 2 Nephi 9:53; 29:2; 30:3–4). Thus while the ethnic
group called Nephites will not continue forever, his
literal descent line will not be completely destroyed.
Tracing his kindred backward in time, Nephi
observes that the brass plates identify Lehi as a
descendant of Abraham through his great-grandson
Joseph. While his father’s record details “a genealogy of his fathers” from Abraham, Nephi is content
simply to declare that he descends from Abraham
through Joseph (1 Nephi 5:14–16; 6:1–6).13 He neither details nor dwells upon his family’s specific
ancestral links.
Tongue. A third marker of ethnic identity in Nephi’s record is language. Introducing his own record,
Nephi twice mentions the importance of language:
“I make a record in the language of my father, which
consists of the learning of the Jews and the language of
the Egyptians” (1 Nephi 1:2). Nephi justifies his mission
to obtain the brass plates partly in terms of language
preservation: “And behold, it is wisdom in God that
we should obtain these records, that we may preserve
unto our children the language of our fathers” (1 Nephi
3:19). By implication, Nephi keeps his own record in
part for a similar purpose. In fact, he comes to understand that after his people are annihilated, his record
will be the principal evidence of their temporal existence and of their spiritual worth (1 Nephi 13:34–37).14
Nephi also recognizes that God communicates with
different groups in their own language, making language a primary vehicle to receive, understand, and
preserve the word of God and to unify thereby a body
of believers (2 Nephi 31:3). Language is thus a means of
perpetuating not only a group’s solidarity and civilization but also its spiritual identity.
People. Nephi’s fourth marker of ethnicity distinguishes social groups bound by a common moral
law. The “people of Nephi” are bound together by
the law of Moses and the gospel of Jesus Christ
(2 Nephi 5:8–10; 25:23–27). While Nephi recognizes
the value of all four markers of ethnic identity, he
gives particular emphasis to people. The term people
appears 183 times in Nephi’s writings, far more than
the other specific markers of ethnicity.15 In his initial statement of purpose, Nephi identifies spiritual,
not temporal, criteria for being chosen by God: “But
behold, I, Nephi, will show unto you that the tender
mercies of the Lord are over all those whom he hath
chosen, because of their faith, to make them mighty

I Did Obey the Voice of the Spirit, by Walter Rane. Courtesy
Museum of Church History and Art.

even unto the power of deliverance” (1 Nephi 1:20).
The equation of moral law with people is strengthened during Nephi’s mission to obtain the brass
plates. Immediately after he repeats the covenant of
the promised land in response to the Spirit’s promise
of his family’s becoming a nation, Nephi observes,
“Yea, and I also thought that they could not keep the
commandments of the Lord according to the law
of Moses, save they should have the law. And I also
knew that the law was engraven upon the plates of
brass” (1 Nephi 4:15–16; cf. 1 Nephi 2:22). In short,
having the law of God is a prerequisite to keeping it,
and keeping God’s law is essential for being chosen
of the Lord.
In addition, Nephi recognizes that being chosen
of God requires that obedience to God’s law occur
in the context of divine covenants, particularly the
ancient covenant God made with Abraham. In his
first extended editorial comment, Nephi indicates
JOURNAL OF THE BOOK OF MORMON AND OTHER RESTORATION SCRIPTURE
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Behold, the Lord esteemeth all flesh in one; he
that is righteous is favored of God. . . .
Behold, the Lord hath created the earth that it
should be inhabited; and he hath created his children that they should possess it.
And he raiseth up a righteous nation, and
destroyeth the nations of the wicked.
And he leadeth away the righteous into precious lands, and the wicked he destroyeth, and curseth the land unto them for their sakes. . . .
And he loveth those who will have him to be
their God. Behold, he loved our fathers, and he covenanted with them, yea, even Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob; and he remembereth the covenants which he
had made; wherefore, he did bring them out of the
18
land of Egypt. (1 Nephi 17:34–40; cf. v. 22)

At the end of his record, Nephi makes an even more
impassioned declaration of this point.

Lehi Studying the Brass Plates. Illustration by Joseph Brickey.

that worship of the God of Abraham by all humankind is the prime purpose of his writing: “the fulness
of mine [literary] intent is that I may persuade men
to come unto the God of Abraham, and the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob, and be saved” (1 Nephi
16
6:4). While all humankind has the potential to
be blessed by the Abrahamic covenant, only those
who keep God’s law will realize their potential.
Nephi’s persistent emphasis on keeping God’s commandments and obeying the voice of his Spirit is
understood in relation to the Abrahamic covenant
that binds chosen peoples to one another and to
God and effects their hope for salvation.17 To this
end, Nephi asserts that he and his father have been
faithful in keeping God’s law and have realized its
ultimate blessing (1 Nephi 5:20; 2 Nephi 1:15; 33:6).
While Nephi’s historical narrative focuses primarily on his own people, he does not identify them
as the only or even the most favored people of God.
Rather, he recognizes that allegiance to God’s law can
distinguish any group as a chosen people and that, in
turn, any people can forfeit their special status by turning from their covenant. To this point, he counters his
brothers’ insistence on the inherent righteousness of
the Jews at Jerusalem with the following reasoning:
Do ye suppose that our fathers would have been
more choice than [the Egyptians] if they had been
righteous? I say unto you, Nay.
18
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[God] doeth not anything save it be for the benefit
of the world; for he loveth the world, even that he
layeth down his own life that he may draw all men
unto him. Wherefore, he commandeth none that
they should not partake of his salvation. . . .
Behold, hath the Lord commanded any that
they should not partake of his goodness? Behold, I
say unto you, Nay; but all men are privileged the one
like unto the other, and none are forbidden. . . .
[H]e inviteth them all to come unto him and partake of his goodness; and he denieth none that come
unto 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 26:24–33)

Nephi recognizes that despite the fact that all
humankind has the potential to be chosen by God,
relatively few groups achieve the status of a covenant people. Nephi gives the term Gentile to all of
humanity who are not bound to God by covenant.
In his record, Gentile is a residual, undistinguished,
undifferentiated category of humankind. Thus while
Nephi acknowledges nations, multitudes, and kingdoms among the Gentiles, he never refers to Gentiles
as a people, and he never specifically names any
Gentile subgroup, as he frequently does with covenant peoples (1 Nephi 13–14; 22:6–9; 2 Nephi 10:8–18;
27:1). Nevertheless, Nephi recognizes that Gentiles
who eventually accept the Messiah and live God’s
law will be “numbered among” the covenant people
and receive the blessings of the covenant as though
they had been born into it.19
Nephi specifically names God’s covenant people
as the house of Israel, Israel, or Jews.20 Nevertheless,
their chosen status is conditional upon their con-

tinuing to accept and live God’s law. Nephi’s record
recognizes that when the Jews keep the covenant, they
are “gathered” to their homelands and are divinely
“blessed,” “prospered,” and “delivered.” By contrast,
when they compromise the covenant, they are “scattered,” “smitten,” and “destroyed” by the Gentiles.21
Nephi recognizes that the Jews at Jerusalem in
his day had compromised their covenants (1 Nephi
10:11; 2 Nephi 1:4; 25:2–9; Jacob 4:14).22 Thus his
record regularly condemns them while focusing
instead on the house of Israel in their latter-day role
of helping to fulfill the promises of the ancient covenant with Abraham. According to his record, in the
last days God will perform a “marvelous work and
a wonder” (2 Nephi 27:26) to gather Israel together
once again as a covenant people. To this end, he
will “bring forth” the record of the Nephites in its
purity and simplicity (2 Nephi 3:15; 27:6, 14; 29:7).
Containing the fulness of the “gospel of the Lamb of
God” (1 Nephi 13:26–34), the record of the Nephites
(Book of Mormon) will correct errors in the record
of the Jews (Old Testament) and in the record of the
apostles of the Lamb (New Testament). God will also
establish the “true church and fold of God” once more
upon the earth (2 Nephi 9:2). The church of the Lamb
will deliver the fulness of the gospel to the Gentiles
and the Jews and will be the means of destroying the
“great and abominable church” of the devil.23 Even
though the numbers and dominions of the church
of the Lamb of God are small in the latter days
because of widespread wickedness in the earth, all of
humankind, both Jews and Gentiles, who accept and
live the gospel will be “numbered among” (1 Nephi
14:2; 2 Nephi 10:18) the house of Israel and receive
the blessings of the Abrahamic covenant, including eternal life, “the greatest of all the gifts of God”
(1 Nephi 15:36). Thus in Nephi’s record, obedience
to God’s law distinguishes the house of Israel from
all other human groups. Membership in the house of
Israel is ultimately determined by faithfulness to the
covenant with Abraham, including keeping its commandments and receiving its blessings.24
As legitimate heirs of the covenant with Abraham in their day, Lehi’s family is the primary focus
of Nephi’s historical narrative. In accordance with
his own covenant with God, Nephi segments those
who keep the covenant from those who do not.
Although the terms Nephite and Lamanite also refer to
specific descent groups, their principal connotation

is as a people in the covenantal sense. Hence, the term
Nephite refers primarily to those who accept Nephi’s
leadership and Lamanite to those who oppose it, regardless of their literal descent group.25
Following the physical separation of the “people of Nephi” (2 Nephi 5:9) from the Lamanites, their
covenant-based distinctions become clear. Throughout 2 Nephi 5:19–26, Nephi invokes the terms of the
covenant to describe the separation: “the words of
the Lord had been fulfilled unto my brethren . . .
that I should be their leader and teacher.” “Because
of their iniquity,” the Lamanites receive the curse
of the covenant, which is manifest in terms of
their culture (“hardened . . . hearts”) and physical
appearance (“skin of blackness”). Accordingly, the
Nephites come to perceive the Lamanites as “loathsome . . . idle people, full of mischief and subtlety,”
and savage. The Lamanites also become “a scourge
unto [Nephi’s] seed, to stir them up in remembrance
of [the Lord] . . . even unto destruction.” Consistent
with the Nephites’ role as ruler and teacher, Nephi
consecrates his younger brothers, Jacob and Joseph,
to be “priests and teachers over the land of my people” (cf. 1 Nephi 2:22; 3:29; 2 Nephi 1:25–27).26 Thus
the Nephites become a people in the covenantal
sense: united by common adherence to moral law

As Nephi’s younger brother and successor in keeping the sacred record, Jacob
recognizes kindreds among Lehi’s and
Ishmael’s descendants but reinforces
Nephi’s primary focus on people.
and spatially and culturally distinguished from and
spiritually and militarily superior to the Lamanites.
In turn, the Lamanites became the cultural antithesis and perpetual nemesis of the Nephites.
Subsequent writers in the small plates expand
and refine this covenant-based contrast. As Nephi’s
younger brother and successor in keeping the sacred
record, Jacob recognizes kindreds among Lehi’s and
Ishmael’s descendants but reinforces Nephi’s primary focus on people.
Now the people which were not Lamanites were
Nephites; nevertheless, they were called Nephites,
Jacobites, Josephites, Zoramites, Lamanites, Lemuelites,
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and Ishmaelites. But I, Jacob, shall not hereafter distinguish them by these names, but I shall call them
Lamanites that seek to destroy the people of Nephi,
and those who are friendly to Nephi I shall call
Nephites, or the people of Nephi, according to the
reigns of the kings. (Jacob 1:13–14)

Jacob’s son Enos receives from God the promise that
the sacred record of his people will be preserved forever, even if the Nephites are eventually destroyed
as a people, in order to save the Lamanites in the
latter days. Nevertheless, in his day, he recognizes
that the Lamanites and Nephites live categorically
different lifestyles.
The Lamanites . . . were led by their evil nature that
they became wild, and ferocious, and a blood-thirsty
people, full of idolatry and filthiness; feeding upon
beasts of prey; dwelling in tents, and wandering about
in the wilderness with a short skin girdle about their
loins and their heads shaven; and their skill was in
the bow, and in the cimiter, and the ax. And many of
them did eat nothing save it was raw meat; and they
were continually seeking to destroy us. . . . The people of Nephi did till the land, and raise all manner of
grain, and of fruit, and flocks of herds, and flocks of
all manner of cattle of every kind, and goats, and wild
goats, and also many horses. (Enos 1:20–21)

Enos’s son Jarom heightens this contrast, observing that the Lamanites “loved murder and would
drink the blood of beasts” and in their hatred wage
war continually with the Nephites. The Nephites,

The small plates demonstrate how a
covenant-oriented account enables Nephi
to keep a divinely mandated record that is
at once faithful to his earthly ministry and
foundational to God’s eternal purposes of
redeeming humankind.
in turn, “observed to keep the law of Moses and
the Sabbath day holy unto the Lord. And they profaned not; neither did they blaspheme.” In terms
of the covenant, the Nephites regularly defeat the
Lamanites in battle because their kings and leaders
“were mighty men in the faith of the Lord; and they
taught the people the ways of the Lord.” In addition,
the “prophets, and the priests, and the teachers, did
labor diligently” to preserve the Nephites in righteousness (Jarom 1:5–11).
20
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One of the persistent contrasts between the Nephites and Lamanites concerns physical appearance.
While Nephites are described as “fair,” “white,” and
“delightsome,” Lamanites are described as being
“black,” “dark,” and “loathsome” (1 Nephi 12:23; 13:15;
2 Nephi 5:21–22). While these descriptors may be
understood in an empirical sense (i.e., describing the
physical appearance of their bodies), the Book of
Mormon also allows for a metaphorical interpretation
(i.e., symbolizing the spiritual condition of their souls).
Nephi’s own account introduces the possibility
of a metaphorical interpretation. In the same context
as his reference to the curse of a “skin of blackness,”
Nephi uses human anatomy in a metaphorical sense
to further describe the Lamanites’ wicked condition:
“because of their iniquity . . . they had hardened
their hearts . . . that they had become like unto a
flint” (2 Nephi 5:21). Elsewhere, Nephi describes the
spiritual transformation of Lehi’s latter-day descendants in terms of another anatomical metaphor.
“And then they shall rejoice; for they shall know
that it is a blessing unto them from the hand of God;
and their scales of darkness shall begin to fall from
their eyes; and many generations shall not pass away
among them, save they shall be a pure and a delightsome people” (2 Nephi 30:6).
Likewise, Jacob encourages the Nephites of his
day not to persecute their brethren “because of the
darkness of their skins” (Jacob 3:9). In the same passage, Jacob uses the term filthiness to refer to the
Lamanites. It is clear from the passage that the term
filthiness is meant metaphorically rather than literally (i.e., “morally impure” rather than “unwashed”)
because Jacob applies the term equally to the
Nephites (“remember your own filthiness”) and
accounts for the filthiness of the Lamanites in cultural terms (“their filthiness came because of their
fathers”). Because body parts and other descriptors
are used metaphorically in these passages, it is possible that Nephi and Jacob use allusions to skin color
also in a metaphorical sense.27
A figural reading of such phrases is consistent
with literary conventions of biblical writers. In his
seminal study of the Pentateuch, for example, Robert
Alter observes that specific references to the human
body are often intended to be understood as figures
of speech, not empirical descriptions.28 Similarly, in
his classic study of poetics in the Hebrew Bible, Meir
Sternberg acknowledges that references to physical
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Chosen People in Mormon’s Abridgment
The covenant of the chosen people is a defining
feature of Mormon’s abridgment of the large plates
of Nephi (Mosiah 1–Mormon 7). Like Nephi before
him, Mormon repeats the phrase “nations, kindreds,
tongues, and people” in prophetic contexts.31 His primary use of the phrase defines the scope of influence
in the last days of God’s covenant with Abraham.
Mormon also uses these terms separately to focus
and flavor his official account of the Nephite past.
Mormon’s abridgment is largely a cyclical account of
the Nephites serving as rulers and teachers over the
people of the promised land and being scourged by
the Lamanites in the ways of remembrance, depending on their obedience to the covenant.
Nation. The traditional homeland of the Nephites
is a major theme of Mormon’s abridgment. Although
Mormon rarely uses the term nation(s), land(s) is one
of his most frequently used nouns, and he uses it consistently in a covenantal sense.32 In his narrative, he
contrasts land(s) not with water but with wilderness.
That is, land in the Book of Mormon, particularly
promised land or land of promise, connotes not terra
firma but rather “the place where covenant people
prosper.” Therefore, Nephite lands are identified with
specific names, permanent settlements, a stable moral
order, and spiritual significance. Correspondingly, the
explicit justification for Nephite military action consists largely of covenant obligations and core gospel
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wildern

characteristics such as age and beauty are often made
metonymically.29
The foregoing analysis shows that Nephi’s concept of ethnicity is comprehended by a covenantal
framework consisting of four complementary markers: nation, kindred, tongue, and people. In addition,
he develops the concept of people in terms that precisely imitate those of his initial covenant with God:
law, leader, power, curse, and salvation. Although
Nephi recognizes empirical dimensions of ethnic
identity, he emphasizes its covenant basis. The small
plates demonstrate how a covenant-oriented account
enables Nephi to keep a divinely mandated record
that is at once faithful to his earthly ministry
and foundational to God’s eternal purposes of
redeeming humankind.30 The rest of this study demonstrates the extent to which Mormon and Moroni
focus their respective records on Nephi’s covenant
of the chosen people.
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N

Generic map of Book of Mormon lands not intended to
pinpoint specific locations. John L. Sorenson, Mormon’s Map
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000), back inside cover.

values (Alma 46). Because lands are defined in terms
of the covenant, not vice versa, the Nephite capital
can be relocated from one land to another—for example, from Nephi to Zarahemla to Bountiful—without
major social disruption.
From a covenant perspective, Nephite society
can be viewed as a loose confederation of city-states,
organized hierarchically in terms of centers of worship.33 The confederation is loose and its solidarity
fragile because although the covenant is strong and
sure while in effect, it is easily fractured by wickedness, rebellion, apostasy, and even pervasive apathy.
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These evils weaken the social fabric and empower the
Lamanites in their covenant-defined role of scourge.
Kindred. The importance of descent as a marker
of ethnicity is manifest primarily in the inheritance of
the offices that designate a ruler and teacher in Nephite
society. For example, kingship is an inherited office
for nearly five hundred years, with the descendants
of Nephi traditionally occupying the royal throne. At
the same time, descendants of Nephi’s brother Jacob
inherit the role of chief record keeper. When the
Nephites abandon kingship and adopt instead a polity of nominally elected judges, the church becomes a
leading social institution, and the chief priest becomes
an inherited office for nearly four centuries from the
time of Alma, who is identified as a descendant of
Nephi (Mosiah 17:1–2). Ammaron, the last of Alma’s
descendants to hold the position, chooses Mormon,
also a “pure descendant” of both Lehi and Nephi, to
care for the sacred records in his stead (3 Nephi 5:20;
Mormon 1:5; 8:13).

While the Bible says virtually nothing
about how its records were kept, . . . the
processes, purposes, and persons of
record keeping in the Book of Mormon are
central to and ever present in the story.
Following Nephi’s lead, Mormon uses the term
seed to connote literal descent. Seldom, however,
does he use the term to refer to individuals and their
descendants, both of whom play active roles in the
historical narrative (Alma 3:8–17; 25:4–9; Helaman
7:14; 8:21). Rather, Mormon uses the term primarily in a prophetic context to refer to the latter-day
descendants of Lehi and the house of Israel.34
Mormon also occasionally uses the companion term
kindred to refer to extended blood relatives.35
While genetics generally determine descent
among the Nephites, it is not the sole criterion. A
practice similar to adoption is also recognized. For
example, the children of the priests of King Noah
are so ashamed of their fathers’ wickedness that they
repudiate their ancestry and begin to call themselves
after and trace their descent from Alma, who had
spiritually liberated them (Mosiah 25:12). Similarly,
Lamanites who convert to the gospel of Jesus Christ
22
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by the teachings of the sons of Mosiah adopt the
complementary self-identifiers “anti-Nephi-Lehi” and
“people of Ammon” (Alma 23:16–17; 24:1–2). Other
Lamanite converts are also called by these terms
(Alma 25:13). Mormon recognizes kindreds as an
essential part of the Nephite social fabric; however,
when disobedient kindreds begin to dominate or
define the social order, Nephite society is on the
verge of collapse (3 Nephi 6–7). Thus while Mormon
recognizes descent as a marker of personal and group
identity, he also qualifies its significance in terms of
the covenant of the chosen people, as Nephi and
Jacob had done before him.
Tongue. Following Nephi, Mormon emphasizes
keeping sacred records as the primary means of
preserving language. The Nephites recognize their
supreme spiritual leader—whether prophet, king,
high priest, or general—as the principal steward
36
of their sacred records at any particular time.
Hence there is hardly a more important spiritual
responsibility among the Nephites than preserving sacred records. Accordingly, the succession
of the records’ stewards occurs at times of great
importance in Nephite history and is accompa37
nied by high pageantry and formal seriousness.
For example, King Benjamin’s valedictory address
is given on the occasion of the official transfer to
his son Mosiah of power over the kingdom and of
stewardship of the records (Mosiah 1–5). Similarly,
Alma the Younger officially transfers authority over
the church and stewardship of the records to his
son Helaman at the end of his own life. These auspicious occasions, interestingly, include further
detail on Nephi’s four markers of ethnic identity:
(1) Nation. The covenant of the promised land is
often repeated in whole or in part during the formal transmission of records.38 (2) Kindred. Records
are usually passed from generation to generation
within the same spiritually significant descent
group.39 (3) Tongue. The need to preserve Nephite
language and sacred traditions is reinforced on
these occasions (Mosiah 1:2–4). (4) People. These
occasions reinforce the idea that a central purpose
of records is to preserve the moral order of society. In short, Nephite records are not simply of
documentary value. Instead, they are essential to
ground the society on eternal spiritual truths.40
In this regard, the Book of Mormon stands in
stark contrast to the Hebrew Bible.41 While the Bible

says virtually nothing about how its records were
kept and transmitted and while its narrators hardly
ever play even a minor role within the narrative
itself, the processes, purposes, and persons of record
keeping in the Book of Mormon are central to and
ever present in the story. Nephi and Mormon are
at the same time the major record keepers and the
two central human characters in the narrative. Their
respective records also contain numerous asides in
which they reflect upon their literary purposes and
the nature of the record they attempt to create.42
Even Christ takes time during his brief ministry to
correct and complete the Nephite record and to be
sure that his followers understand earth’s mortal history by means of their recorded scriptures (3 Nephi
23:6–14; 24:1; 26:1–3).
Indeed, while inspired record keeping continues
throughout Nephite history, the records themselves
are hidden from the population when the covenant is
compromised. While the transfer of records is part of
a formalized set of succession rituals during much of
Nephite history, as the society begins its final decline
sacred records come to be cached in caves away from
population centers, and knowledge of their whereabouts is restricted from all but the entrusted record
keepers (Mormon 1:3; 2:17; 6:6; 8:4).
It is possible, in short, to define the Nephites in
terms of their loyalty to and defense of sacred records.
By contrast, the destruction of records, whether
by wicked Nephites or Lamanites, is seen as a great
sacrilege (Alma 14:8–14). The self-consciousness and
intentionality with which the Nephite records are kept
and the seriousness with which they are preserved—
that is, the explicit and central role that record keeping
plays in the Nephite record itself—are functions of the
importance of records in preserving Nephite sacred
history and covenant identity.
People. As important as Nephi’s fourfold definition of ethnic identity is for Mormon’s abridgment,
the concept of people occupies the primary focus of
his record. Mormon also follows Nephi’s framework
in the relative frequency and strategic placement of
the term people43 and the conditions of the covenant
of the chosen people: law, ruler, power, curse, and
salvation (1 Nephi 2:22–24).
In the first place, Mormon’s record emphasizes that the Nephites are governed by divine law,
whether the law of Moses or the gospel of Christ. Religious discourses and spiritual ministries constitute

a key segment of the abridgment.44 The necessity of
obedience pervades the discourses of Nephite leaders, and increasing the righteousness of the people is
the principal objective of their ministries.45 Nephite
wickedness, by contrast, is Mormon’s chief lament
(Helaman 12). On the rare but welcome occasions
that righteousness thoroughly defines the Nephite
social order, the people are no longer distinguished
by any particular ethnic (“-ite”) designation. Rather
they come to be identified simply as “the children of
Christ” because they have fulfilled the terms of the
covenant and have become his spiritual heirs (Mosiah 5:7).46
When Nephite subgroups reject the rule of divine law, they often adopt “priestcrafts”—that is,
perversions of the covenant that are motivated by
the quest for power, wealth, fame, or other secular
objectives (Alma 1–4; 9–14; 30–34; Helaman 7–16;
3 Nephi 1–7). Widespread rejection of the covenant
brings Nephite society nearly to its knees. As a sign
of this awful situation, the terms of the covenant
are temporarily reversed: converted Lamanites try
to reclaim the nearly universally wicked Nephites
(Helaman 4–9). In particular, Samuel, the Lamanite
prophet, predicts dire destructions if the Nephites do
not turn from their wicked ways (Helaman 13–15).47
In Mormon’s abridgment the Lamanites are governed for the most part not by divine law but by the
“traditions of their fathers,” which are preserved by

In an ironic twist to this practice, dissident
Nephites occasionally accuse Nephite
religious leaders of believing in incorrect
traditions in order to justify their own
apostate beliefs and practices.
oral transmission rather than by sacred records. As a
result, Mormon labels their religious beliefs and practices as “incorrect,” “false,” “foolish,” “wicked,” “silly,”
and “abominable.”48 Replacing Lamanite tradition
with divine law is one of the principal objectives of
Nephite missionary initiatives.49 In an ironic twist to
this practice, dissident Nephites occasionally accuse
Nephite religious leaders of believing in incorrect traditions in order to justify their own apostate beliefs
and practices (Alma 9:8; 30:14–31; 31:16, 22).
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The group that Mormon recognizes as being
responsible for the eventual total destruction of the
Nephites is one that is driven by neither secular

While Nephite kindreds sometimes call
themselves after a founding ancestor,
social subgroups more often name
themselves after a distinguished leader,
whether that leader is good or bad.
ideals nor cultural traditions. Instead, the followers
of Gadianton embrace the evil purposes of Satan,
even to the extent of becoming one of his “secret
combinations.” Rather than being bound by the
sacred covenants of God, they are bound by the ancient oaths of Satan, becoming the enemy of all that is
good. As a result, the Nephites never try to reconvert them to the gospel of Christ or to negotiate a

truce with them as they do periodically with the Lamanites.50 Instead, the Nephites and Lamanites must
join forces to destroy them or face subordination or
destruction. Because of this categorical opposition,
Mormon never identifies them as a people, as he
does other Nephite subgroups. He simply refers to
them as the “society,” “band,” or “robbers” of Gadianton (Helaman 2, 6, 11; 3 Nephi 1–3).
Second, spiritual rulers and teachers of the
Nephites are clearly the principal protagonists of
Mormon’s record. The narrative largely revolves
around the actions and counsel of Nephite kings
(Benjamin and Mosiah), prophets (Abinadi and Samuel), missionaries (Amulek and the sons of Mosiah),
chief priests (Alma, Helaman, and Nephi), and generals (Moroni and Mormon). Other Nephite leaders
play minor but supportive roles in the overall story,
whether they hold political, military, or religious
offices. While Nephite kindreds sometimes call themselves after a founding ancestor, social subgroups
more often name themselves after a distinguished

Minerva Teichert (1888–1976), Gadianton’s Band, 1949–1951, oil on board, 36 x 48 inches. Brigham Young University Museum
of Art, 1969.
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leader, whether that leader is good (Ammon) or
bad (Nehor, Ammonihah, Zoram, Morianton, and
Gadianton).51
Mormon’s abridgment indicates that this condition of the covenant can remain effective regardless
of the particular form of the Nephite polity, as long as
the leader—whether king, judge, priest, or general—is
righteous. Nevertheless, perverse or ineffective leadership occasionally becomes a stimulus for changing
the polity—for example, from kingship to judgeship
(Mosiah 29). Nephites who aspire to be leaders but
lack the essential spiritual qualification—for example,
Zeniff, Nehor, Amlici, and Korihor—eventually experience disappointment or destruction (Mosiah 9–22;
Alma 1–2; 30). An unexpected and ironic realization
of this condition occurs when wicked Nephite dissenters—for example, Amalickiah, Ammoron, Jacob
the Zoramite, and Coriantumr—become the political
or military leaders of the Lamanites by fraud, deceit,
aggression, or violence, even though they did not
qualify to lead the Nephites before their defection
(Alma 46–62, passim; Helaman 1; 3 Nephi 7).
When Nephites reject their righteous leaders,
the society disintegrates in a variety of ways.
• Groups adopt alternate religions. If these groups
foment social discord, they either are defeated or
defect and become Lamanites (Alma 1–4; 30–34).
• The government is seriously weakened so that
the military must restore the social order by
force (Alma 61–62; Helaman 1).
• Dissenting Nephites and Lamanites gain control
of traditional Nephite lands (Helaman 4).
• Gadianton robbers threaten the future of the
Nephite nation (Helaman 2, 6–7; 3 Nephi 1–3).
• Disparate clans and lineages assume control of
the Nephite polity (3 Nephi 6–7).
• The government falls completely apart, and the
society collapses as the Nephites totally reject
the covenant. As a result, they are destroyed as a
people (Mormon 1–7).
The third condition of the covenant of the chosen people concerns the balance of power between
the Nephites and Lamanites. Mormon consistently
accounts for their conflicts in terms of Nephi’s
covenant model. When Nephites are righteous,
Lamanites have no power over them, and they
enjoy relative peace and prosperity.52 By contrast,

the Lamanites consistently play the role of scourge
when the Nephites
• Separate themselves physically from the main
body and come under the control of a corrupt
leader such as King Noah (Mosiah 9–22);
• Reject Nephite religious and political authority,
as did the city of Ammonihah (Alma 8–16);
• Undermine Nephite central government, for
example, the “king-men” (Alma 51, 60);
• Repeatedly assassinate duly appointed Nephite
leaders (Helaman 1); and
• Reject inspired spiritual warnings, even from a
Lamanite prophet (Helaman 4, 13–15).
When the Nephites are successfully scourged
in the ways of remembrance, they reassert their
traditional power over the Lamanites through missionary service, stratagem, negotiation, or direct
military conquest.53 When the Nephites completely
reject their covenant, they adopt many of the traditional traits of the Lamanites—aggression, savagery,
godlessness, disrespect for life, and many other
evils—and suffer destruction as a people, the covenant’s ultimate curse (Mormon 1–7).

Mormon incorporates the proximate curse
of the covenant of the chosen people into his
historical narrative. In so doing, he follows
Nephi’s lead in prioritizing distinctions of
character over those of physical appearance.
Fourth, Mormon incorporates the proximate
curse of the covenant of the chosen people into his
historical narrative. In so doing, he follows Nephi’s
lead in prioritizing distinctions of character over
those of physical appearance. Mormon consistently
describes the Lamanites in terms that mimic Nephi’s defining characterizations: idle, indolent, wicked,
warlike, uncivilized, and evil. Likewise, he regularly
describes the Nephites in contrasting terms: obedient,
industrious, stable, peace-loving, humble, and happy.54
However, when their respective relationships to
the covenant reverse, Mormon reverses the resulting characterizations. Lamanites who convert to the
gospel of Jesus Christ are characterized as having
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more faith in God than most Nephites, and dissident
Nephites are described as being more persistently
wicked and savage than many Lamanites.55

The covenant systematically and consistently explains different dimensions of
group identity, cultural practice, and
ideological distinction through the final
five centuries of Nephite history.
On rare occasions, Mormon contrasts the Nephites and Lamanites in terms of physical appearance. Following Nephi’s lead, Mormon describes
the Lamanites as dark, naked, filthy, and loathsome
and the Nephites as pure, clean, delightsome, and
56
white. For the following reasons, Mormon’s references to physical appearance can be understood
metaphorically, as in the small plates:
• While Mormon’s narrative describes Nephites
becoming Lamanites and Lamanites becoming
Nephites with relative frequency, it hardly ever
mentions a corresponding change in physical
appearance.
• On the few occasions that physical appearance
is mentioned, the terms themselves are often
used metaphorically—that is, filthy does not
mean “unwashed” and loathsome does not mean
“ugly.” Hence the terms dark and white may not
necessarily refer to actual skin color, but rather
to the relative purity of their souls.
• On at least one occasion Nephite defectors place
a red mark on their foreheads “after the manner
of the Lamanites” in order to distinguish themselves from their former compatriots (Alma 3:4).
This symbolic marking would not be necessary
if ethnic identity were determined by racial
(genetic) more than cultural (behavioral and
value-based) criteria.
• While the savage stereotypes of the Lamanites
persist among the Nephites, Mormon’s account
of the mission of the sons of Mosiah shows
that a key segment of Lamanite society is quite
similar to traditional Nephite society: ordered,
settled, relatively stable, and subject to spiritual conversion. The main differences that the
26
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missionaries find during their fourteen-year
mission are cultural, not racial. Nevertheless,
converted Lamanites still have to leave their
traditional homelands. As they join with the
Nephites, they are collectively distinguished
by a new name and homeland (Alma 23:16–17;
24:1–2; 27).57
These distinctions between the Nephites and
Lamanites suggest that the boundary between the
two groups is defined by moral values, not genetics,
and that the curse of the covenant is manifest primarily in spiritual and behavioral, not physical, terms.
Fifth, while the Lamanites are seen largely as
uncivilized and spiritually deficient, they are nevertheless identified as a people who are promised
eventual salvation. Mormon uses covenant ideology
to reinforce and expand Nephi’s concept of salvation. In Mormon’s abridgment,
• Abraham is linked with the worship of Jehovah
(Jesus Christ), as the “father” of an eternal covenant with God, and as the human paragon of
righteousness.58
• God’s covenant with Abraham is considered a
principal means of availing the blessings of sal59
vation to all humankind.
• The house of Israel is the social metaphor of
salvation. Nephites, Lamanites, and other “remnants of Israel” scattered throughout the earth
also belong to the house of Israel and are governed by the covenant.60
• Gentiles are God’s children who live outside of
the covenant with Abraham. Eventually, they
will have the opportunity to accept the covenant, embrace the worship of Jehovah, and live
the gospel of Jesus Christ.61
• As they do so, the Gentiles will become “numbered among” the house of Israel and qualify for
comparable blessings of salvation.62
• The united coalition of faithful Jews and converted Gentiles will construct the New Jerusalem
in preparation for the return to earth of the
Messiah (Jesus Christ) and the establishment of
the millennial kingdom of God on the earth.63
Mormon’s exposition of the doctrine of salvation in
terms of the covenant of the chosen people focuses
on his account of Christ’s ministry to the Nephites.

In fact, the terms Gentile(s), Israel, and Jew(s) hardly
appear in Mormon’s abridgment prior to his account
of Christ’s ministry. Afterwards, Mormon uses them
primarily in prophecies and pleas regarding the covenant of the chosen people in the latter days.64
Throughout Mormon’s record, the covenant of
the chosen people accounts for details of the narrative
that define the spiritual foundations of ethnic identity. The covenant systematically and consistently
explains different dimensions of group identity, cultural practice, and ideological distinction through the
final five centuries of Nephite history. Mormon’s use
of the covenant demonstrates the extent to which historical, sociological, theological, eschatological, and
other dimensions of the Nephite past and future can
be integrated into a coherent and compelling narrative. By adopting Nephi’s covenant-based framework,
Mormon creates a masterful account of the spiritual
significance of the experiences of his people.
Chosen People in Moroni’s Abridgment
The record of the Jaredites, abridged by Moroni
as the book of Ether, is placed anachronistically at the
end of the text as a second witness to the eternal veracity of the Nephite record, including its covenant basis.
The Jaredite story, as retold by Moroni, mirrors that of
the Nephites: God promises to preserve, protect, and
distinguish a people if they obey his commandments;
if they do not, dissolution and destruction await them.
The book of Ether traces the role of the covenant of
the chosen people in the lives of the Jaredites, even
though their founders predate Abraham, implying
that the covenant may be as old as God’s relationship
with humankind. As with the story of the Nephites,
Nephi’s four markers of ethnic identity pervade the
story of the Jaredites. (1) Nation. They occupy a promised land as a nation in the biblical sense (Ether 2, 6).
(2) Kindred. Their lineage is preserved across twentyseven recorded generations (Ether 1). (3) Tongue.
They keep a sacred record throughout, which preserves their language and religion. (4) People. Their
moral order is based on the gospel of Jesus Christ, as
revealed to the brother of Jared, one of the society’s
founders. Salvation will eventually come to the house
of Israel—that is, God’s chosen people, those who
keep his covenant (Ether 3, 12–13).
During periods of righteousness, the society
remains strong, unified, and intact (Ether 7, 10).
During times of wickedness the government falters,

internal discord prevails, and the society fragments
into chaos (Ether 8–9, 11). Because of wickedness,
the Jaredite society eventually collapses and the people are totally annihilated (Ether 13:13–15:34). This
account mirrors that of the Nephites and serves as a
dire cautionary tale for all covenant peoples.
Conclusion
The covenant of the chosen people accounts not
only for all peoples mentioned in the Book of Mormon, including their roles and fates, but it accounts as
well for peoples who are not specifically mentioned
in the story. For example, the Nephites and Lamanites were hardly alone in the promised land, but
Mormon’s and Moroni’s abridgments make it appear
as though they were. If their accounts were strictly a
documentary history, the absence of a broader social
context for the story would be considered a serious
lapse. However, being a covenant history, there is no
need to acknowledge the presence of noncovenant
peoples because their role and fate are not essential
to the authors’ central purpose. Thus, except for
Jaredites and Mulekites, who illustrate distinctive aspects of the covenant of the chosen people, no other
peoples actually appear in the thousand-year story
besides Lamanites and Nephites.

The contents and structure of this sacred
story show the extent to which its authors
were influenced by covenant ideology.
They compile a record in which covenants
govern . . . civilization for a thousand years.
In addition, details of governance, linguistics, social interaction, and morality are all expressed in Mormon’s record in terms of a covenant-based ethnic
identity. In fact, every aspect of Nephite society in the
Book of Mormon is grounded in a covenant perspective and is best explained in covenant ideology. The
following assessment of biblical language could just as
easily apply to the Book of Mormon: “the prophets—
and their hearers—thought in categories derived from
the covenant and expressed themselves in language
drawn from it.” 65 The contents and structure of this
sacred story show the extent to which its authors
were influenced by covenant ideology. They compile a
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record in which covenants govern essential aspects of
the individual and collective lives of a civilization for
a thousand years. The covenant of the chosen people
helps to define the identities and roles of these people
and to determine their enduring value for others. In
summary, ethnicity is seen in the Book of Mormon as
the symbol of a set of spiritual, covenant-based truths
that are far more central to the record and its enduring
significance than empirical facts alone. n
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WHO USES THE WORD
RESURRECTION
IN THE BOOK OF MORMON
AND HOW IS IT USED?
JOHN HILTON III AND JANA JOHNSON

FROM THE EDITOR:
If the Book of Mormon is an abridgment of various authors,
some unique vestiges of those authors are bound to remain
in the English translation of their redacted and abridged writings. John Hilton and Jana Johnson have taken a novel and
new approach to the issue of authorial individuality, namely,
whether or not authors use certain words—and if they do
use the words, how they use them. The results of their study
are quite impressive and bode well for many more fruitful
discoveries.
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W

hile there are only a handful of primary
speakers in the Book of Mormon, many
voices are heard within its pages. The fact
that multiple people speak in the text provides the
opportunity to investigate whether these people
have varying patterns of speech.1 The purpose of this
study is to report on the word resurrection, which has
unusual usage patterns by individual speakers in the
Book of Mormon. For example, there are curious patterns in terms of who in the Book of Mormon employs
(or does not employ) resurrection, how individuals in
the Book of Mormon use this word, and how it collocates differently in the Book of Mormon than in
the Bible. We will see that individuals in the Book
of Mormon had various propensities for employing

Every Knee Shall Bow, by J. Kirk Richards. Used by permission.

resurrection and used the word in distinctive ways.
We will also demonstrate that patterns of usage in
the Book of Mormon regarding resurrection differ
from biblical usage, indicating that Book of Mormon
prophets developed distinct ways of discussing the
resurrection. All these points add to an overarching
thesis that the Book of Mormon is a rich and complex
work.
Studying the Word Resurrection
While the ways in which individuals in the
Book of Mormon use specific words is potentially
important, it is difficult to prove statistically that individual speakers use any given word in a unique way.
According to Phillip Allred, “Even though an author’s

use of a word might potentially qualify for statistical significance, any statistical model that could be
employed to determine such significance would necessarily assume normal or similar topic distribution
within the Book of Mormon. Because the different
writers treated diverse subjects, . . . it is nearly impossible to prove objectively that an author’s word usage
is statistically significant on the basis of word frequency alone.” 2
Nevertheless, Allred provided a cogent example
of how an individual speaker uniquely uses a word
through explaining Alma2’s use of the word state
(meaning “condition”). He pointed out that “all but
two of the eleven writers who used state did so infrequently and sporadically. In contrast, the recorded
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writings of Alma[2], and in one case, Lehi[1], contain
passages that display unusual concentrations of the
word state.” 3 Allred went on to demonstrate that not
only does Alma2 use the word state more often than
other speakers in the Book of Mormon, he uses it
differently than others do. While these facts do not
guarantee statistical significance, they argue that
Alma2 may have a distinct pattern of speech in his
use of state. This suggests that further research concerning word use patterns in the Book of Mormon is
legitimate and possible.

frequently employ resurrection. In contrast, some
who speak a great deal rarely use this word.
Before proceeding, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of this approach. The database
parses the text of the Book of Mormon by the person
to whom the text is attributed. This database is limited
in that it assumes that editors such as Nephi, Mormon, and Moroni accurately recounted the words
spoken by specific individuals, rather than simply
paraphrasing their words, and it assumes a literal
translation of the Book of Mormon.6 However, the
fact that the large plates are an abridgment of even
Who Uses the Word Resurrection in the Book of
longer records, and therefore may not necessarily
Mormon?
reflect the speech patterns of the attributed authors,
The word resurrection appears eighty-one times does not impinge on the results of this study. This
in the Book of Mormon.4 A traditional database study will show that a unique pattern of the usage of
search for occurrences of the word resurrection pro- resurrection exists between attributed authors in the
vides the following results as listed in table 1.
Book of Mormon, thus corroborating the accuracy
of Mormon’s rendering of different, original authors.
If Joseph Smith had simply concocted the different
Table 1. Occurrences of resurrection by book
voices in the Book of Mormon, or if Mormon and
Moroni had heavy-handedly imposed their style on
Number of Occurrences
Book
the disparate voices in the Book of Mormon, it is
of Resurrection
doubtful that the unique patterns would show up as
clearly as they do.
2 Nephi
7
Searching by speaker makes it clear who uses the
Jacob
4
word resurrection, not just where the word is used. It
Mosiah
20
is interesting to know that resurrection appears seven
times in 2 Nephi, but it is perhaps more informaAlma
41
tive to know that six of these references are spoken
Helaman
3
by Jacob. Overall, Jacob employs resurrection nine
times in the Book of Mormon (compared to just
3 Nephi
3
one instance by Nephi). Jacob is one of only five
Mormon
2
individuals in the Book of Mormon who use resurrection more than once. Major speakers such as Jesus
Moroni
1
Christ, Helaman1, King Benjamin, Nephi2, and King
Mosiah never use this word. Alma2 uses resurrection
While it is interesting to know the frequency thirty-four times, more than any other speaker. But
for each book, it is not immediately clear which when the total number of words spoken by Alma2 is
individuals most commonly utilize resurrection. compared with those of Abinadi, we see that Abinadi
For example, are the twenty instances of its use in recited resurrection three times more often (per thouTimes
resurrection
is King Benjamin,Percent
of totalspoken)
words in
theAlma .
Mosiah equally
distributed
between
sand words
than
Attributed
Times
Percent
of total uses
2
used per 1,000 words
Book of Mormon attributed
Speaker
used one
of resurrection
Abinadi, and attributed
Alma? Using
another
database,
Understanding
that
some
speakers
use resurto speaker
to this individual
created for the purpose of searching the text of the rection more commonly than others can help us
Abinadi
5.73
16
1.0%
Book of Mormon by speaker,
brings results
listed in focus our
attention on what we can 19.6%
learn from the
7.5%
42%not place)
Alma
2
table
2.5 The speakers1.69
are sorted by the 34
frequency emphasis
that a speaker places (or does
1.06word resurrection 9per 1,000 on resurrection.
3.2%
11.1%
Jacob
1
with
which they use the
For example, why does
Abinadi, in
Samuel thewords
Lamanite
0.98
3
1.1%
3.7%
attributed to them. This table illustrates that answering a question about Isaiah 52:7–10, focus so
Amulek
0.32relatively few words,
1 they heavily on
1.2%
while some people speak
the resurrection? Part of the1.2%
answer to this
32

Lehi

0.21

1

1.7%

1.2%

Mormon

0.13

13

36.4%

16%

Moroni2

0.05

1

7.3%

1.2%

1
VOLUME 21 • NUMBER
2 • 2012

Mormon

2

Moroni

1

Table 2. Use of resurrection by speakers who speak more than 1000 words*

Attributed
Speaker

Times resurrection is
used per 1,000 words
attributed to speaker

Times
used

Percent of total words in the
Book of Mormon attributed
to this individual

Abinadi

5.73

16

1.0%

19.6%

Alma2

1.69

34

7.5%

42%

Jacob1

1.06

9

3.2%

11.1%

Samuel the Lamanite

0.98

3

1.1%

3.7%

Amulek

0.32

1

1.2%

1.2%

Lehi1

0.21

1

1.7%

1.2%

Mormon

0.13

13

36.4%

16%

Moroni2

0.05

1

7.3%

1.2%

Nephi1

0.03

1

10.5%

1.2%

Percent of total uses
of resurrection

* Two other speakers, Alma1 and Zeezrom, also use this word.

question may lie in Abinadi’s testimony that “redemp- appears.8 Elder Jeffrey R. Holland has noted that
tion cometh through Christ the Lord” (Mosiah16:15). the Book of Mormon “links the religious worlds of
While the priests of Noah state that they “teach the Malachi and Matthew not only by bridging the interlaw of Moses” (Mosiah 12:28), Abinadi focuses on vening years between them . . . but, more important,
the fact that “salvation doth not come by the law by bringing Old and New Testament texts together
9
alone” and that Moses “and even all the prophets in the continuity of doctrine taught.” Lehi’s use of
Abinadi
15:21,
22,example
24, 26)of such a linkage.
. . . said also that he [Christ] should bring to
pass the(Mosiah
resurrection
is one
resurrection of the dead” (Mosiah 13:28, 33, 35). As
Abinadi answers their specific question about what
Alma1 (Mosiah 18:9)
it means to publish good tidings, he speaks of “the
Lord, who has redeemed his people . . . [and] Alma
brin- 2 (Alma 40:15, 16, 17)
geth to pass the resurrection of the dead” (Mosiah
15:18, 20). Thus Abinadi uses resurrection in part to
emphasize the fact that ultimately Jesus Christ is the
one who “bringeth good tidings” (Mosiah 15:18). For
Abinadi, the resurrection illustrates one reason why
the law of Moses is insufficient and demonstrates
that Christ is the true source of salvation.7
Not only are there differences in how frequently
Book of Mormon speakers use resurrection but also
in how they use it.
Different Ways in Which Individuals in the Book
of Mormon Use Resurrection
The first appearance of resurrection in the Book
of Mormon is in 2 Nephi 2:8, where Lehi tells Jacob
that the Messiah will “bring to pass the resurrection of the dead, being the first that should rise.” It
is interesting that Lehi is the first person in the Book
of Mormon recorded as using the word resurrection,
given that he is closest to the time and culture of the
Old Testament, in which the word resurrection never

Men of Mosiah, by Sallie Poet. Courtesy Church History
Museum. Abinadi, shown bound in ropes at the center of the
painting, is flanked by King Benjamin, King Mosiah, King
Noah, Alma, and Ammon.
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Resurrection Dawn. © 2012 Annie Henrie. Used by permission.

Perhaps because Lehi had discussed the concept
of resurrection with Jacob, Jacob was motivated to
make it a regular part of his discourses. In addition
to frequently employing resurrection, Jacob utilizes
it in some phrases that are uniquely his. For example, he is the only speaker to use the phrase power
of the resurrection, a term he uses on three occasions
(2 Nephi 9:12; 10:25; Jacob 4:11). The words power
and resurrection collocate twelve times in the Book
of Mormon; in five of those instances Jacob is the
speaker. Jacob also exclusively uses the phrase the
resurrection which is in Christ (Jacob 4:11; 6:9). It
makes sense that Jacob (like any other individual)
would have unique ways of expressing himself. The
34
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facts that Jacob uses the phrase power of the resurrection on three separate occasions and also connects
the words power and resurrection more frequently
than other speakers suggest that these were words
he gravitated toward.10 We would expect individuals
to speak differently, and we can see that Jacob does
just that through the unique collocations of resurrection that he uses.
After Jacob, the next speaker in the Book of
Mormon to use resurrection is Abinadi, who makes
this an integral part of his teachings to the priests
of King Noah. Abinadi is the first speaker to teach
about the first resurrection,11 an expression used only
by Abinadi, Alma1, and Alma2. Abinadi employs first

ite

Times resurrection is
used per 1,000 words
attributed to speaker

Times
used

Percent of total words in the
Book of Mormon attributed
to this individual

Percent of total uses
of resurrection

5.73

16

1.0%

19.6%

1.69

34

7.5%

42%

1.06

9

3.2%

11.1%

0.98

3

1.1%

resurrection six times (Mosiah 15:21, 22, 24, 26);12 thus

0.32
1
it seems likely that Abinadi’s
use of this 1.2%
phrase influ-

0.21
1
1.7%
enced these later prophets.
Alma1 was
obviously
0.13
13
36.4%
touched by Abinadi’s words and recorded them (see

0.05
1 2 explicitly states
7.3%
Mosiah 17:4), and Alma
that he is
aware
of
an
earlier
source
as
he
teaches
Corianton
0.03
1
10.5%

about the first resurrection, stating, “And behold,
again it hath been spoken, that there is a first resurrection” (Alma 40:16, emphasis added). Chart 1 illustrates
the lineal descent of this expression in the Book of
Mormon:
Chart 1. Lineal descent of the phrase first resurrection
in the Book of Mormon

Abinadi (Mosiah 15:21, 22, 24, 26)
Alma1 (Mosiah 18:9)
Alma2 (Alma 40:15, 16, 17)
Here we see how consistently individuals in the
Book of Mormon behave in accordance with our
expectations. Alma1 writes down important things
he learned from a spiritual leader and later uses some
of these words in his own teachings. When Alma2 is
faced with difficult questions about the resurrection,
he looks to the words of his father and his father’s
13
mentor. We see an evolution in understanding the
resurrection, and in particular the meaning of the
first resurrection, as Alma2 expands Abinadi’s teachings.14 This lineal descent of Abinadi’s use of first
resurrection demonstrates the complexity and consistency of the Book of Mormon, with implications
for selective, multiple author influences.15
While Alma2 employs resurrection more than any
other speaker, his uses cluster in just three passages.
He uses it three times while preaching in Ammonihah
(Alma 12), once while preaching to the Zoramites, and
thirty times while talking to Corianton (twenty-seven
times in Alma 40 alone). This concentrated usage in
Alma 40 is explained by the fact that Corianton’s
“mind is worried concerning the resurrection of the
dead” (Alma 40:1), and Alma2 seeks to resolve this
concern. Like Jacob1, Alma2 shows strong preferences for using certain collocations with resurrection.
Of the eight verses in which resurrection and body
appear together in the Book of Mormon, six of them
are Alma2’s words. Alma2 is the only Book of Mor-

3.7%

mon author to use resurrection and time together, in
1.2% While one could argue that the
six different verses.
appearance of 1.2%
such words together in the same verse
is coincidental,16%
the fact that Alma2 so frequently uses
1.2% (and others rarely do) indicates
these words together
that Alma2’s speaking
1.2% patterns are different from others in the Book of Mormon.
Mormon employs the word resurrection only thirteen times, which is less than 0.02% of the total number of words attributed to him.16 In keeping with the
format of most of his writing, Mormon talks about
resurrection almost exclusively in a narrative sense;
however, he does use it in his own teachings in
Mormon 7:6 and Moroni 7:41.
The variety of ways in which resurrection is employed may indicate that Mormon and other writers
of the Book of Mormon were accurate when they
recounted the words spoken by individuals throughout the Book of Mormon. While it could be argued
that Mormon is using his own words as he writes
the tale of the Nephites, it seems strange that in
doing so he creates characters that uniquely collocate words. If Mormon were creating the words
of individual speakers in the Book of Mormon, it
would seem that the unique collocations described
previously (such as Alma2 consistently using resurrection and body together) would not have appeared.
This may indicate that Mormon stayed faithful to
records originally written by other authors and in
doing so preserved their voices.

Some may wonder if Joseph Smith
exclusively copied biblical language when
producing passages about resurrection in
the Book of Mormon.
Another way to approach the foregoing discussion of the distinct ways in which Book of Mormon
speakers use resurrection is to ask, “Did Joseph Smith
have the authorial wherewithal to invent separate
characters, several of whom used unique collocations of resurrection?” These usage patterns discussed
thus far suggest that either (1) he was a compositional
genius or (2) the Book of Mormon is in fact what it
claims to be—an ancient multifaceted work by different individuals.
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Use of Resurrection in the Book of Mormon in
Comparison with the Bible
We come now to the final point of this paper,
a comparison of the use of resurrection in the Book
of Mormon and the Bible. Some may wonder if
Joseph Smith exclusively copied biblical language
when producing passages about resurrection in the
Book of Mormon. We will next demonstrate ways
in which resurrection is discussed in the Book of
Mormon, but not the Bible. In other words, not all
the Book of Mormon usages of resurrection can be
traced to the King James Bible.
In addition to the ways in which individuals in
the Book of Mormon use resurrection, there are several phrases in which resurrection is consistently used
in the Book of Mormon but not in the Bible. The
consistency with which these expressions are used
in the Book of Mormon and not in the Bible expand
the previously discussed idea of lineal descent and
indicate that Book of Mormon prophets developed
unique ways of talking about the resurrection. Taken
together, this consistent phrasing adds credibility to
the idea that Joseph Smith did not simply borrow
biblical phraseology as he translated the Book of
Mormon.

The words resurrection and presence, while
consistently used together in the Book of
Mormon, never appear in the same verse
in the Bible and only once in the Doctrine
and Covenants (D&C 133:55).
For example, consider the consistent connection
in the Book of Mormon between the words resurrection and presence of God (or the Lord). Lehi affirmed
that “there is no flesh that can dwell in the presence
of God, save it be through . . . the Holy Messiah, . . .
that he may bring to pass the resurrection of the dead”
(2 Nephi 2:8). Jacob then taught that “the resurrection” will overcome the effects of the fall and bring
us back to “the presence of the Lord ” (2 Nephi 9:6).
Alma2 likewise explicitly states that “the resurrection of the dead bringeth back men into the presence
of God ” (Alma 42:23). Samuel the Lamanite echoes
Alma2’s words: “The resurrection of Christ redeemeth
mankind, yea, even all mankind, and bringeth them
36

VOLUME 21 • NUMBER 2 • 2012

The Resurrected Christ, by Wilson Ong. Courtesy Church
History Museum.

back into the presence of the Lord ” (Helaman 14:17;
see Helaman 14:15–16). Moroni also collocates these
words together in a similar way (Mormon 9:13).
The words resurrection and presence, while consistently used together in the Book of Mormon,
never appear in the same verse in the Bible and only
once in the Doctrine and Covenants (D&C 133:55).
If resurrection and presence frequently appeared
together in the Bible, one could claim that Joseph
Smith was dependent on the concept from that
source. Or if those two words frequently appeared
together in the Doctrine and Covenants, one might
suppose that these words could simply have been
familiar to Joseph from his environment. However,
since they collocate nearly exclusively in the Book
of Mormon, one plausible explanation is that Lehi
originated this pattern of speech, which was then
used by later Book of Mormon prophets.17 Thus the
Book of Mormon is consistent in its use of resurrection and presence of God and is not dependent on the
language of the King James Bible. Perhaps the collocation reflects a doctrine specific to the Book of
Mormon peoples. They may have understood that
resurrection was a vital part of overcoming the first

spiritual death and coming back into the presence of
God to be judged.
Another example of a consistently used phrase
relating to resurrection is bring(eth) to pass the resurrection, which appears almost exclusively in the Book
of Mormon and never in the King James Bible.18 The
first instance of this is found in 2 Nephi 2:8, where
Lehi says, “The Holy Messiah, who layeth down
his life according to the flesh, and taketh it again by
the power of the Spirit, that he may bring to pass the
resurrection of the dead, being the first that should
rise.” The next time this expression appears is in the
words of Abinadi, who makes it clear that he is referring to an earlier source: “Have they not said also that
he should bring to pass the resurrection of the dead?”
(Mosiah 13:35). In context, Abinadi makes reference
to Moses (Mosiah 13:33), Isaiah (Mosiah 14:1), and
“all the prophets who have prophesied ever since the
world began” (Mosiah 13:33). Since this phrase does
not appear in the Bible and is only used by Lehi previously in the Book of Mormon, it is plausible that

Examining how individuals employed
resurrection can enhance our understanding of the meaning of the text . . . by showing us that later Book of Mormon prophets
were aware of how earlier prophets used
the term.
Abinadi is referring to Lehi’s earlier teaching when
he utilizes the phrase bring to pass the resurrection.19
The phrase bring(eth) to pass the resurrection is
also used by Alma2, Samuel the Lamanite, Mormon,
and Moroni. In fact, of the six individuals who use
resurrection more than once, only Jacob does not
employ this phrase. As with resurrection and presence,
the consistent use of the phrase bring(eth) to pass the
resurrection in the Book of Mormon (but not the Bible
or, with one exception, the Doctrine and Covenants)
indicates a pattern of speech that was developed and
used by Book of Mormon prophets.

The Bible and the Book of Mormon Testify That Jesus Christ Is the Savior of the World, by Greg K. Olsen. Courtesy Church History
Museum.
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There are additional ways in which resurrection
is used in the Book of Mormon, but not in the Bible.
The expression concerning the resurrection appears
seven times in the Book of Mormon and never in
any other book of scripture. Atone(ment) and resurrection also appear together in seven Book of Mormon
verses and never in any other scripture.20 Only
in the Book of Mormon and once in the Doctrine
and Covenants are the words resurrection and body
used together.21 These additional uses of resurrection that occur in the Book of Mormon and not the
Bible may add layers of evidence indicating that
Book of Mormon prophets developed distinct ways
of talking about the resurrection and that the Book
of Mormon phraseology was not simply derivative
from the Bible.
Conclusion
As Allred concludes his discussion of Alma2’s
use of state, he writes,
Alma certainly stands distinct from the other authors
in the Book of Mormon when his use of state is analyzed. Alma’s unique concentration of state, his tendency to reword with state, and his distinctive treatment of a shared topic involving state all point to him
as a unique writer within the Book of Mormon. This
is perfectly consistent with Joseph’s claims about the
Book of Mormon.22

Similar statements could be made about resurrection. The patterns of how individuals in the Book
of Mormon use resurrection point to people who
had different ways of speaking and different points
of emphasis. In addition, some of the findings we
have presented suggest that Book of Mormon speakers frequently use certain phrases in the Book of
Mormon that are not found in the Bible.
“There are at least two distinct reasons to examine the literary structure of the Book of Mormon,”
wrote Noel Reynolds. “For those who recognize the
Book of Mormon as sacred scripture, such a study
can enhance their appreciation of its teachings. For
others, a literary analysis provides a subtle test of
the skeptical hypothesis that this book is a unique
product of early nineteenth-century American folk
culture.” 23 We believe that in a small way the present
study helps to fulfill these two reasons for studying
the Book of Mormon’s literary structure. Examining
how individuals employed resurrection can enhance
our understanding of the meaning of the text by
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focusing our attention on the unique ways people
used the word and by showing us that later Book
of Mormon prophets were aware of how earlier
prophets used the term. It challenges the idea that
the Book of Mormon is the product of Joseph Smith
or a derivative of the Bible by demonstrating that
the individuals in the Book of Mormon had different ways of discussing resurrection and that several
phrases associated with resurrection appear consistently in the Book of Mormon but not elsewhere.
Much more work remains to be done in examining unique patterns of speech in the Book of
Mormon. There are additional words that, like resurrection, have statistically unusual patterns of use
24
among speakers in the Book of Mormon. In addition to these individual words, there are patterns to
be discovered in how and why individuals use specific phrases. Analyzing phrases sometimes yields
insights that analyzing individual words does not.
For example, there are no unusual patterns in how
the word delighteth is utilized in the Book of Mormon;
however, Nephi1 exclusively employs the phrase my
soul delighteth, and his use of it spreads across four
separate passages. Additional research should identify and analyze such expressions that appear to have
been used in unusual ways. Continued research into
how words and phrases are used in the Book of
Mormon can lead to a greater understanding of both
its theology and authenticity. n
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2. Philip A. Allred, “Alma’s Use of State
in the Book of Mormon: Evidence
of Multiple Authorship,” Journal of
Book of Mormon Studies 5/1 (1996):
141, emphasis in original.
3. Allred, “Alma’s Use of State,” 141.
4. No derivatives of resurrection appear
in the Book of Mormon. The only
time a derivative form appears in
scripture is Doctrine and Covenants
129:1, 3.
5. This database is known as Voices
of the Book of Mormon Database and
was developed by John Hilton III,
Shon Hopkin, Jennifer Brinkerhoff,
Randal Wright, and Jana Johnson.
6. See Royal Skousen, “How Joseph
Smith Translated the Book of Mormon: Evidence from the Original
Manuscript,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 7/1 (1998): 22–31.
7. Dana Pike writes, “My reading of
this episode [Mosiah 15:14–18] suggests that Abinadi, and probably
also the priests, viewed the prophesied Messiah as the messenger with
glad tidings.” “ ‘How Beautiful upon
the Mountains’: The Imagery of
Isaiah 52:7–10,” in Isaiah in the Book
of Mormon, ed. Donald W. Parry and
John W. Welch (Provo, UT: FARMS,
1998), 264. Abinadi’s use of resurrection in connection with the passage
further bolsters Pike’s reading.
8. This is not to say that the concept of
resurrection is not found in the Old

9.

10.
11.
12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Testament. Some references that
may refer to resurrection could be
Job 14:13–15; 19:25–26; and Daniel
12:2–3.
Jeffrey R. Holland, Christ and the
New Covenant: The Messianic Message
of the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1997), 13–14.
See Moroni 7:41 for the phrase
power of his resurrection.
We also read about the first resurrection in Revelation 20:5–6.
Alma1 uses it once, and Alma2 uses
it three times.
See John Hilton III, “Textual Similarities in the Words of Abinadi and
Alma’s Counsel to Corianton,” BYU
Studies Quarterly 51/2 (2012): 39–60.
Like other ancient authors, Alma2
does not explicitly cite his sources.
“Our understanding of the prophetic word will be greatly expanded
if we know how one prophet
quotes another, usually without
acknowledging his source.” Bruce R.
McConkie, “The Doctrinal Restoration,” in The Joseph Smith Translation,
ed. Monte S. Nyman and Robert L.
Millet (Provo, UT: BYU Religious
Studies Center, 1985), 17.
Abinadi is also the first to use the
phrase the resurrection of Christ (Mosiah 15:21), which is later used by
Alma2 (Alma 40:16, 18–20), Samuel
the Lamanite (Helaman 14:17), and
Mormon (3 Nephi 6:20); this phrase
also appears in Acts 2:31.
In comparison resurrection comprises .57% of the words attributed
to Abinadi. While we acknowledge
that this is not a completely fair
comparison, similar comparisons
could be made to other speakers
whose words primarily come to us
in the form of discourse.
Another possibility is that Lehi
borrowed this phraseology from an
unknown passage recorded on the
brass plates. As noted previously,
it is important to remember that
we read Lehi’s words only through
Nephi.
Bring(eth)/brought to pass the resurrection occurs eleven times in the
Book of Mormon and one time in
the Doctrine and Covenants (D&C
88:14); see Luke 3:7 JST.

19. Another possibility is that both
Lehi and Abinadi are alluding to an
unknown passage from the brass
plates.
20. 2 Nephi 10:25; Jacob 4:11; 4:12; Alma
21:9; 33:22; 42:23; Moroni 7:41. In
other restoration scripture—the
Doctrine and Covenants and Pearl
of Great Price—those terms do not
appear together. These words also
do not collocate in the Old Testament because that part of the Bible
never uses the word resurrection,
and they do not collocate in the
New Testament because the word
atonement appears so rarely.
21. These words occur together in eight
Book of Mormon verses but never
in the Bible. The variants resurrected
and bodies appear in D&C 129:1.
22. Allred, “Alma’s Use of State,” 146.
23. Noel B. Reynolds, “Nephi’s Outline,”
in Book of Mormon Authorship, ed.
Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, UT:
FARMS, 1982), 54.
24. The Voices of the Book of Mormon
Database identifies 155 such words.
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DEFLECTED AGREEMENT IN
THE BOOK OF MORMON
ANDREW C. SMITH

M

uch has been made of the English grammatical incongruities present throughout the
original manuscript and the 1830 edition of
the Book of Mormon. Anti-Mormon literature has
attempted to use these nonstandard grammatical elements as a denunciation of Joseph Smith’s intellect
and abilities, as well as proof that the book could
not be the word of God. Others have treated these
claims in much more detail and more precisely than
I will do here.1
The reaction among Mormon apologists, leadership, and lay membership has also been varied.
Counterarguments have ranged from the fact that
Joseph was indeed uneducated, which supports the
veracity of the Book of Mormon (i.e., could someone
with a very limited education have produced the book
in as short a time as he did?), to complex discussions
of ancient linguistic models and grammar affecting
the translation of the text into English. These latter arguments posit that many of the grammatical
incongruities seen in the original manuscript of the
Book of Mormon exist because it is a translation of
a text whose language has distinctive connections to
ancient Semitic structures that come through in the
translation. This proposition is completely in line
with how the text describes itself (see Mormon 9:32–
34).2 Supporting this theory, other apologetic works

have detailed all manner of “Hebraisms” in the text
of the Book of Mormon, such as the construct state,
cognate accusatives, distinctive possessive pronoun
use, idioms, and others.3 This paper will describe a
previously unexplored linguistic aspect of the Book
of Mormon text.
One of the common inconsistencies in the
grammar of the original manuscript, the printer’s
manuscript, and the 1830 edition of the Book of
Mormon is the presence of number disagreement
between subjects and verbs, as well as between
antecedents and their pronouns. In the majority of
cases in the Book of Mormon, these number disagreements occur with regard to nonhuman plural
nouns. This curious grammatical disagreement is
found in certain constructions in other languages 4
but not in English. I will refer to this grammatical
phenomenon as deflected agreement (DA), which is
evident in early manuscripts and the first edition of
the Book of Mormon. These findings support DA as
evidence of the ancient origin of the text, insomuch
as they plausibly account for the data at hand and
match the linguistic and cultural atmosphere from
which the record purports to derive. Additionally,
these findings provide an explanation for a large
number of the grammatical incongruities present in
the original manuscript, the printer’s manuscript,

Photo montage by Bjorn Pendleton. Photography by Mark Philbrick.

FROM THE EDITOR:
Editors receive numerous unsolicited manuscripts that, after careful review, cannot be used in the pages of their
journal. But on occasion they receive a manuscript that is well written and contains a never-before-proposed
understanding. Andrew Smith’s article here immediately caught my attention. He suggests that certain ungrammatical English constructions that occurred in the dictation of the Book of Mormon may have been precipitated
by language on the plates rather than by any non-standard English of Joseph Smith’s day. Without question, the
Hebrew forms discussed here, when translated literally into English, are not grammatical in the standard English
of our day. However, Smith’s case rests on painstaking research and careful numerical analysis.
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the 1830 edition, and to some extent in subsequent
editions of the Book of Mormon.
Additional Background Information
A basic element of the previously mentioned
linguistic and apologetic studies is their general
acceptance of the thesis that the Book of Mormon
is a translated text. These studies propose that the
text preserves the distinctive grammatical structures
and linguistic markers that one would expect from
an essentially literal translation. “[The original text
of the Book of Mormon] contains expressions that
appear to be uncharacteristic of English in all of its
dialects and historical stages. These structures support the notion that Joseph Smith’s translation is a
literal one and not simply a reflection of either his
5
own dialect or King James English.”
Certainly Joseph Smith’s own dialect played
a role in the translation. Royal Skousen identifies
many errors that can be described as “nonstandard
dialectal forms” creeping into the text from Joseph’s
dialect.6 These nonstandard elements in the grammar of the English text have prompted revisions or
editing of the text by Joseph Smith as well as by oth7
ers to better reflect accepted standards of English.
Similarly, Skousen also describes the reflection
of King James English in Joseph Smith’s translation
of the Book of Mormon.8 These instances prove to

Arabic text where deflected agreement exists (Sura 97:4,
above, and Sura 101:5, below). Photos by Mark Philbrick.
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A description of deflected agreement in Gesenius’ Hebrew
Grammar, ed. E. Kautzsch, rev. A. E. Cowley, 2nd English ed.
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1910), 464. Photo by Mark Philbrick.

be controversial as well and are claimed as evidence
of Joseph plagiarizing the Bible on one hand and as
evidence of him framing the scripture he produced in
what he considered scriptural language on the other.
Either way, it is apparent that Joseph had knowledge
of the King James English system and used it correctly in most cases (though occasionally incorrectly
in others). This paper accepts as a given that some elements of the translation done by Joseph Smith were
affected by and derived from his dialect. However,
this paper will present evidence that the grammar of
the translation could also have been influenced by the
original text language on the plates.
Deflected Agreement
Deflected agreement is a technical term borrowed from the Arabic linguistics community that
is also descriptive of a particular phenomenon in
classical Hebrew.9 This term describes a grammatical principle generally referred to by Arab linguists
as “feminine singular agreement with nonhuman
10
plurals.” The basis of grammatical agreement in
Semitic languages is that words from different categories or parts of speech (nouns, verbs, adjectives, etc.),
when grammatically juxtaposed to one another, must
agree in a number of details: number, gender, and, to
a certain degree, definiteness. A type of DA, wherein
parts of speech are grammatically juxtaposed but do
not agree in number or gender, is also seen in biblical Hebrew, albeit more rarely. According to Gesenius’
Hebrew Grammar, “Plurals of names of animals or
things, and of abstracts, whether they be masculine
or feminine, are frequently construed with the feminine singular of the verbal predicate.”11 Similarly, the
grammar also notes that “the suffix of the 3rd person singular feminine (as also the separate pronoun
[hîʾ] . . .) sometimes refers in a general sense to the
verbal idea contained in a preceding sentence (corresponding to our it). . . . Elsewhere the suffix of the
3rd singular feminine refers to the plurals of things

. . . and to the plurals of names of animals.”12 These
grammatical principles will be illustrated by the following from the Hebrew Bible:
Joel 1:20
Transliteration (Hebrew):
bahămôt śādeh taʿărôg
Parsing of individual words:
bahămôt (fem pl noun construct state) śādeh
(masc sing noun) taʿărôg (3rd fem sing imperfect verb)
Translation:
the beasts of the field desire
Psalm 37:31

Translation:
the beasts and birds are consumed
Jeremiah 36:23
Transliteration (Hebrew):
kiqrôʾ yĕhûdî šālōš dĕlātôt wĕʾabāʿâ yiqrāʿehā
bĕtaʿar hassōpēr
Parsing:
kiqrôʾ (qal infinitive verb, construct) yĕhûdî šālōš
dĕlātôt (fem pl noun) wĕʾabāʿâ yiqrāʿehā (3rd
masc sing imperfect verb + 3rd fem sing suffix)
bĕtaʿar hassōpēr
Translation:
when Yehudi had read three or four leaves, he
cut it (the leaves) with the penknife

Transliteration (Hebrew):
lōʾ timʿad ʾăšūrāyw
Parsing:
lōʾ (negative particle) timʿad (3rd fem sing
imperfect verb) ʾăšūrāyw (masc pl noun + 3rd
person masc sing possessive)
Translation:
his steps do not slide

Hebrew Bible text where deflected agreement exists
(Jeremiah 36:23). Photo by Mark Philbrick.

Jeremiah 12:4
Transliteration (Hebrew):
sāptâ bĕhēmôt wāʿôp
Parsing:
sāptâ (3rd fem sing perfect verb) bĕhēmôt (fem pl
noun) wā (conjunctive particle) -ʿôp (masc sing
collective noun)

Hebrew Bible text where deflected agreement exists
(Jeremiah 12:4). Photo by Mark Philbrick.

These examples illustrate how the Hebrew Bible
employs DA in various instances: a nonhuman plural subject is given feminine singular agreement as
seen by the feminine singular markers of verbal
predicates (regardless of position preceding or following the subject), or a plural noun can be referred
to by use of the feminine third person singular pronoun or pronominal suffix.
Interestingly, a number of instances of DA
occur in the book of Jeremiah.13 Because Jeremiah
was a contemporary of Lehi, these instances confirm
that this linguistic phenomenon was a known and
acceptable variation in the Hebrew of Lehi’s period.
This would lend credence to the presence of DA in
the words of Nephi and its subsequent transfer to
later writers in the Book of Mormon.
Deflected Agreement in the Book of Mormon
Before delving fully into the findings, I wish
to discuss somewhat the nature of the Book of
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Mormon, English grammar, and in particular, the
use of certain aspects of King James English in
Joseph Smith’s translation.
The process of translating the text of the Book
of Mormon into English brings up a number of
interesting conundrums as far as linguistic studies are concerned. “Readers are severely limited in
their knowledge about the original language of the
Book of Mormon because the translation was made
directly into English from gold plates which are no
longer available for examination.” 14 Because we do
not have the original text from which Joseph was
working, we cannot know exactly where any nonstandard elements crept in during the translation
process or how aspects of the translation mirror or
represent the original language. Similarly, we do not
have a full knowledge of the language used on the
plates. As Mormon notes, “Behold, we have written this record according to our knowledge, in the
characters which are called among us the reformed
Egyptian, being handed down and altered by us,
according to our manner of speech. And if our plates
had been sufficiently large we should have written
in Hebrew; but the Hebrew hath been altered by
us also” (Mormon 9:32–33). While we have knowledge of one of the origins of their language (namely,
Hebrew), Mormon points out that even the Hebrew
had been changed by them, and interestingly, he
notes that this change occurred “according to our
manner of speech,” indicating an influence from
15
their colloquial speech on their writing.
Because the original text was translated into
English, some grammatical features present in the
original language of the text have been lost. As anyone familiar with translation can attest, in many
instances additional words or structures must be
used to convey the precise meaning (literally or
grammatically) of the original text. In terms of DA,
this would no doubt result in a loss of observable
instances—meaning, speculatively, that fewer examples of the concept will be apparent in the English
translation than might have existed in the original
text on the plates.
In explanation, consider the differences between English and Semitic structure and grammar.
Whereas Semitic languages explicitly mark words
to show agreement between parts of speech, English does not mark or require agreement to such
an extent. Excluding second person familiar (thou),
44
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English verbs only distinguish present tense third
person singular. For example, the present tense of
the verb to read is conjugated in the first person as
I/we read; in the second person, you read; and in the
third person, she/he reads and they read. There is a
differentiation in verbal conjugation in that the third
person singular stands apart from third person plural as well as all other persons, whose conjugations
remain the same regardless of number or gender.16
The verbal system shows no differentiation for
gender. This differentiation based on number only
holds within the present and past tenses (she/he was,
they were, etc.); within the future tense, verb endings do not differ when words such as will or shall
are employed (e.g., I/we/you/she/he/they will help).
Thus, any instances of DA in the future tense would
be unrecognizable in English; while they might
have existed in the original language of the Book of
Mormon, they would literally be lost in translation.
English presents other problems for finding evidence of DA. It would be impossible for an adjectival
agreement to be preserved in the translation because
modern English adjectives do not decline (or change
form) for gender or number (the word big remains
the same whether it is modifying a book, a boy,
houses, horses, or humans, whereas in a Semitic
language it will decline depending on number and
gender). Thus, the verbal system of English provides
a small window through which DA could be seen,
particularly in constructions with helping verbs.17
This window is further enlarged by some aspects
of King James English. The common (now archaic)
verbal ending -eth, seen in words such as speaketh as
well as in doth and hath, denotes third person singular agreement. Joseph Smith’s correct usage of these
words in most cases throughout the translation of the
Book of Mormon (and other revelations and publications of the time) indicates that he understood these
terms, at least on an intuitive level, and their sometimes incorrect placement draws attention.18 Their
usage with nonhuman plural subjects may indicate
DA in many cases.
This discussion demonstrates how we would
expect elements of DA to be evidenced in a literal,
word-for-word translation. To be certain, a less literal
translation would see even fewer evidences preserved. Similarly, the discussion demonstrates that
while some manifestations of DA could be preserved
in a literal translation, it would be impossible for the

phenomenon to be fully expressed in English. Thus,
it can be surmised that the phenomenon would be
more prevalent in the original language than is shown
in an English translation. However, this paper deals
only with what has survived the translation process
and not with what is now unrecoverable.
Findings in the Book of Mormon
I have detailed 329 instances of deflected agreement in the Book of Mormon using the 1830 edition,19
the earliest text as prepared by Royal Skousen,20 and
the original 21 and printer’s 22 manuscripts.23 Most of
these instances do not appear in the more modern
editions because they have been corrected in the
24
name of clear, standard English grammar. In fact,
DA represents a significant percentage of grammarrelated alterations to the Book of Mormon: “the
most common changes have not been in spelling,
but in grammar. For example, there have been 891
changes of which to who, 177 changes of exceeding to
exceedingly. Many changes involve a change in number or tense of verbs. Was was changed to were 162
25
times, is to are 74 times, and done to did 10 times.”
Of the grammatical changes mentioned, those
corresponding to DA-type patterns, generally those
involving the words was and is, number roughly 20
percent. The changes involving these words do not
all correspond exactly to a DA grammatical structure.
Additionally, some types of DA do not involve these
words. This approximate percentage is meant only to
give a rough estimate or impression of how significant
DA could be in accounting for the overall percentage
of grammatical incongruities present in the 1830 text
and their subsequent change to better reflect modern
English grammar. Based on the prevalence of DA and
the issues with seeing DA in translation, we can surmise that this feature alone could account for more
than one in five of the changes to the nonstandard
grammatical elements in the Book of Mormon text.
The examples of DA found in the Book of Mormon can be divided into three categories: verbal,
pronominal, and demonstrative.26 The verbal category is by far the largest with 264 instances (80 percent
of the DA occurrences), followed by the pronominal
with 60 instances, and the demonstrative containing
the fewest examples with 5 instances. I will provide
and discuss examples from each of these categories
separately.

Verbal
The verbal category consists of instances of
nonhuman plural subjects with singular agreement
expressed by the associated verbs. This is the largest of the three categories, with the greatest number
of instances occurring throughout the Book of
Mormon. Because this category contains so many
examples, I have further divided the verbal examples into two subcategories: full verbal and helping
verb (full verbs have their own concrete meaning,
while helping verbs only convey grammatical information, such as tense/aspect or mood).27 The two
delineations refer solely to the English in the Book
of Mormon.
Semitic languages, however, do not make this distinction because helping verbs are not used.28 Each verb
is a single word, usually based on a triliteral root, and
is inflected in a specific form to denote a different type
of meaning or tense (past, present, or future in all their
aspects, but also passive, reflexive, or active). Thus, a
translator must often use English helping verbs to indicate the mood, aspect, or tense of the original one-word
Semitic verb. I have chosen the examples shown here
to illustrate the wide variety of these instances of DA
throughout the Book of Mormon.
The first examples of DA are from the full verbal
subcategory, which consists of one-word singular
verbs with plural subjects.
For he truly spake many great things unto them,
which was hard to be understood, save a man should
inquire of the Lord. (1 Nephi 15:3) 29
And the seats . . . which was above all the other
seats. (Mosiah 11:11) 30
And he will take upon him death, that he may loose the
bands of death which binds his people. (Alma 7:12) 31

Verbal deflected agreement in the 1830 Book of Mormon
(Alma 7:12). Photo of a facsimile by Mark Philbrick.
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Do ye suppose that ye can convince the Lamanites
of the incorrectness of the traditions of their fathers,
as stiffnecked a people as they are; whose hearts
delighteth in the shedding of blood. (Alma 26:24) 32

And Alma and Amulek went forth preaching repentance unto the people in their tempels [sic], and in
their sanctuaries, and also in their synagogues, which
39
was built after the manner of the Jews. (Alma 16:13)

Yea, I say unto you, my son, that there could be
nothing so exquisite and so bitter, as was my pains.
(Alma 36:21) 33

And Akish did administer unto them the oaths which
was given by them of old, who also sought power,
which had been handed down even from Cain, who
40
was a murderer from the beginning. (Ether 8:15)

If ye had all the scriptures which gives an account of
all the marvellous works of Christ, ye would, according to the words of Christ, know that these things
must surely come. (3 Nephi 28:33) 34
And all these gifts comes by the spirit of Christ; and
they come unto every man severally, according as he
will. (Moroni 10:17) 35

All these examples consist of a nonhuman plural
subject paired with a singular verb. In some cases,
such as Moroni 10:17, this pairing occurs in the same
clause while in other cases the verb is part of a relative clause (usually involving the word which), as in
3 Nephi 28:33. A large number of these instances of
DA involve the use of a conjugated form of the verb
to be (Alma 36:21 is a prime example). And sometimes
this number discrepancy is evidenced by the archaic
verbal ending -eth (see Alma 26:24), which denotes a
third person singular form in King James English.36
The second subcategory within the verbal type
of DA encompasses those instances in which the discrepancy between plural subject and singular verb is
seen through the use of English helping verbs.

And the sufferings of our women and our children
upon all the face of this, doth exceed every thing.
41
(Moroni 9:19)

These helping verbs act as indications of both the
translation process as well as the presence of DA.
The fact that the translator rendered them in the singular form while the subjects were plural possibly
indicates that the original text had some similar indication or differentiation in these cases.42
Pronominal
The pronominal category includes instances of
DA in which a plural antecedent is referenced using
the singular pronoun it instead of the normative
English pronouns they or them (demonstrative pronouns will not be included in this category but will
be counted in their own category). With 60 instances
in the Book of Mormon, this category accounts for 18
percent of the examples of DA found in the record.
Behold, the time cometh that he curseth your riches,
that it becometh slippery, that ye cannot hold them.
(Helaman 13:31) 43
Whatsoever things ye shall ask the Father, in my
name, it shall be given unto you. (3 Nephi 27:28) 44
But see that ye do all things in worthiness, and do
it in the name of Jesus Christ, the Son of the living
God. (Mormon 9:29) 45
And so great were their cries, their howlings and
lamentations, that it did rend the air exceedingly.
(Ether 15:16) 46

Deflected agreement with helping verbs in the 1830 Book
of Mormon (Mosiah 16:12). Photo of a facsimile by Mark
Philbrick.

Yea, and I also know that as many things as have
been prophesied concerning us down to this day,
has been fulfilled. (Words of Mormon 1:4) 37
Having never called upon the Lord while the arms
of mercy was extended towards them; for the
arms of mercy was extended towards them, and
they would not. (Mosiah 16:12) 38
46
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Pronominal deflected agreement in the 1830 Book of
Mormon (Ether 15:16). Photo of a facsimile by Mark
Philbrick.

And when ye shall receive these things, I would
exhort you that ye would ask God, the Eternal
Father, in the name of Christ, if these things are not
true; and if ye shall ask with a sincere heart, with
real intent, having faith in Christ, he will manifest
the truth of it unto you, by the power of the Holy
47
Ghost. (Moroni 10:4)

Demonstrative
The demonstrative category consists of only
5 instances, or 2 percent of all occurrences of DA.
Demonstratives are words used to distinguish certain entities from one another either spatially or
in abstract senses within discourse. In English, the
demonstratives are this, that, these, and those, as well
as a few more archaic examples such as yonder and
yon. These words also exhibit number: this and that
48
are singular, while these and those are plural. These
instances of DA may or may not be affected by additional issues of translation beyond those already
described. For instance, it is possible that the original language of the plates used a singular word or
idiom for something that in English must or may be
49
described with a plural. Demonstrative DA is found
in the Book of Mormon in the following instances:
And is not this, our afflictions, great? (Mosiah 7:23) 50
And now when the people had heard these words,
they clapped their hands for joy, and exclaimed, This
is the desires of our hearts. (Mosiah 18:11) 51
Now these were their journeyings, having taken
leave of their father Mosiah, in the first year of the
reign of the Judges; having refused the kingdom
which their father was desirous to confer upon
them; and also this was the minds of the people.
(Alma 17:6) 52
Yea, I speak unto you, ye remnant of the house of
Israel; and this is the words which I speak. (Mormon
7:1) 53
And this is my thoughts upon the land which I shall
give you for your inheritance; for it shall be a land
choice above all other lands. (Ether 2:15) 54

Data Overview and Analysis
As mentioned, I have located 329 instances of
deflected agreement in the Book of Mormon. In
this section, these findings will be analyzed and discussed. We will consider the percentage of DA use
in the Book of Mormon, in the Hebrew Bible, in
Joseph Smith’s other works, and in other contemporary English sources. This discussion will attempt to

Deflected agreement with a demonstrative in the 1830 Book
of Mormon (Mormon 7:1). Photo of a facsimile by Mark
Philbrick.

determine to what extent a grammatical incongruity
similar to DA can be found in Joseph’s geographic
and historical setting and what potential influence
this setting could have had upon the translation.
It will be shown that while an incongruity similar
to DA existed to a limited extent in the colloquial
speech and writing of the time, its characteristics and
usage do not completely match with, and thus do not
completely account for, that found in the Book of
Mormon. A linguistic model that can account for DA
and its usage in the Book of Mormon will also be
discussed. Finally, this section will consider how DA
relates to current theories regarding the translation
of the Book of Mormon.
Instances of DA are observed in the English
translation of nearly every book of the Book of
Mormon (Jarom is the only book in which DA is not
observed). However, the distribution of instances
varies (see table 1). Generally, the number of instances
per book increases throughout the narrative, peaking in Alma (81 instances) and then decreasing. With
respect to DA as a percentage of all nonhuman plural nouns requiring number agreement, the book of
Moroni has the highest percentage of DA use at 31
percent, and the book of 4 Nephi has the lowest at
3 percent (excluding the book of Jarom with zero
instances of DA). The percentage of DA across the
entire record is 16 percent (329 instances of DA out
of 2,080 total instances of nonhuman plural nouns
requiring number agreement). This range of percentages could perhaps be seen as an indication of
differing authorship within the Book of Mormon.55
These percentages match to some degree the
range of DA use seen in the Hebrew Bible. A quick
analysis of two books, Jeremiah and 2 Samuel, yields
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Table 1. Instances and percentages of deflected agreement (DA) per nonhuman plurals requiring number

Book

Number of DA
instances per book

Percentage of DA

1 Nephi

24

162

15%

2 Nephi
Jacob

34
15

239
132

14%
11%

Enos

1

8

13%

Jarom

0

7

0%

Omni

3

13

23%

Words of Mormon

2

27

7%

Mosiah

41

273

15%

Alma

81

505

16%

Helaman

40

170

24%

3 Nephi

36

247

15%

4 Nephi

1

36

3%

Mormon

11

81

14%

Ether

21

119

18%

Moroni

19

Total

61
Average percentage per book

329

respectively 8 percent (12 instances of DA out of
160 possible instances) and 15 percent (3 instances
of DA out of 20 possible instances). Comparing the
Bible with the Book of Mormon, only 2 instances of
apparent DA appear in the Book of Mormon that correspond to verses in the Hebrew Bible: 2 Nephi 7:2
(Isaiah 50:2) and 2 Nephi 23:17 (Isaiah 13:17).56 Both
of these verses in 2 Nephi exhibit what seems to be
DA in English; however, DA is not found in the corresponding Hebrew (both verses also differ slightly
from the Hebrew text).57 In answer to the question of
whether Joseph Smith could have learned DA from
the Bible, the phenomenon is not observed consistently enough in the English of the KJV to have had
any influence on Joseph’s language.58
One may also ask whether DA occurs in Joseph
Smith’s other writings. In other words, is DA simply
a peculiarity of Joseph’s dialect? An examination of
a selection of Joseph’s writings and revelations dating from the same general time period as the Book
of Mormon translation shows that these types of
grammar mistakes did occur in the recorded texts of
Joseph’s revelations. However, in none of his writings
48

All instances of
nonhuman plurals
with number agreement
(strict as well as DA)
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2080

31%
15%
16%

does this specific error occur with anywhere near
the frequency that it does in the Book of Mormon.
Specifically, in the Book of Commandments, printed
in 1833, I have located 10 instances that could corre59
spond to DA. Of these, 9 are verbal (1 is a repeated
formulaic phrase from the Book of Mormon, and
5 involve incorrect usage of the ending -eth); only
1 is pronominal. Similarly, a search of the original
manuscripts of Joseph’s revelations from July 1828
to January 1831 reveals 10 instances that correspond
to DA-type number disagreement. Two of these are
repetitions of formulaic phrases or quotes from the
Book of Mormon and can be removed from consideration.60 This leaves 8 instances of DA out of 114, or
7 percent, in which DA is possible in those revelations.61 In the Book of Moses, an extract from Joseph
Smith’s translation of the Bible recorded between
June 1830 and February 1831, only 8 instances of
DA-type number disagreement can be documented
out of 118 possible—again, 7 percent.62
None of these examples can prove that DA was
simply a strange syntactic device in Joseph Smith’s
personal vernacular because there is no record of

his personal writings prior to 1828 with which to
compare. Because all these possible occurrences
of DA in Joseph’s other writings come at the same
time as or relatively soon after Joseph’s translation of
the Book of Mormon record, it is also possible that
his locution and syntax, particularly with formulaic

phrases, could have been affected by his work on the
Book of Mormon, while something more systematic
was occurring during the translation of the Book of
Mormon. In any case, the strikingly similar percentages of DA use in Joseph’s dictation of the Book of
Moses during his translation of the Bible and in his

Jeremiah Lamenting the Destruction of Jerusalem, by Rembrandt van Rijn (1606–1669). Courtesy De Agostini Picture Library/
Getty Images. A number of instances of deflected agreement occur in the book of the prophet Jeremiah, who was a contemporary of Lehi.
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dictation of other revelations does stand as proof
that he did exhibit number disagreement occasionally in his speech and writing. This fact might
initially cause us to question the validity of some of
the DA instances in the Book of Mormon, especially
those that rely on the ending -eth (i.e., if Joseph dictated the ending incorrectly in other contexts, he
could also have done so in the Book of Mormon).
However, instances involving -eth inflectional suffixes constitute a very small portion of the instances
of DA shown to exist. Specifically, only 35 instances
(11 percent) of DA observed in the Book of Mormon
rely fully upon a verbal -eth ending.63

If this phenomenon was solely an artifact
of Joseph Smith’s dialect, we would expect
DA in the Book of Mormon to more closely
match the . . . usage in his other works
and to be more evenly distributed throughout the record.
These issues notwithstanding, the difference
between the number of DA instances in the Book of
Mormon and in Joseph Smith’s other revelations is
still striking: while Joseph exhibits only occasional
and random errors of this type in other revelations
and translations (from the sample detailed above,
16 DA occurrences out of 232 possible instances, or
7 percent), these instances occur less than half as
often as in the Book of Mormon (329 DA occurrences
out of 2,080 possible instances, or 16 percent).64 This
figure does not even take into account the major differences seen book by book throughout the record.
The percentage from Joseph’s other dictations (7 percent) hardly compares with that found in the book of
Helaman (24 percent), let alone the book of Moroni
(31 percent). If this phenomenon was solely an artifact of Joseph’s dialect, we would expect DA in the
Book of Mormon to more closely match the roughly
7 percent usage in his other works and to be more
evenly distributed throughout the record.
Additionally, it is important to see that while
verbal DA is observed throughout the Book of Mormon, pronominal and demonstrative examples are
largely confined to the second half of the chronological record. Only 17 of the 60 instances (28 percent)
of pronominal DA occur in the first half of the
50
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book’s chronology (dividing where the book of
Alma begins, roughly five hundred years into the
book’s approximately thousand-year history), while
the other 44 occur in the second half. Similarly,
of the 5 examples of demonstrative DA, the earliest occurs in Mosiah 7:23, nearly halfway through
the record’s chronology, and the others occur later
at Mosiah 18:11, Alma 17:6, Mormon 7:1, and Ether
2:15 (see table 2).65 Again, if we were to consider this
phenomenon solely dependent upon Joseph Smith,
we would not expect a pattern of potential increasing usage consistent with the chronological history
of the record. Instead, we would expect consistent
usage throughout the record; or if there were a pattern of increasing frequency, DA use would increase
throughout the translation’s chronology, and we
would see more instances in the latter portion of the
translation (the small plates of Nephi, 1 Nephi–Omni,
were translated last). This is not consistent with the
findings at hand, especially regarding the pronominal and demonstrative instances of DA.
Did DA exist in contemporaneous English
sources and, if it did, to what extent? Of a sample of
a variety of published sources, the majority shows
66
no evidence of DA at all. It should be noted though
that most of those sources, while similar to Joseph’s
work in content, were written by authors with more
education than Joseph had. Thus, not finding any
evidence of DA is unsurprising. Checking against the
writings of authors closer to Joseph’s background
is also important. The majority of Sidney Rigdon’s
writings that I examined, for instance, show no evidence of DA.67 However, in the published transcript
of an oration he gave in 1838, a number of instances
of a DA-type relationship (always verbal) appear.68
But the difference between the sources is obvious:
most are written while one is extemporaneous
speech that may or may not have been carefully
recorded. This difference may account for the presence of grammatical incongruities in the source that
was originally spoken.
For an even closer comparison of contemporary
writings, two journals and one composite journal/
autobiography from the time period and area were
analyzed. In two of the three I found no evidence of
number disagreement.69 The last source presented
the only examples of consistent number disagreement. In his journal covering a time period from 1831
to 1833, Jared Carter exhibits number disagreement

Table 2. Instances of verbal, pronominal, and demonstrative deflected agreement (DA) by book

Book

Verbal

Pronominal

1 Nephi

22 (1:14, 20; 2:5; 10:16; 12:17 [3x]; 13:32, 34;
14:28; 15:3, 21; 16:10, 30; 17:26, 30, 39;
18:15 [2x], 25; 19:20, 24)

2 Nephi

24 (2:10, 14, 27; 3:19; 4:18, 25; 7:2; 9:13, 16 10 (6:9; 9:12, 13;
[2x], 25; 11:1; 25:5, 6; 26:21; 27:11; 30:17
10:9; 23:17;
[2x]; 31:2; 33:4 [4x], 5)
30:17; 33:4 [3x],
5)

0

Jacob

13 (2:34, 35; 3:5, 7; 5:18 [2x], 19, 35, 46, 48
[2x], 77; 7:23)

2 (4:14; 7:24)

0

2 (17:39; 22:18)

Demonstrative
0

Enos

1 (1:8)

0

0

Jarom

0

0

0

Omni

3 (1:11, 22, 25)

0

0

Words of Mormon

2 (1:4, 7)

0

0

3 (2:41; 12:12;
28:17)

2 (7:23; 18:11)

Mosiah

36 (1:2; 2:34, 38 [2x]; 3:6; 4:8; 7:26; 8:11, 17
[3x], 19; 11:11 [2x]; 12:12, 20, 36; 13:10,
12 [3x]; 16:12 [2x]; 23:9; 24:14, 15; 25:23;
27:1; 28:11, 13, 14 [2x], 17; 29:25 [2x], 36)

Alma

64 (3:25; 4:1, 2, 3, 9, 15, 19; 5:9, 11, 15, 21,
16 (4:3; 5:21; 11:43
33, 44, 54; 7:8, 12; heading to Alma 9;
[2x], 44 [2x];
9:16 [2x], 30; 10:12; 11:20, 22, 39; 12:2,
13:16 [2x]; 18:31;
17; 13:8; 15:16; 16:13; 17:17, 38; 18:28,
29:4 [2x]; 31:38;
29, 31, 35; 22:14, 27, 32; 25:9; 26:1, 24,
40:23; 41:4;
37; 28:13, 44 [2x]; 29:5; 31:17 [2x]; 32:21,
42:30; 61:2)
23; 34:15 [2x], 30; 36:21; 37:6; 42:26, 30;
44:9; 46:40 [2x]; 54:2; 56:27; 61:2; 62:18)

1 (17:6)

Helaman

30 (3:19; 4:11; 5:38; 6:25; 8:13 [2x]; 9:23,
10 (4:11; 5:12, 31;
34; 12:9, 12, 26; 13:5, 14, 15, 16 [2x], 31,
6:25, 32; 13:5,
38; 14:2, 10, 11, 21 [3x], 23; 15:7 [2x], 12;
18, 31; 14:10, 21)
16:16, 23)

0

3 Nephi

33 (1:5, 6 [2x], 15; 4:1 [2x], 2; 5:16, 19; 7:5, 6,
21; 8:7; 9:9, 15; 10:14, 17; 11:8, 28 [2x],
40; 13:19; 15:7 [2x]; 16:17; 17:6, 7; 18:13,
34; 23:3; 26:5; 27:5; 28:33)

3 (10:1; 18:28;
27:28)

0

4 Nephi

1 (1:2)

0

0

Mormon

9 (2:8, 10; 3:8; 5:21; 9:7, 11, 17, 18, 19)

1 (9:29)

1 (7:1)
1 (2:15)

Ether

13 (1:2; 2:17; 4:4, 7, 11; 5:1; 7:20, 23, 27;
8:15; 12:1, 6, 28)

7 (3:21, 26; 4:11, 14;
8:17 [2x]; 15:16)

Moroni

13 (7:12, 24, 27, 29; 8:5, 28, 29; 9:9, 19; 10:1,
17, 23, 27)

6 (2:3 [2x]; 4:1 [2x]; 0
10:3, 4)

Total

264

60

5

Total Percentages

80%

18%

2%
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Just as its presence demands the reality
of an original text, deflected agreement
could also be used as evidence of multiple
authorship for the record.
nearly 20 percent of the time (considerably higher
than Joseph’s 7 percent).70 Carter’s educational background is much closer to Joseph’s. However, while
Carter does exhibit DA, there are a number of differences between his writings and Joseph’s. Though
all the instances of number disagreement in Carter’s
journal fall in the verbal category, his writings reveal
no incongruity in the pronominal or demonstrative
categories. What accounts for the large difference
in DA usage percentages between Joseph Smith and
Jared Carter? There is no clear answer. Carter’s writings only prove that Carter used DA in his writing
and, probably, in his speech.
Thus, while these cases (Rigdon’s speech and
Carter’s journal) show that number disagreement
could be considered an observable but somewhat
rare characteristic in the colloquial speech and
writings of the time period (dependent on education level), there are still major differences between
these examples and the Book of Mormon. Joseph’s
number disagreements in the translation of the
Book of Mormon are significantly different from
and unaccounted for in the common vernacular of
the time and in his own contemporaneous writings. Particularly, the distribution of instances and
the existence of number disagreement beyond the
verbal category are evidence for the existence of DA
in the original language of the plates and the likely
influence of DA on the translation process.
Just as its presence demands the reality of an
original text, DA could also be used as evidence of
multiple authorship for the record. Specifically, the
fact that the percentage of DA use varies greatly from
book to book within the record argues against a single author for the entire text. For example, 1 Nephi
and 2 Nephi together with Mosiah and Alma lie
between 14 and 16 percent, while Helaman stands at
24 percent, and Moroni is as high as 31 percent (see
table 1). It is highly improbable (if not impossible) that
a single author would include such a peculiar grammatical element in such varying frequencies between
different books in a single work.
52
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In addition, the text’s internal claims of authorship are reinforced. For instance, of the 79 instances
of DA in the book of Alma, only 6 occur within what
are typically known as the war chapters (Alma 45–62;
see table 2).71 This means that the great majority (73
out of 79 occurrences, or 92 percent) of the instances
of DA occur in the first 70 percent of the book of
Alma, and only 8 percent in the latter 30 percent of
the book.72 Significantly, when the record changes
from generally covering the religious discourses
and teachings of Alma the Younger and the sons of
Mosiah to solely recounting wars, conflicts, and secular history, the frequency of DA falls dramatically,
suggesting a different author (something supported
by the heading of the section, which was contained
on the plates, indicating that the authorship of that
section’s source material changed to Helaman).
Would any single author (much less a minimally educated farm boy dictating the record in a few short
months) be aware enough of his or her style and writing to vary this grammatical characteristic in such a
manner? It seems much more probable that the presence of DA is evidence for multiple authorship of
the Book of Mormon record. More work needs to be
done in this area of discerning any potential differences in usage based on author.
This distribution of instances and types of DA
fits very well with the wave model of linguistic
change, particularly describing the spread of linguistic characteristics from one environment to another.
Originally the wave model was applied to the spread
of linguistic features from one dialect to another,
but later it was adapted to analyze historical linguistics and the effect different languages have on one
another.73 In essence, this model states (as described
by Belnap and Shabaneh):
Historical change takes place as an innovation gains
ground in one linguistic environment and spreads to
other environments. The innovative form occurs in
variation with the old form and gradually increases
in frequency; such a change may or may not go
to completion, that is, the new form may occur in
stable variation with the old form or it may totally
replace the old form.74

In the case of DA in the Book of Mormon, it
seems apparent, based on both the evidence of DA
from classical Hebrew and the number of instances
and their placement within the overall chronology of the record, that the innovation (DA) had its

beginnings in the verbal domain, with some usage
in the pronominal domain, and then became more
prevalent in the pronominal domain while also
entering into the demonstrative. However, this
remains an assumption based only on the limited
information at hand. Without more information and
a greater corpus in the original plate text language, it
is impossible to tell with any certainty.
The wave model is also pertinent to this discussion because it accounts for the large amount of
variability in DA usage seen throughout the Book
of Mormon record. It is apparent that although the
authors may use DA in some cases, they vary this
usage extensively with other instances of normative
or strict number agreement. This is also seen in the
Hebrew Bible. For example, in both Deuteronomy
21:7 and Isaiah 59:12, the authors use both normative agreement and DA even within the same verse.
If this kind of variation exists within the text of the
Hebrew Bible, it should not surprise us to find it in
the text of the Book of Mormon.
In addition to providing clues about the original language of the plates and their authorship, DA
also helps us understand more about the translation
process itself. These findings support the theory of
a more “tight control” of the translation process by
the Lord as opposed to “loose control.” It is not the
intent of this paper to enter fully into the debate over
translation theory, the details of which have been
dealt with more specifically elsewhere.75 However, a
small discussion of how DA in the Book of Mormon
would affect the debate is in order. The difference
between tight and loose control is framed around
how the text was received by Joseph: “Was the
translation revealed to Joseph Smith in ideas that he
wrote down in his own language (loose control over
the translation process), or was it instead revealed to
him word for word (tight control)? Or was it a combination of the two possibilities?” 76 Royal Skousen
succinctly stated the crux of the differentiation:
This supposed problem of grammatical “errors”
leads directly to the question of whether the Book of
Mormon text represents the Lord’s actual language
to Joseph Smith or simply Joseph Smith’s own translation using his own language. In other words, does
the Book of Mormon represent a direct and exact
revelation from the Lord, or did the ideas come into
Joseph’s mind and then he put them into his own
words? 77

Spelling out some of the evidences used on both
sides of the argument, Skousen appeals to firsthand
accounts of the process, the spelling and correction
of names, and Semitic textual evidence found within
the text to conclude that tight control is more likely.
“Internal evidence from the original manuscript as
well as statements from witnesses of the translation
provide strong support that the Lord exercised ‘tight
control’ over the translation process and that he
indeed is the source for the original text of the Book
of Mormon.” 78 Other evidences utilized by proponents of tighter control include certain intertextual
quotations.79

The evidence [for] loose control consists
largely of grammatical incongruities in the
text, certain modern vocabulary and idioms,
modern cultural content, and arguments for
the KJV Bible influencing the translation.
The evidence put forward by those who advocate loose control consists largely of grammatical
incongruities in the text, certain modern vocabulary and idioms, modern cultural content, and
arguments for the KJV Bible influencing the translation.80 Referring to grammatical errors in the Book
of Mormon (particularly some that are not related
to DA, although his words are generally applicable
to most of the grammatical errors in the Book of
Mormon translation), Brant Gardner describes the
point of view of loose control:
The nature of these grammatical issues suggests
that they are part of the translation, not part of the
underlying plate text. They result from conflation
of terms or of times that are more easily explained
for Joseph’s time period than that of the plate writers. Therefore, they necessitate some conceptual
distance between the plate text and the translation.
The translation allowed for human error in the process and could create a translation that erred in ways
that would not have been present in the underlying
plate text. The nature of these errors also suggests
Joseph’s participation as a translator, particularly in
the cases of verb tense. They can be explained only
with Joseph’s active participation in the process,
even when that participation inadvertently created
an error.81

JOURNAL OF THE BOOK OF MORMON AND OTHER RESTORATION SCRIPTURE

53

Considering the evidence . . . , it is reasonable to conclude that DA was a part of
the plate text language and was perhaps
more prevalent on the plates than is indicated by the English translation.
Concerning such grammatical issues then, the
existence of DA in the Book of Mormon may refute
in many cases a major part of the main argument
of the loose-control theory—namely, that Joseph’s
grammar was nonstandard and that this accounts
for all grammatical incongruities. If it can be shown
that a large number (albeit not all) of the supposed
errors are errors only in the fact that they don’t
match up with accepted and expected standards of
modern English, and also that they correspond to an
observed linguistic phenomenon consistent with the
linguistic environment of the ancient origin of the
document, then the loose-control theory is unsubstantiated regarding those incongruities, reducing
their viability as evidence for loose control of the
translation.
In sum, the presence of deflected agreement supports at some level the theory of tight control of the
translation of the Book of Mormon in that it constitutes specific, detailed grammatical evidence, atypical
of English, which cannot completely be labeled as
error or bad grammar because of its frequency and
distribution. This conclusion is only strengthened
by comparison with Joseph’s other dictations and
revelations.82 This is not to say that DA ends once
and for all the debate—it merely acts as evidence that
generally supports a tighter control over the translation throughout the record and not simply in certain
instances (such as spelling and correction of proper
names).
Conclusion
This paper does not stand as an argument that all
the instances described herein as DA are proof positive of this phenomenon on the Book of Mormon
plates or that none of them are occurrences of bad
grammar or translator or scribal dialect. Without
access to the original plate text, establishing that with
any degree of certainty is impossible. However, considering the evidence and the realities of translation
54
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(specifically the inability of English to preserve DA
in all possible tenses and persons), it is reasonable
to conclude that DA was a part of the plate text language and was perhaps more prevalent on the plates
than is indicated by the English translation.
Comparing the surviving evidence of DA in the
English translation of the Book of Mormon with Joseph Smith’s other writings and his contemporaries’
writings demonstrates that while a phenomenon similar to DA occurred in writings of Joseph’s time and
locality, these patterns do not account for all the data
in the Book of Mormon, suggesting that something
else must be behind some of the number disagreements found therein. This paper has shown that DA,
as a characteristic of the Hebrew linguistic milieu
from which the authors of the record emerged, combined with the wave model of linguistic change, can
account for the remaining data and for many of the
observed grammatical incongruities in the Book of
Mormon translation.
The presence of deflected agreement in the
original text of the Book of Mormon bears certain
implications and ramifications for our approach
to the record, both from a religious or theological
standpoint as well as from an academic viewpoint.
Deflected agreement within the text of the Book
of Mormon refutes views of the record either as a
strictly nineteenth-century production or as some
sort of “inspired fiction.” The distribution, frequency, and variation of DA across grammatical
categories within the text of the Book of Mormon
support Joseph’s claims of the record’s historicity,
authorship, and ancient Semitic origin. In addition,
the presence of DA also constitutes evidence supporting tight control of the translation and generally
weakens the case for some of the evidence relied
upon by loose-control advocates. n
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Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 1:179–81.
3. See John A. Tvedtnes, “The Hebrew
Background of the Book of Mormon,” in Rediscovering the Book of
Mormon, ed. John L. Sorenson and
Melvin J. Thorne (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and FARMS, 1991), 77–
91; John W. Welch, ed., Reexploring
the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and FARMS, 1992);
Kevin L. Barney, “Enallage in the
Book of Mormon,” Journal of Book

4.

5.
6.
7.

8.
9.

10.

of Mormon Studies 3/1 (1994): 113–47;
Brian D. Stubbs, “A Lengthier Treatment of Length,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 5/2 (1996): 82–97;
Larry G. Childs, “Present Participle
Adjuncts in the Book of Mormon,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies
6/1 (1997): 26–38; Donald W. Parry,
“Hebraisms and Other Ancient Peculiarities in the Book of Mormon,”
in Echoes and Evidences of the Book of
Mormon, ed. Donald W. Parry, Daniel C. Peterson, and John W. Welch
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002), 155–89.
This is mainly found in other
Semitic languages; Arabic, preserving this grammatical phenomenon
in most (if not all) of its dialects and
forms, is the most prominent. It is
also acknowledged that a similar, albeit slightly different phenomenon,
exists in Greek, wherein neuter
plurals are given singular predicates
and attributives.
Skousen, “Original Language,” 34.
Skousen, “Original Language,” 30.
See Skousen, “Original Language,”
29–30, as well as Royal Skousen,
“Towards a Critical Edition of the
Book of Mormon,” BYU Studies 30/1
(1990): 42–50.
Skousen, “Original Language,” 29.
Charles A. Ferguson, Damascus
Arabic (Washington, DC: Center for
Applied Linguistics, 1961), 236–37.
I will be using the term deflected
agreement because there is no succinct terminology for the phenomenon in Hebrew studies.
R. Kirk Belnap and Osama Shabaneh, “Variable Agreement and
Nonhuman Plurals in Classical
and Modern Standard Arabic,” in
Perspectives on Arabic Linguistics IV:
Papers from the Fourth Annual Symposium on Arabic Linguistics, ed. Ellen
Broselow, Mushira Eid, and John
McCarthy (Philadelphia: Benjamins,
1992), 247; see R. Kirk Belnap, “A
New Perspective on the History
of Arabic: Variation in Marking
Agreement with Plural Heads,” Folia
Linguistica 33/2 (1999): 169–85, in
which the author revisits and reanalyzes some of the assertions and
conclusions of the previous paper.
For examples and more explanation
for Arabic, see Karin C. Ryding, A
Reference Grammar of Modern Standard Arabic (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005), 125; for

11.

12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

more information, see also 242–43,
313, 315, and 323.
Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, 2nd
English ed. (Oxford: Clarendon,
1910), 464. Generous thanks to Paul
Hoskisson for pointing me to this
resource.
Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, 440–41.
For prominent examples, see
Jeremiah 2:14; 4:14; 5:14; 12:4; 22:6;
36:23; 44:6; 48:41, 45; 51:29, 56.
There are also others not listed here.
Dallin D. Oaks, “Book of Mormon,
Language of the Translated Text of,”
in Book of Mormon Reference Companion, ed. Dennis L. Largey (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 2003), 116–19.
It would only be logical that upon
interaction with other languages
and language families the colloquial
language of the Book of Mormon
writers could both influence and be
influenced by the surrounding linguistic environment. Brian Stubbs
has postulated a Semitic influence
(either secondarily or dominantly)
on certain Amerindian languages
of Mesoamerica, creating a mixed
linguistic atmosphere for Nephite/
Lamanite culture. See “Hebrew and
Uto-Aztecan: Possible Linguistic
Connections,” in Welch, Reexploring
the Book of Mormon, 279–81.
Roger Lass, ed., The Cambridge History of the English Language (New
York: Cambridge University Press,
1999), 3:140.
The helping verbs had and was,
particularly in concert with the verb
to be, conjugate for number and
can be seen clearly as either errors
on Joseph’s part or instances of DA
when their subjects are nonhuman
plurals.
Lass, English Language, 490,
describes how these archaisms
became restricted to religious/
biblical texts by 1580–1610, around
the time of the printing of the KJV
Bible. This fossilization would have
been duly imprinted on Joseph
Smith through his study of the KJV
Bible. Similarly, “documents from
the general time and area of Joseph
Smith’s boyhood attest to the presence in the local dialect(s) of some
linguistic forms that would seem
archaic to people today and that are
similar to the language of the KJV
Bible. Indeed, one could find some
lingering use of the pronoun forms
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19.
20.
21.

22.

23.
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‘thee,’ ‘thou,’ ‘thy,’ and ‘thine,’ as
well as the archaic -eth and -est verb
inflectional suffixes.” Oaks, “Book of
Mormon, Language,” 118.
Unless indicated otherwise, all references in this section will be from
the 1830 edition.
Royal Skousen, ed., The Book of Mormon: The Earliest Text (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2009).
Royal Skousen, ed., The Original
Manuscript of the Book of Mormon:
Typographical Facsimile of the Extant
Text (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2001).
While there is relatively very little
of the original manuscript still
extant, I used what there is to verify
what I could.
Royal Skousen, ed., The Printer’s
Manuscript of the Book of Mormon:
Typographical Facsimile of the Entire
Text in Two Parts (Provo, UT:
FARMS, 2001).
A number of instances of ambiguous
language have either been included
or excluded from the total number.
I have included cases for which logical argument for DA can be made
and excluded instances in which the
ambiguity seems to be more on the
side of normative English structures
or grammatical error. I have also
deliberately excluded instances of
nominal sentences in which no verb
is present in the original Semitic
language and any verb in translation would be supplied solely by
the translator. See Ryding, Reference
Grammar, 59–63, for a discussion
of equational sentences within
an Arabic context. For a similar
discussion in Hebrew, see Bruce K.
Waltke and Michael P. O’Connor,
An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew
Syntax (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 72, 720. As such, these
types of sentences would include
an element in translation not found
in the original plate text. Thirty of
these excluded instances indicate
a DA-type relationship with plural
nouns and singular verbs (1 Nephi
8:34; 15:5; 17:2; 22:6; 2 Nephi 3:4;
10:9; 10:21; Jacob 2:28; Mosiah 7:23,
30; 8:9; 18:8, 11; 21:5; 23:24; 24:10;
Alma 4:3; 11:22; 17:6; 18:30; 30:16;
44:8; Helaman 9:2; 3 Nephi 15:8;
23:1; Mormon 7:1; 9:36; Ether 2:15;
and Moroni 7:44; 8:25).
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24. For the sake of brevity, I will
not undertake to describe every
instance of DA in the Book of
Mormon here, but I will present a
number of examples to illustrate its
presence.
25. Horton, “Understanding Textual
Changes,” 28.
26. As noted above, pure adjectival
agreement would not survive the
transition into English; thus there is
no record of it in the volume.
27. In many cases a conjugated form of
the verb to be (was, were, etc.) acts
as a helping verb to delineate tense
or aspect. However, the verb to be
can also act alone as a simple full
verb. I show examples of both.
28. An exception to this would be Modern Hebrew because of influence by
modern European languages.
29. 1830 edition, p. 35, emphasis added
to show DA. Changed in 1837 edition.
30. 1830 edition, p. 178, emphasis
added. Changed in 1837 edition.
31. 1830 edition, p. 240, emphasis
added. Changed in 1837 edition.
32. 1830 edition, p. 297, emphasis
added. The archaic -eth ending
denotes third person singular; see
again Lass, English Language, 140.
Changed in 1837 edition.
33. 1830 edition, p. 325, emphasis
added. Changed in 1920 edition.
34. 1830 edition, p. 512, emphasis
added. Changed in 1837 edition.
35. 1830 edition, p. 586, emphasis
added. Changed in 1840 edition.
36. Lass, English Language, 140, 162–65.
The section below dealing with
analysis will treat this type in
greater detail.
37. 1830 edition, p. 152, emphasis
added. Changed in 1837 edition.
38. 1830 edition, p. 189, emphasis added.
Changed in 1837 edition.
39. 1830 edition, p. 268, emphasis
added. The verb in this case may
refer simply to synagogues, but it
would still qualify as DA since synagogues is also a nonhuman plural
noun. Changed in 1837 edition.
40. 1830 edition, p. 553, emphasis
added. Changed in 1837 edition.
41. 1830 edition, p. 585, emphasis
added. Unchanged in current edition.
42. The issue of tight versus loose
control of the translation will be
discussed below.

43. 1830 edition, p. 444, emphasis added.
This is also an example of verbal DA,
with riches by necessity being the
subject of becometh as well. Also, the
issue of variability can be noted here
with riches being represented by both
a singular pronoun (it) and a plural
(them). Changed in 1920 edition.
44. 1830 edition, p. 509, emphasis
added. Changed in 1920 edition.
45. 1830 edition, p. 537, emphasis
added. Unchanged in current
edition.
46. 1830 edition, p. 572, emphasis
added. Also, the it could refer only
to cries, with howling and lamentations being a parenthetical description of the cries, but this would still
constitute DA. Changed in 1920
edition.
47. 1830 edition, p. 586, emphasis
added. Unchanged in current edition. Note also the variability: these
things are showing normative plural
agreement.
48. Lass, English Language, 140, 194–96.
49. For instance, in Hebrew nĕbālâ
(dead body/bodies).
50. 1830 edition, p. 170, emphasis added.
Note also that the verb corresponds
to the singular demonstrative, while
the antecedent afflictions is plural.
Changed in 1837 edition.
51. 1830 edition, p. 192, emphasis
added. Note also that the verb corresponds to the singular demonstrative, while the antecedent desires is
plural. Changed in 1837 edition.
52. 1830 edition, p. 269, emphasis
added. Unchanged in the current
edition. Note also that the verb corresponds to the singular demonstrative, while the subject/antecedent
minds is plural. Also note the correct
demonstrative use at the beginning
of the verse.
53. 1830 edition, p. 531, emphasis
added. Note also that the verb corresponds to the singular demonstrative, while the subject/antecedent
words is plural. Changed in 1837
edition.
54. 1830 edition, p. 542, emphasis
added. Note also that the verb corresponds to the singular demonstrative, while the subject/antecedent
thoughts is plural. Changed in 1837
edition.
55. See below on the implications of the
DA findings on Book of Mormon
scholarship and studies.

56. One other example of DA appears in
a chapter that corresponds to Isaiah
material—2 Nephi 27:11. However,
this verse does not directly correspond to a verse in Isaiah of the
Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible;
thus it is not strictly verifiable.
57. The second half of 2 Nephi 7:2,
from the earliest text, reads:
“Behold, at my rebuke I dry up
the sea, I make the rivers a wilderness and their fish to stink because
the waters are dried up and they
dieth because of thirst.” Skousen,
Earliest Text, 94. The Hebrew Bible
(Isaiah 50:2) reads, hēn bĕgaʿărātî
ʾaḥărîb yām ʾāśîm nĕhārôt midbār
tibʾaš dĕgātām mēʾên mayîm wĕtāmōt
baṣṣāmāʾ; 2 Nephi 23:17 reads, “Behold, I will stir up the Medes against
them, which shall not regard silver
and gold, nor shall they delight
in it.” The Hebrew (Isaiah 13:17)
reads, hinĕnî mēʿîr ʿălêhem ʾet mādāy
ʾăšer kesep lōʾ yaḥšōbû wĕzāhāb lōʾ
yaḥĕppĕṣû bô.
58. In rare instances, KJV editions from
1611 and 1843 keep a literal translation of the Hebrew. For example,
Jeremiah 36:23 is the only instance
of those listed above in Jeremiah
where the DA structure from the
Hebrew is apparent in the English.
These and other instances of number disagreement are so rare within
the text of the KJV Bible that it is
extremely doubtful that they would
have had any effect on Joseph
Smith’s dialect.
59. Book of Commandments, Section
X: 7 (D&C 11:14); XXII: 10–11 (D&C
21:9; this could be ambiguous);
XXIV: 13 (D&C 20:17); XL: 33 (D&C
38:39); LIV: 11 (D&C 52:11); LIX: 5
(D&C 58:4); LX: 27 (D&C 59:17); LX:
28 (D&C 59:18 [2x]); LXV: 41 (D&C
64:32).
60. For instance, the DA phrase “and
all things that in them is,” when
referring to the earth, heavens, and
creation, occurs four times in the
Book of Mormon text (2 Nephi 2:14;
3 Nephi 9:15; Mormon 9:11; and
Ether 4:7) and is then repeated in
the other revelations verbatim.
61. Robin Scott Jensen, Robert J. Woodford, and Steven C. Harper, eds.,
The Joseph Smith Papers: Revelations
and Translations, Manuscript Revelation Books (Facsimile Edition) (Salt
Lake City: The Church Historian’s
Press, 2009), 9–93.

62. As observed in the original manuscripts of the Joseph Smith Translation. From Scott H. Faulring, Kent P.
Jackson, and Robert J. Matthews, eds.,
Joseph Smith’s New Translation of the
Bible: Original Manuscripts (Provo, UT:
BYU Religious Studies Center, 2004),
83–112. These instances (and page
numbers) are Moses 1:42 (p. 86); 2:16
(p. 87); 5:25 (p. 94); 5:33 (p. 94), 6:63
(2x, p. 102); 7:16 (pp. 104–5); and 7:24
(p. 105).
63. 1 Nephi 12:17 (3x); 15:21; 2 Nephi
7:2; 26:21; 31:2; Jacob 2:35; 4:14;
5:77; Mosiah 3:6; 12:20; Alma 9:16;
12:17; 22:14; 26:1, 24; Helaman 12:26;
13:31; 3 Nephi 11:40; and Moroni
7:12, 24; 8:28.
64. An interesting counterexample
comes from 2 Nephi 27:4 where
the 1920 edition changed, hopefully inadvertently, a plural verb,
do, to a singular verb, doeth, while
retaining the plural, human subject.
This instance of DA is of course not
included in my statistics. I thank
Paul Hoskisson for pointing out to
me this late change in the text.
65. The book of Ether presents specific
difficulties: who is the author of
the majority of it? Is it written
largely in Moroni’s words or is it a
verbatim transfer from the plates of
Ether? In my opinion, it seems to
be an abridgment done by Moroni,
and thus, in most cases, the words
would have been filtered through
his vocabulary and style. Thus, we
can potentially include it here as a
chronologically late instance.
66. I checked the following sources and
found no real evidence for number
disagreement: Ian Ker and Thomas
Gornall, eds., The Letters and Diaries
of John Henry Newman, vol. 1 (Ealing,
Trinity, Oriel, February 1801 to December 1826) (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978),
260–313. Joseph Lathrop, Sermons
by the Late Rev. Joseph Lathrop, D. D.
(Springfield, MA: Tannatt, 1821),
46–98; Jonathan Edwards, The Works
of President Edwards (New York:
Carvill, 1830), 2:15–65.
67. Primary source materials from the
Sidney Rigdon Collection, L. Tom
Perry Special Collections, Harold
B. Lee Library, Brigham Young
University, Provo, Utah (hereafter
Perry Collections): Handwritten
Sermon, circa 1840 (MSS SC 732);
Letter (MSS 2266, printed in Quebec
Gazette); “To the Public,” Ohio Star,
Ravenna, Ohio (12 January 1832); see

		http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/cdm/
ref/collection/BOMP/id/1378; [Mr.
O Barr], LDS Messenger and Advocate,
Kirtland, Ohio (March 1836); see
http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/cdm/
ref/collection/BOMP/id/1209; Letter to Editor, Quincy Whig, Quincy,
Illinois (27 May 1839); see http://
contentdm.lib.byu.edu/cdm/ref/
collection/BOMP/id/2060.
68. Sidney Rigdon, “Oration delivered
by Mr. S. Rigdon, on the 4th of July,
1838: at Far West, Caldwell County,
Missouri” (Far West, MO: Printed at
the Journal Office, 1838), Perry Collections.
69. Elijah Elmer, “Elijah Elmer Journal
(1810–1878),” Perry Collections (MSS
SC 1572). John Murdock, “John
Murdock Journal and Autobiography, 1830–1867,” Perry Collections
(MSS SC 997).
70. Jared Carter, “Jared Carter Journal
1831–1833,” Perry Collections (MSS
SC 547).
71. Alma 46:40 (2x); 54:2; 56:27; 61:2;
62:18.
72. These percentages are derived based
on page numbers from the current
edition and are intended only as
rough estimates.
73. Charles J. N. Bailey, Variation and
Linguistic Theory (Arlington, VA:
Center for Applied Linguistics,
1973).
74. Belnap and Shabanah, “Variable
Agreement,” 256–57.
75. For a naturalistic explanation of the
Book of Mormon based on modern
translation theory, see Brant A.
Gardner, The Gift and Power: Translating the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake
City: Kofford Books, 2011).
76. Oaks, “Book of Mormon, Language,” 118.
77. Skousen, “Towards a Critical Edition,” 50.
78. Skousen, “Original Language,” 32.
79. Gardner, Gift and Power, 157–81.
Gardner does not himself find these
instances persuasive, but they are
detailed in his work.
80. Gardner, Gift and Power, 183–95.
It goes without saying that the
evidence provided in this paper
does not address any of the other
evidences (outside a specific subset
of grammatical issues) for a more
loose control of translation.
81. Gardner, Gift and Power, 185.
82. See the earlier discussion comparing the two.
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WORTHY OF ANOTHER LOOK

JOHN GILBERT’S 1892 ACCOUNT
OF THE 1830 PRINTING OF
THE BOOK OF MORMON
ROYAL SKOUSEN
This paper, updated here, was originally published in The Disciple as Witness: Essays on Latter-day Saint History
and Doctrine in Honor of Richard Lloyd Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald W. Parry, and Andrew H. Hedges
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000), 383–405.

O

ccasionally historians and other observers
of the past attempt to discredit someone’s
account of a past event by referring to the age
of the person when the account was given. Age frequently becomes an argument against the account
if the historian or observer does not agree with the
implications of that account.
Yet the real issue is how an account matches up
with other accounts or, even more significantly, how
it matches up with the physical evidence that remains.
Independent, physical evidence can often be used to
test the reliability of accounts. A good example of
this procedure in analyzing accounts can be found in
the analysis by Don Enders of numerous statements
made in E. D. Howe’s 1834 Mormonism Unvailed, in
particular, claims by some of the residents around

Palmyra that Joseph Smith’s family were poor and
lazy. Enders compared these claims against the original land and tax records and other local government
papers from the 1820s and 1830s and discovered that
the assessment of Joseph Smith Sr.’s property, based
on the 1830 tax records, shows that the valuation of
the Smith farm per acre exceeded that of nine out
of ten farms owned by families who criticized the
Smiths in Mormonism Unvailed. This finding calls
into question the overall validity of these accounts
in Howe’s book denigrating the Smiths’ work ethic.1
In this article, I would like to consider a statement
made by John Gilbert, the compositor (or typesetter)
for the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon. Gilbert
made this statement on 9 September 1892, when
he was 90 years old. In his statement, a typescript

Right: At the age of 90, John Gilbert (1802–1895), who set the type for the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon, wrote a
statement about that experience. Courtesy IRI.

FROM THE EDITOR:
One of the major contributors in the production of the 1830 Book of Mormon (which in turn influenced all subsequent editions) is seldom mentioned other than in passing. His name was John Gilbert, and he was the one
who set the type for that first printing. In 1892 he wrote about his experiences back in 1829–30. In this “Worthy
of a Another Look,” Royal Skousen, the undaunted scholar of the text of the Book of Mormon, comments on
excerpts of John Gilbert’s statement. (The entire text is reproduced after this article.)
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located in the King’s Daughters Library in Palmyra, the original manuscript show that the original (dicGilbert describes events that occurred 63 years ear- tated) manuscript rather than the copied printer’s
lier (see pages 70–72 at the end of the article). Now manuscript was used to set the 1830 edition from
of course we could dismiss his account (if we didn’t Helaman 13 through Mormon 9.2
like what he was saying about the early publishing
In addition to the two manuscripts, this analysis
history of the Book of Mormon) by simply referring of John Gilbert’s statement has involved the examito his age, or the lateness in making this statement, nation of about one hundred copies of the 1830
or even his anti-Mormon bias. But the better proce- edition, an original proof sheet of the 1830 title page,
dure is to test this statement against what we have and a complete set of unbound sheets of the 1830
been able to discover about the printing of the first edition (sometimes called the “uncut sheets”) that
edition of the Book of Mormon.
Gilbert had saved.
This process includes evidence from the two
I list here a number of claims Gilbert made in
Book of Mormon manuscripts: the original manu- that statement about the printing of the 1830 edition
script and the printer’s manuscript. The original and compare those claims with the extant physical
manuscript is the dictated manuscript the scribes evidence dating from 1829 and 1830.
wrote down as Joseph Smith translated the Book
of Mormon. During 1829–30, a copy of the origi- 1. 500 pages of manuscript
nal manuscript was made. This copy is called the
A few pages of the manuscript were submitted as a
specimen of the whole, and it was said there would
printer’s manuscript because, for the most part, this
be about 500 pages.3
was the manuscript that was taken to the printer’s
shop in Palmyra, New York, where the type was
There were 466 pages in the printer’s manuscript
set for the first edition of the Book of Mormon, and probably a few more in the original manuscript,
published in 1830. About 28% of the original manu- perhaps as many as 480 pages. (Of course, this numscript is extant. Most of the extant portions of the ber excludes the first 116 pages from the book of Lehi
original manuscript are owned by the LDS Church. and the beginning of the book of Mosiah, lost by
The printer’s manuscript is owned by the RLDS Martin Harris in the early summer of 1828.) In either
Church, now renamed the Community of Christ, case, the estimate of 500 pages that Gilbert rememand is extant except for three lines. Fragments of bered is close to the actual number of pages.

Print room of the restored E. B. Grandin Building, Palmyra, New York. © 1998 IRI.
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2. 5,000 copies of the 1830 edition for $3,000
In the forepart of June 1829, Mr. E. B. Grandin, the
printer of the “Wayne Sentinel,” came to me and
said he wanted I should assist him in estimating the
cost of printing 5,000 copies of a book that Martin
Harris wanted to get printed, which was called the
“Mormon Bible.” . . .
The contract was to print and bind with leather
5,000 copies for $3,000.

The number 5,000 agrees with other accounts
of the press run for the 1830 edition. For instance,
these same figures are found in Joseph Smith’s 1839
History. The final version reads:
Having finished the translation we went to Palmira
Wayne Co, N.Y. and secured the copy right and
engaged Mr. Gilbert Grandon to print 5,000 copies
for the sum of $3,000.4

3. 1,000 ems per printed page
The size of the page was agreed upon, and an estimate of the number of ems in a page, which would
be 1,000.

An em is a measure of type width equal to the
point size of the font being used. There are about
1,075 ems per page in the 1830 edition, with 25 ems
per line and 43 lines per page (excluding the header
on each page). Gilbert’s recollection of the estimated
number of ems is close to the actual count for an
1830 page.5
4. Manuscript page somewhat longer than an
1830 printed page
A page of manuscript would make more than a page
of printed matter, which proved to be correct.

As already noted, there are 466 pages of manuscript in the printer’s manuscript and perhaps as
many as 480 pages were in the original manuscript.
The 1830 edition itself has 590 pages, which means
that one manuscript page provided about one and a
fourth pages in the 1830 edition.
5. A new font of small pica
Mr. Grandin got a new font of small pica, on which
the body of the work was printed.

The “small pica” of the 1830 edition is a 10-point
type. The type used in the 1830 edition is called
Scotch Roman, a very common type designed about
1810 by Richard Austin in Edinburgh, Scotland. This

Reconstructed Grandin Press letter trays. Craig Dimond. © IRI.

type face was widely used throughout the nineteenth century.6
The type used in the 1830 edition had only a few
pieces of broken type. The type imprint in 1830 copies is sharp and clean and shows little wear.
6. 24 pages on foolscap paper
When the printer was ready to commence work,
[Martin] Harris was notified, and Hyrum Smith
brought the first installment of manuscript, of 24
pages, closely written on common foolscap paper.

The entire printer’s manuscript is a collection
of gatherings of sheets. To form a gathering, Oliver
Cowdery (the principal scribe for the printer’s manu
script, as well as the original manuscript) would
typically take 6 sheets of foolscap paper (a size of
paper), line them, and fold them down the center to
form a gathering of 24 pages or 12 leaves. Later, after
writing the text, he would secure the gathering by
producing at least 4 holes (or “stabs”) along the fold
(or “gutter”) and weaving in yarn and then tying it to
hold the gathering together. The very first gathering
for the printer’s manuscript starts at the beginning
of 1 Nephi and goes up to 1 Nephi 14:21. Like most of
the other gatherings in the printer’s manuscript, this
first one contains 24 pages (6 foolscap sheets folded
widthwise to form 12 leaves or 24 pages).
Foolscap paper originally referred to a watermark showing a fool’s cap, but by the 1800s this term
was universally used to refer to a paper size. The
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Stephen S. Harding’s proof sheet of the title page for the 1830 Book of Mormon. Courtesy of the Church History Library, the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

sheets for the printer’s manuscript show some variance, but range from 31.4 to 33.1 cm in width and
from 38.3 to 41.5 cm in length. Published accounts
(given in the Oxford English Dictionary under “foolscap”) indicate that foolscap paper varied from 12
to 13.5 inches in width and from 15 to 17 inches in
length (that is, from 30 to 34 cm in width and 38 to
43 cm in length). All the sheets in the printer’s manu
script are within these bounds, as are the extant
sheets of the original manuscript.
7. Proof sheet of title page alone
The title page was first set up, and after proof was
read and corrected, several copies were printed for
[Martin] Harris and his friends.
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One of the individuals in the print shop that
day was Stephen Selwyn Harding, who later served
as territorial governor of Utah (1862–63). Harding
received one of these copies of the proof sheet of the
title page and in 1847 donated his copy to the LDS
Church. This copy has been on display at the Church
Museum in Salt Lake City. In comparing this proof
sheet with the title page as actually published, we
see that a number of misspellings were corrected;
in addition, the spacing (or “leading”) between the
various lines, especially in the title and subtitle, was
increased.

For the most part, Gilbert did not edit out the
grammatical “errors.” The vast majority of them
were copied over straight from the manuscripts into
the 1830 edition. In some cases some accidental correction seems to have occurred. And in a handful
of cases we have specific evidence that either John
Gilbert or Oliver Cowdery consciously corrected
what was perceived to be pronominal redundancies.
For instance, in Ether 9:8, the printer’s manuscript
originally read as follows:
& now the brother of him that suffered death & his
name was Nimrah & he was angry with his father
because of that which his father had done unto his
brother

While punctuating the manuscript to set the type
for this part of the text, Gilbert placed the intrusive
“& his name was Nimrah” in parentheses and then
crossed out the words “& he” that followed. This
kind of conscious editing is infrequent in the text.
The vast majority of “ungrammatical” expressions
were left unchanged.
9. Scribes for the printer’s manuscript

Title page of the 1830 Book of Mormon. Courtesy Church
History Library.

8. Grammatical “errors” not corrected
On the second day—[Martin] Harris and [Hyrum]
Smith being in the office—I called their attention
to a grammatical error, and asked whether I should
correct it? Harris consulted with Smith a short time,
and turned to me and said: “The Old Testament is
ungrammatical, set it as it is written.”

Martin Harris, Hyrum Smith, and Oliver Cowdery
were very frequent visitors to the office during the
printing of the Mormon Bible. The manuscript was
supposed to be in the handwriting of Cowdery. . . .
Cowdery held and looked over the manuscript
when most of the proofs were read. Martin Harris
once or twice, and Hyrum Smith once, Grandin supposing these men could read their own writing as
well, if not better, than anyone else; and if there are
any discrepancies between the Palmyra edition and
the manuscript these men should be held responsible.

The printer’s manuscript is mostly in Oliver
Cowdery’s hand (84.6%). A not-yet-identified scribe
(referred to as scribe 2) accounts for 14.9% of the
printer’s manuscript. This scribe basically transcribed two large portions (from Mosiah 25 to Alma
13, and from 3 Nephi 19 to the end of Mormon), but

John Gilbert crosses out & he in the printer’s manuscript for Ether 9:8. Courtesy Community of Christ, Independence,
Missouri. Photo by Nevin J. Skousen.
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in the first portion, Hyrum Smith briefly took over original manuscript and the first part of the printer’s
for scribe 2 on five different occasions (from Mosiah manuscript). For example, in the original manuscript,
28 to Alma 5). Hyrum’s minor contribution amounts if only accord of according fit at the end of a line, Oliver
to only 0.5% of the text.
would have written accord at the end of the line and
But the printer never saw the second portion -ing at the beginning of the next line. But when he
done by scribe 2. Instead, the original manuscript finally learned that hyphenation occurs at the end of
was taken in for this portion of the typesetting. All the line, Oliver would have written accord- at the end
extant fragments of the original manuscript from of the line, but still he would have kept the hyphen at
this part of the text (from Helaman 13 to the end of the beginning of the next line (that is, -ing), thus endMormon) are in Oliver Cowdery’s hand, so if we pre- ing up with two hyphens.
sume that all this portion of the original manuscript
Oliver Cowdery started this practice of double
was in Oliver’s hand, the 1830 printer saw Oliver hyphenation at the beginning of 2 Nephi (page 49 in
Cowdery’s hand for slightly over 91% of the text. By the printer’s manuscript), but here he put hyphens
this calculation, scribe 2 then accounts for 8.5% of at the end of a line only once or twice a page, so
the text and Hyrum the remaining 0.5%. So Gilbert’s that in this part of the printer’s manuscript most
comment that the manuscript was supposed to be in hyphenated words had only a single hyphen, at
Oliver’s hand is probably accurate for about 91% of the beginning of a line. But by the time Oliver got
the text.
through 200 pages of the printer’s manuscript, he
Gilbert’s comment that Oliver Cowdery did started to hyphenate more frequently at the end of
most of the proofing, but that Martin Harris did it lines, so that ultimately in the last half of the manutwice and Hyrum Smith once is intriguing, espe- script we often find double hyphenation more than
cially since these rankings are consistent with the ten times a page.
frequency with which the printer set type from
the handwriting of Oliver Cowdery, scribe 2, and 10. Paragraphing and punctuation in the
Hyrum Smith. The additional statement from Gran- manuscript
din about proofing “their own writing” suggests that
Every chapter, if I remember correctly, was one
Martin Harris might have been scribe 2, although
solid paragraph, without a punctuation mark, from
beginning to end.
of course Gilbert’s initial statement about the hand. . . I punctuated it to make it read as I supposed
writing implies that Oliver Cowdery was the only
the author intended, and but very little punctuation
scribe. Except for his signature, there are apparently
was altered in proof-reading.
no identified extant examples of Martin Harris’s
Originally, very little punctuation appeared on
handwriting.7
We also have definite evidence that Oliver the printer’s manuscript and virtually none on the
Cowdery was learning from his proofing of the 1830 original manuscript, including that portion (from
edition. For instance, by the time he got into 3 Nephi, Helaman 13 to the end of Mormon) used to set the
Oliver had learned that exceeding(ly) is spelled with type for the 1830 edition. For the first part of the
two e’s after the c, not as exceding(ly), which is how printer’s manuscript, Oliver Cowdery copied the
he consistently spelled the word in the original man- original manuscript without adding punctuation.
uscript as well as in the printer’s manuscript before He finally realized that he himself could add the
3 Nephi 12:12. From then on in the printer’s manu- punctuation, so beginning with page 106 of the
printer’s manuscript, Oliver started to add a little
script, Oliver always spelled exceeding(ly) correctly.
In addition, Oliver Cowdery also learned to hy- punctuation, but only sporadically and never systemphenate at the end of lines. Earlier he had always atically. Moreover, Gilbert basically ignored Oliver’s
hyphenated at the beginning of the line (in the punctuation.
Left: The editing and writing of all the scribes can be seen on this page of the printer’s manuscript. The unknown scribe 2 wrote
the upper half and Hyrum Smith the bottom half. The heavy ink corrections throughout are Joseph Smith’s grammatical corrections, made later for the second (1837) edition of the Book of Mormon. Gilbert made penciled corrections of Hyrum’s work. The
supralinear insertion in the fourth line from the bottom was made by Oliver Cowdery when he proofed the printer’s manuscript
against the original. Courtesy Community of Christ, Independence, Missouri. Photo by Nevin J. Skousen.
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Oliver shows the beginning of a new sentence at Helaman 5:6 with a capital letter for Behold. Courtesy Community of Christ,
Independence, Missouri. Photo by Nevin J. Skousen.

Beginning with page 129 of the printer’s manuIn those portions of the original manuscript in
script, Oliver Cowdery added paragraph marks as he the hand of Oliver Cowdery, the first word in a chapprepared this manuscript, but by page 145 he stopped ter was systematically capitalized (as were names). If
this practice, probably because he had realized that the first word was and, it was written as And. Gilbert’s
the compositor was ignoring his suggested para- “end of a chapter” refers, of course, to the beginning
graph breaks. In any event, all the original chapters of a new chapter, since one implies the other. But
in the Book of Mormon manuscripts were written other sentence-initial words in the original manuas a single paragraph. Gilbert is responsible for the script were generally not capitalized by Oliver. And
actual paragraphing in the 1830 edition, although he wrote virtually all other examples of and as an amhe does not mention it in this statement. While in- persand (&). Oliver nearly always followed this same
serting punctuation, he would also use the letter P practice in the printer’s manuscript. In a couple in(not the reversed paragraph symbol ¶) whenever he stances in the manuscripts, Oliver did write and as
wanted to show the beginning of a new paragraph.
and, but in each case he had accidentally started to
Scribe 2, unlike Oliver Cowdery, fairly con- write some other word and he then overwrote the
sistently punctuated the portions of the printer’s incorrect word by writing out the full and rather than
manuscript that he was responsible for, although using the shorter ampersand.
scribe 2 had only a single punctuation mark that
On the other hand, it should be noted that in the
sometimes looks like a period and sometimes like a book of Helaman, Oliver Cowdery started to occasmall comma. This same mark is used interchange- sionally show the beginning of a new sentence in
ably for both full and half stops. Once more, for the the middle of a chapter by capitalizing the sentencefirst portion of scribe 2’s handwriting (from Mosiah initial word, as in Helaman 5:5–6:
25 to Alma 13), Gilbert ignored this rather confusing
for they remembered the words which their father
punctuation mark from scribe 2.
Helaman spake unto them & these are the words
As Gilbert indicated, he basically typeset the
which he spake Behold my Sons I desire that . . .
1830 edition with the same punctuation marks that
he had placed in the printer’s manuscript. I would Although Oliver never consistently applied this
estimate that over 90% of Gilbert’s punctuation practice in the rest of the printer’s manuscript, still
marks in the printer’s and original manuscripts were he occasionally did capitalize a few sentence-initial
carried over without change into the 1830 edition.
words in the middle of a chapter. And eventually,
there are examples of mid-chapter sentences begin11. Capitalization in the manuscript
ning with And instead of &, as in 3 Nephi 13:34–14:1:
Names of persons and places were generally capitalized, but sentences had no end. The character & was
used almost invariably where the word and occurred,
except at the end of a chapter.

sufficient is the day unto the evil thereof And now it
came to pass that . . .

Oliver writes out and capitalizes the And at the beginning of the sentence in 3 Nephi 14:1 rather than using the ampersand (&).
Courtesy Community of Christ, Independence, Missouri. Photo by Nevin J. Skousen.
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Although this sentence begins chapter 14 in our
The first place where Gilbert began to systemcurrent chapter system (dating from Orson Pratt’s atically punctuate the printer’s manuscript is on page
editing for the 1879 edition), originally this sentence 73 (beginning with 2 Nephi 17:4). Since this place is
occurred about one-third the way through chapter about one-sixth the way through the manuscript,
VI of 3 Nephi. But since this part of the printer’s Gilbert’s impression about when he started to take
manuscript was never seen by John Gilbert, he the manuscript home is a little too early. I would
never saw this example of a mid-chapter And. Only estimate that he probably took the manuscript home
in a few cases in Ether and Moroni of the printer’s sometime in the last half of September 1829, after at
manuscript could Gilbert have seen in the middle least one month of printing.
of a chapter an occasional And instead of Oliver
We do have evidence that Gilbert took the manu
Cowdery’s much more frequent &. In nearly all script home for two days. For these two sessions,
instances, Gilbert would have seen & in the printer’s Gilbert marked the punctuation in heavy black ink,
manuscript.
not in pencil. The first session covers pages 73–75 of
The two other scribes in the printer’s manu- the printer’s manuscript. The second session covers
script (scribe 2 and Hyrum Smith) used both & and pages 77–79 and the first third of page 80.
and interchangeably, but this variation would have
After these two sessions, all of Gilbert’s subseoccurred for only 8.9% of the text (from Mosiah 25 quent punctuation marks on the printer’s manuscript
to Alma 13). In any event, Gilbert’s recollection of (and on the original manuscript for Helaman 13
the massive use of & is accurate for the vast majority through the end of Mormon) are in pencil rather
of the Book of Mormon text.
than ink. Gilbert’s penciling seems to be restricted to
work actually done in the printing shop, not at home,
12. John Gilbert works on the manuscript at home especially since his punctuation marks are interspersed with take marks (also in pencil) that were
After working a few days, I said to [Hyrum] Smith
on his handing me the manuscript in the mornmade during the actual setting of the type. (These
ing: “Mr. Smith, if you would leave this manuscript
take marks show where in the manuscript the comwith me, I would take it home with me at night and
positor finished setting the type for a portion of the
read and punctuate it, and I could get along faster
text.)
in the day time, for now I have frequently to stop
Since the clear majority of Gilbert’s punctuaand read half a page to find how to punctuate it.” His
reply was, “We are commanded not to leave it.” A
tion is in pencil, it is understandable that he might
few mornings after this, when Smith handed me
not have remembered that he used ink for the two
the manuscript, he said to me: “If you will give your
nights he took the manuscript home to prepare it for
word that this manuscript shall be returned to us
typesetting.
when you get through with it, I will leave it with
you.” I assured Smith that it should be returned all
right when I got through with it. For two or three
nights I took it home with me and read it, and punctuated it with a lead pencil. This will account for the
punctuation marks in pencil.

John Gilbert had to wait more than “a few mornings” after “a few days” before getting permission to
take the printer’s manuscript home to punctuate
it. In the first part of the manuscript, before page
73, there are only a few minor places where Gilbert
added punctuation to the manuscript. These few
punctuation marks are all in pencil. When Gilbert
refers to reading down half a page of manuscript to
determine the punctuation, he was apparently trying to determine the reading of the text and then
adding the punctuation to the typeset text only, not
on the manuscript itself (except in those few cases).

13. Details about the signatures
The [Mormon] Bible was printed 16 pages at a time,
so that one sheet of paper made two copies of 16
pages each, requiring 2,500 sheets of paper for each
form of 16 pages. There were 37 forms of 16 pages
each, 570 pages in all.

The 1830 edition has 16 pages to a signature
and has 37 signatures. Of course, Gilbert could determine this by referring to a copy of the edition
(or perhaps to his set of 37 unbound folded sheets).
There are, however, 592 pages in the 1830 edition
(37 x 16 = 592), of which the last two are blank, thus
giving 590 printed pages, not 570. Perhaps the 570 is
a typo for 590.
The 2,500 sheets for each signature would thus
account for 5,000 copies since they were printing
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Gilbert added punctuation in ink, probably when he took the printer’s manuscript home to mark it up in advance of typesetting. Courtesy Community of Christ, Independence, Missouri. Photo by Nevin J. Skousen.
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all 16 pages of each signature on both sides of the
sheet. This process, called half-sheet imposition (or
in more colloquial terminology, “work and turn”),
requires that each sheet be properly oriented and
lined up (a process referred to as registering) before
printing the opposite side. Finally, the 2,500 larger
sheets were torn or cut in two—so that prior to binding, 5,000 copies of each signature were available.
Examination of the unbound sheets shows
quite clearly the torn side at the top of each of the
37 signatures. Here each of the original larger sheets
was folded and cut along the crease with a bone
cutter (personal communication from Don Enders),
which left a rough, tornlike edge. The bottom edge
has always been cut mechanically, whereas the
sides always show a deckle edge—that is, the original uneven edge that results from the paper-making
process itself. In addition, the two pinholes resulting
from pinning down the middle of the full sheet to
the tympan (the frame to which the sheet is secured
during the presswork) can be found about half the
time near the torn upper edge of the unbound sheets.
Thus the unbound sheets clearly show that Gilbert’s
statement about printing 2,500 sheets to produce
5,000 copies was entirely accurate.8

Conclusion
From these many examples, we can see that in
every instance John Gilbert’s recollections regarding
the printing of the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon are either precisely correct or, where wrong,
the error is easily explained. In a number of cases
where he thought something held in every instance,
the actual facts show that his recollection is still correct for the clear majority of cases. All in all, these
examples show that Gilbert’s memory is very accurate, even at 90 years of age and 63 years after the
fact.9 n
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linguistics and English language
at Brigham Young University, has
been the editor of the Book of
Mormon critical text project since
1988. In 2009, Skousen published
with Yale University Press the culmination of his critical text work,
The Book of Mormon: The Earliest
Text. He is also known for his work
on exemplar-based theories of language and quantum
computing of analogical modeling.

NOTES
1.		Donald L. Enders, “The Joseph Smith,
Sr., Family: Farmers of the Genesee,”
in Joseph Smith: The Prophet, the Man,
ed. Susan Easton Black and Charles D.
Tate Jr. (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious
Studies Center, 1993), 213–25; see page
220 for the nine-out-of-ten statistic.
2.		For further information about the
use of the original manuscript as the
printer’s copy, see Royal Skousen,
“Piecing Together the Original Manuscript,” BYU Today (May 1992): 18–24;
or Royal Skousen, “Why was one
sixth of the 1830 Book of Mormon set
from the original manuscript?” (22–24
February 2012, accessible online at
timesandseasons.org).
3.		To enhance readability, a few changes
(mostly in punctuation and grammar)
have been made in the quotations
from the statement.
4.		Joseph Smith Papers: Histories (1832–
1844), Vol. 1 (Salt Lake City, Utah:

The Church Historian’s Press, 2012),
353, commas added in numerals.
5.		I wish to thank Jonathan Saltzman
for help in determining these figures.
6.		I wish to thank Jonathan Saltzman
for identifying the type face for
the 1830 edition. For further
information about Scotch Roman,
see W. Pincus Jaspert, W. Turner
Berry, and A. F. Johnson, The
Encyclopaedia of Type Faces, 4th ed.
(Poole, Dorset, England: Blandford, 1970), 203.
7.		For an early discussion of this problem, see Dean C. Jessee, “New Documents and Mormon Beginnings,”
BYU Studies 24/4 (1984): 397–428.
8.		I wish to thank Louis E. Crandall of
the Crandall Historical Printing Museum (Provo, Utah) for his valuable
assistance in identifying these aspects
of the unbound sheets. For further
information on printing in the 1800s

and earlier, see Ronald B. McKerrow, An Introduction to Bibliography
for Literary Students (1928; repr., New
Castle, Delaware: Oak Knoll, 1994),
22–23 (for registering), 19 and 45–46
(for the tympan), 66–70 (for halfsheet imposition), and 103 (for deckle
edge).
9.		I wish to thank Richard L. Anderson
and Larry C. Porter for providing
copies of Gilbert’s 1892 statement.
Scott Faulring provided access to
some related documents; Matthew
Empey, my research assistant,
helped collect some of the information for this article. Don Enders also
provided a helpful critique of this
paper as well as some additional
information.
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This typescript represents the text as produced by John Gilbert, including errors in typing and spacing. Only the line breaks and hyphenation
have been adjusted.

					Memorandum, made by John H. Gilbert Esq, Sept
					8th. I892.
							Pa;myra. N. Y.
-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:I am a practical printer by trade. I have been a resident of Palmyra, N. Y. since
about the year I824, and during all that time have done some type-setting each year.
I was aged ninety years on the I3thday of April, I892., and on that day I went to the
office of the Palmyra Courier and set a stick-ful of type.
My recollection of past events, and especially of the matters connected with the
printing of the " Mormon Bible," is very accurate and faithful, and I have made the
following memorandum at request, to accompany the photographs of " Mormon Hill, "
which have been made for the purpose of exhibits at the World's Fair in I893.
-++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++In the forepart of June, I829. Mr E. B. Grandin, the printer of the "Wayne
Sentinel," came to me and said he wanted I should assist him in estimating the cost
of printing 5000 copies of a book that Martin Harris wanted to get printed, which was
called the " Mormon Bible. " It was the second application of Harris to Grandin to
do the job.- Harris assuring Grandin that the book would be printed in Rochester if
he declined the job again.
Harris proposed to have Grandin do the job, if he would, as it would be quite
expensive to keep a man in Rochester during the printing of the book, who would have
to visit Palmyra two or three times a week for Manuscript, &c. Mr Grandin consented
to do the job if his terms were accepted.
A few pages of the manuscript were submitted as a specimen
-2of the whole, and it was said there would be about 500 pages.
The size of the page was agreed upon, and an estimate of the number of ems in a
page, which would be I000. and that a page of manuscript would make more than a page
of printed matter, which proved to be correct.
The contract was to print, and bind with leather, 5000 copies for $3.000. Mr
Grandin got a new font of Small Pica, on which the body of the work was printed.
When the printer was ready to commence work, Harris was notified, and Hyrum Smith
brought the first installment of manuscript, of 24 pages, closely written on common
foolscap paper,;- he had it under his vest, and vest and coat closely buttoned over
it. At night Smith came and got the manuscript, and with the same precaution carried
it away. The next morning with the same watchfulness, he brought it again, and at
night took it away. This was kept up for several days. The title page was first
set up, and after proof was read and corrrected, several copies were printed for
Harris and his friends. On the second day - Harris and Smith being in the office - I
called their attention to a grammatical error, and asked whether I should correct
it ? Harris consulted with Smith a short time, and turned to me and said; "The Old
Testament is ungrammatical, set it as it is written."
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After working a few days, I said to Smith on his handing me the manuscript in
the morning; " Mr Smith, if you would leave this manuscript with me, I would take
it home with me at night and read and punctuate it, and I could get along faster in
the day time, for now I have frequently to stop and read half a page to find how to
punctuate it." His reply was," We are commanded not to leave it. " A few mornings
after this, when Smith handed me the manuscript, he said to me;-" If you will give
your word that this man-3uscript shall be returned to us when you get through with it, I will leave it with
you." I assured Smith that it should be returned all right when I got through with
it. For two or three nights I took it home with me and read it, and punctuated it
with a lead pencil. This will account for the punctuation marks in pencil, which
is referred to in the Mormon Report, an extract from which will be found below.
Martin Harris, Hyrum Smith and Oliver Cowdery, were very frequent visitors to
the office during the printing of the Mormon Bible. The manuscript was supposed to
be in the handwriting of Cowdery. Every Chapter, if I remember correctly, was one
solid paragraph, without a punctuation mark, from beginning to end.
Names of persons and places were generally capitalized, but sentences had no
end. The character or short &, was used almost invariably where the word and,
occurred, except at the end of a chapter. I punctuated it to make it read as I
supposed the Author intended, and but very little punctuation was altered in proofreading. The Bible was printed I6 pages at a time, so that one sheet of paper made
two copies of I6 pages each, requiring 2500 sheets of paper for each form of I6
pages. There were 37 forms of I6 pages each,- 570 pages in all.
The work was commenced in August I829. , and finished in March I830,- seven
months. Mr J. H. Bortles and myself done the press work until December taking
nearly three days to each form.
In December Mr Grandin hired a journeyman xxxxxxxx press-man, Thomas McAuley,
or " Whistling Tom," as he was called in the office, and he and Bortles did the
balance of the press-work.The Bible was printed on a " Smith " Press, single pull,
and old fashioned " Balls" or " Niggerheads " were used - composition rollers not
having come into use in small printing offices.
The printing was done in the third story of the west end of
-4" Exchange Row," and the binding by Mr Howard, in the second story the lower story
being used as a book store, by Mr Grandin, and now - I892- by Mr M. Story as a drygoods store.
Cowdery held and looked over the manuscript when most of the proofs were read.
Martin Harris once or twice, and Hyrum Smith once, Grandin supposing these men could
read their own writing as well, if not better, than anyone else; and if there are
any discrepancies between the Palmyra edition and the manuscript these m men should
be held responsible.
Joseph Smith Jr had nothing to do whatever with the printing or furnishing copy
for the printers, being but once in the office during the printing of the Bible,
and then not over I5, or 20 minutes.
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Hyrum Smith was a common laborer, and worked for anyone as he was called on.
Cowdery taught school winters- so it was said - but what he done summers, I do
not know.
Martin Harris was a farmer, owning a good farm, of about I50 acres, about a
mile north of Palmyra Village, and had money at interest. Martin,- as every body
called him,- was considered by his neighbors a very honest man; but on the subject
of Marmonism, he was said to be crazy. Martin was the main spoke in the wheel of
Mormonism in its start in Palmyra, and I may say, the only spoke. In the fall of
I827. he told us what wonderful discoveries Jo Smith had made, and of his finding
plates in a hill in the town of Manchester, ( three miles south of Palmyra,)also found with the plates a large pair of “ spectacles,” by putting which on his
nose and looking at the plates, the spectacles turned the hyroglyphics into good
English. The question might be asked here whether Jo or the spectacles was the
translator?
-5Sometime in I828. Martin Harris, who had been furnished by someone with xxxxxx
what he said was a fac-simile of the hyroglyph ics of one of the plates started for
New York. On his was he stopped at Albany and called on Lt Gov Bradish,- with what
success I do not know. He proceeded to New York, and called on Prof C. Anthon,
made known his business and presented his hyroglyphics.
This is what the Professor said in regard to them;- I834"  The paper in question was, in fact, a singular scroll.
It consisted of all kinds of singular characters, disposed in columns, and
had evidently been prepared by some person who had before him at the time a book
containing various alphabets; Greek and Hebrew letters, crosses and flourishes,
Roman letters inverted or placed sidewise, arranged and placed in perpendicular
columns, and the whole ended in a rude delineation of a circle, divided into
various compartments, arched with various strange marks, and evidently copied after
the Mexican Calendar, given by Humboldt, but copied in such a way as not to betray
the source whence it was derived. I am thus particular as to the contents of the
paper, in asmuch as I have frequently conversed with my friends on the subject
since the Mormon excitement began, and well remember that the paper contained
anything else but " Egyptian Hyroglyphics."
Martin returned from his trip east satisfied that " Joseph" was a " little
smarter than Prof Anthon."
Martin was something of a prophet:--He frequently said that that " Jackson
would be the last president that we would have; and that all persons who did not
embrace Mormonism in two years time would be stricken off the face of the earth."
He said that Palmyra was to be the New Jerusalem, and that her streetswere to be
paved with gold.
Martin was in the office when I finished setting up the tes-6timony of the three witnesses,- ( Harris- Cowdery and Whitmer- ) I said to him," Martin,did you see those plates with your naked eyes ?" Martin looked down for an
instant, raised his eyes up, and said, " No, I saw them with a spiritual eye,"
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