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hand, historical scholarship expects a more protound familiarity
and fluency with the history, “the career,” of a text, and of its
meaning on its own terms, than 1s manifested in this collection.

THEOLOGY

In view of the preceding observations, the critical reader,
unfortunately, encounters numerous interpretive and theological
problems in The Word of God. Geoftrey Spencer and William
Russell’s unimaginative description of the so-called scriptural
literalism of the Latter-day Saint communities renders justice
neither to the human complexity of those communities nor to the
distinguished history and theological accomplishments of rabbi-
nic, patristic, medieval, and early modern scriptural commentary
and analysis. It would speak well for the maturity of our scholarship
and the generosity of our souls if we were to recognize that for the
great practitioners of traditional biblical hermeneutics “unlocking
... the Bible’s secret mystery was their enterprise, the very holiness
of the text is what allowed them to let their imaginations roam . . .
[and] to state radical or controversial ideas.”""

Similarly, imaginative and compelling accounts of revelation
and of the authority of the Book of Mormon should offer us more
than Spencer’s misleading commonplace that “[revelation is] an
event 1n our history which brings rationality and wholeness™ (25)
(1t can bring just the opposite) and Russell’s reductionist assertion
that the book’s authority “stems from containing the thought of the
founding prophet just prior to the organization of the church™ (51).
Two non-Mormon descriptions of revelation and of Joseph Smith
(Avery Dulles’s Models of Revelation'* and Harold Bloom’s The
American Religion: Analysis and Prophecy'’ respectively) display
welcome levels of sophistication, critical acumen, and sympathetic
scholarship that are lacking in the essays at hand.

In addition, in spite of Thomas’s (73), Smith’s (122),
Charles’s (135), and Ashment’s (243) assertions to the contrary,
there are Christologies (plural) in the Book of Mormon and in
Mormonism. One essayist after another has conflated the
speculations and mythic narratives of Abinadi, Amulek, Benjamin,
and Ether and made them not only equivalent in weight to the
extended statements ascribed to Jesus Christ about himself, his
mission, and his relationship to the Father, but also superior to
Christ’s own self-proclamation. These preincarnational Christo-
logies are not sufficient and compelling authorities to warrant the
simple 1dentification of Jesus Christ as the God of the Old
Testament. In 3 Nephi, Jesus consistently portrays God the Father
as the divine author and partner of Israel’s covenant: “Ye are of the
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covenant which the Father made with your fathers™ (3 Ne. 20:25).
Jesus tells the Nephites it 1s the Father who rewards, knows, forgives,
sees, clothes, responds, gathers, and leads. The Son defers, prays,
and is subordinate to his Father, the God of Israel. This role is the
doctrine and work given by the Father to the Son (3 Ne. 11:31-32).

The theological persuasiveness of the essays is weakened by
mistaken assertions (a) that the Jewish people have somehow been
provisionally unchosen as God’s covenant people (124); (b) that we
exhaust the definition of Redeemer in the Hebrew Bible with the
terms kinsman, witness, or umpire (118, 239); (c¢) that prophetic
foreknowledge is, in fact, only “anachronistic contamination” by
later redactors and readers (40); and (d) that the scriptures’
normative and authoritative status derives principally from their
role as initiator, “‘a common point for the beginning” of theological
discourse (60). Actually, the scriptures’ normative status 1s derived
from far more than just an agreed beginning for discourse.

Finally, this collection furthers (unwittingly?) a tendentious,
“protestant’ reading of the word of God in three ways: it draws the
unwarranted conclusion that Latter-day Saint scriptures teach that
the Mosaic law was only “an oppressive punishment imposed by an
angry God” (135); it assumes that the solely authentic meaning of
the text is prior to or given within it rather than connected, as two
early links, in a complex chain of the text’s career or tradition; and
it asserts that the “inspiration” of a scriptural passage “must always
remain purely individualistic” (212).

CONCLUSION

In his essay, “Beyond Literalism,” William Russell makes an
observation which begs a question and an answer: “Frequently the
most liberal church members, while accepting biblical scholarship,
nevertheless do not take it seriously™ (49). Why that scholarship is
not taken seriously by more Latter-day Saints 1s answered, 1n part,
by the shortcomings of these essays. This reader looks to some
future Signature Books imprint that will display the scholarly rigor
and imaginative reading of history and theology sufficient to make
a compelling case to modify the way we read the word of God.

NOTES

'Quoted from Howard Clark Kee, Miracle in the Early Christian World (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1983), 1, 5.
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*Northrop Frye, Sheridan Baker, and George Perkins, The Harper Handbook to Literature (New
York: Harper and Row, 1983), 207 sub “genetic fallacy.”

*See Wilfred Cantwell Smith, “Scripture as Form and Concept: Their Emergence for the Western
World,” in Rethinking Scripture: Essays from a Comparative Perspective, ed. Minam Levering (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1989), 39, 53-54.

*See Hegiseppus, Eusebius, Robert M. Grant, etc.

*See David Feldman, Marital Relations. Birth Control and Abortion in Jewish Law (New York:
Schocken Books, 1974), 81-105.

®See Leslie Brisman, The Voice of Jacob: On the Composition of Genesis (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1990), xiv-xv, 3.

"Robert Alter and Frank Kermode, eds., The Literary Guide to the Bible (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard Umversity Press, Belknap Press, 1987), 7.

*See Barry W. Holtz, Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts (New York: Summit
Books, 1984), 192-93; Louis Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, vol. 1 (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication
Society of America, 1946),51-53: andJon Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil (San Francisco:
Harper and Row, 1988), chapter 1. For a first-rate example of historical scholarship that reconstructs the
career of scriptural texts, see Jeremy Cohen, “Be Fertile and Increase, Fill the Earth and Master It : The
Ancient and Medieval Career of a Biblical Text (Ithaca: Comell University Press, 1989).

* The Fourth Book of Maccabees, in Pseudepigrapha, vol. 2 of The Apocrapha and
Pseudepigrapha, with introductions and critical and explanatory notes to the several books, ed. R. H.
Charles and others (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963). Charles’s introductory remarks on 4 Maccabees point
to numerous other accounts of the belief in and reflection upon vicarious atonement by messiah-like
figures in biblical and postbiblical Jewish literature.

""See Vogel and Metcalfe’s puzzlement (208, 218-19 n. 78).

'"Holtz, Back to the Sources, 189, 194,

'"* Avery Dulles, Models of Revelation (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983).

'“Harold Bloom, The American Religion: Analvsis and Prophecy (forthcoming).
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