
BYU Studies Quarterly BYU Studies Quarterly 

Volume 37 Issue 4 Article 14 

10-1-1997 

Feasting on the Word: The Literary Testimony of the Book of 

Mormon  Richard Dilworth Rust Richard Dilworth Rust 

Steven Walker 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq 

 Part of the Mormon Studies Commons, and the Religious Education Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Walker, Steven (1997) "Feasting on the Word: The Literary Testimony of the Book of Mormon Richard 
Dilworth Rust," BYU Studies Quarterly: Vol. 37 : Iss. 4 , Article 14. 
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol37/iss4/14 

This Book Review is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in BYU Studies Quarterly by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more 
information, please contact ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu. 

http://home.byu.edu/home/
http://home.byu.edu/home/
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol37
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol37/iss4
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol37/iss4/14
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fbyusq%2Fvol37%2Fiss4%2F14&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1360?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fbyusq%2Fvol37%2Fiss4%2F14&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1414?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fbyusq%2Fvol37%2Fiss4%2F14&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol37/iss4/14?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fbyusq%2Fvol37%2Fiss4%2F14&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu


book reviews

RICHARD DILWORTH RUST feasting on the word thetre literary tes-
timony of the book ofmormonof mormon salt lake city deseret book provo
utah FARMS 1997 viii 293 ppap index notes works cited 169516.951695

reviewed by steven walker professor of english brigham young university

feasting on the word is both a heartfelt and a thoughtful
book as clearly reasoned as it is faithful that wedding of the ratio-
nal and the religious works well for a volume which argues that
the literary dimensions of the book of mormon contribute deliber-
ately and dramatically to its religious impact author dil rusts ex-
plicit purpose is to set forth a literary testimony of the book of
mormon to show how the impact of what the book of mormon
says often is created through how it is said 2 italics in original

he shows that clearly feasting on the word gives a helpful
introduction into what might be the most underappreciatedunderappreciated di-
mension of the book of mormon providing a useful overview of
the literary aspects of the scripture rust offers up a complete menu
of book of mormon literary considerations from the most minor
embellishments to the largest questions he lays out for us a smor-
gasbord of literary insights into the narrative the poetry the ser-
mons the letters the imagery the typology even the epic elements
of the book of mormon he titles his final chapter larger perspec-
tives and hes especially good at that larger end of the literary
spectrum with cosmic issues as when he focuses on what hugh
nibley thinks may be the central issue of the book the underlying
question of why there has been chosen for our attention a story of
how and why two previous civilizations on this continent were
utterly destroyed

rust is especially good at overview managing a sweep ofvision
that takes in the big picture that readers who focus on individual
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passages may miss he helps us see that the final shape of the
book is what god intended 245 46 the book begins with
lehisgehis vision of the descent of christ and ends with moronis
anticipation of being lifted up 229 rust shows us that the over-
all structure of the book of mormon is like a triangle of concern
for the lamanitesLamanites receiving the gospel the apex of the triangle
is an account of a great spiritual change among the lamanitesLamanites that
11 occurs in the physical center of the book of mormon 234254234 he
enables us to better read that larger structure through such practi-
cal lenses as his assertion that the book of ether is a key to its
latter day audience on how to read the book of mormon 241

all this is in invitational form the most impressive aspect of
feasting on the word to me is its accessibility for all the learned-
ness of its author the discussion rarely lapses into pedantry per-
haps only when the author insists on bringing up apophasis and
reminding us it is also called paraleipsis 152 1I mention that
slip only to suggest how easily this study could have sunk itself in
jargon the exception proves the rule of the books user friendli-
ness clear application of literary paraphernalia makes this work
unusually invitational literary criticism clarifying for us a great deal
of complex material rather than confusing us with it given the
inclusiveness of the approach and the complexity of the subject I1

was struck with the books consistent readability rusts language
is as invitingly plain as the book of mormonscormonsMormons plain language he
so much admires as easy to understand 11 as nephis

and feasting on the word is a well thought through book dil
rust is a widely respected professor of american literature at the
university of north carolina at chapel hill and his careful re-
search shows rust has read extensively and incorporated much of
the fields best scholarship into his updated overview of the book
of mormon from a literary perspective the overview nature of
rusts book does not permit him to be as subtle in his applications
as some of the original thinkers he summarizes for us his quota-
tion of robert alters discussion of narrative type scenes for in-
stance makes us realize that where rust is seeing the pattern
alter is working more deeply with variations on it 232423 24 his ap-
plication of erich auerbachsAuerbachs biblical analysis to book of mormon
narrative too invites in depth application of the kind auerbach
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manages with the bible 147 197 98 200201200 201 though he cites
Nibleys identification of lehisgehis poem as qaseidaqas6idaQasEida he doesnt have
time to delve into the subtleties of its similes 9593

so the overview strength of the volume is also its weakness
useful as I1 find its overview I1 wish the book could have included
less naming of literary phenomena and more investigation of them
As helpful an initiation as this book is to the study of the book of
mormon as literature I1 wanted it to push more often beyond
pointing out literary aspects into more exploring of their applica-
tions and implications I1 wish it could have gone farther even
where it went farthest in its cosmic considerations I1 would have
liked for instance a larger exploration of apocalyptic scenes such
as the epic scenes in I11 nephi 1 and 14 and 3 nephi 8 11 christs
crucially central appearance gets surprisingly short shrift and the
terrible battle scenes that ended the nephite and jareditejaredineJaredite civiliza-

tions which for me generate much of the power of the book
could be mined in greater depth for their apocalyptic aspects nec-
essary as summary is for rusts purposes his study contributes
most to me when it is most detadetaileddetaflednnedfled I1 like particularly for ex-
ample his explication of specific poems in the fourth chapter
those in depth analyses like his thorough examinations of letters
that lead to insights into biographical dimensions of the book of
mormon seem to me groundbreakinggroundbreaking work id like more of that

which is I1 suspect professor rusts underlying point much
more should be done with literary study of the book of mormon
readers who know something of this field are likely to yearnyeam for
more detailed investigation and that yearning for more is precisely
the reaction rust aims to provoke this volume is an invitation to
work at greater depth the field dilworth rust has laid out for us
feasting on the word brings us up to speed on what has been
done with literary study of the book of mormon and opens up pos-
sibilitiessibilities for future study the books feast always nourishing and
at its specific best succulent provides an appetizer for more liter-
ary study of scripture

for the general readership of the church that is a significant
boon anyone who savors or who would like to savor reading the
book of mormon should not miss feasting on the word the liter-
ary testimony of the book ofofmormonmormon from his delicious literary
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perspective a perspective augmenting the blander doctrinal view
we have grown used to professor rust persuades us that the book
of mormon makes wider claims on its readers these writings in
all their richness of style complexity of poetry vividness of imagery
and memorability of narrative reach both the mind and the heart
246 1I echo enthusiastically as I1 think most readers of the book

will echo its essential conclusion the content of the book of
mormon is inseparable from the way it is presented it is a literary
testimony of christ 246

NOTE

hugh nibley the prophetic book of mormon ed john W welch vol 8
of the collected works of hugh nibley salt lake city deseret book provo
utah FARMS 1989 365 quoted in rust feasting on the word 8
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