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A Black Hole That's Not So Black
Reviewed by Matthew Roper
"S ince we began publishing in 1959," write Jera ld and
Sandra Tanner in their most recent booklet, "the LOS Church has
never put forth any official rebuttal. We have waited in vai n for
thirty-four years for the Church itself to make a response to our
work. Although a large number of people have left the Mormon
Church because of our publications, and many others have been
very concerned ... Mormon leaders seem to feel that the best
policy is silence. Since they apparently cannot find a way to
successfully refute our allegations. they believe that the less people
kn ow about our publications the better. Consequently they have
maintained a conspiracy of silence for thirty-four years while we
have continued to distribute books throughout the world." While
LOS scholars in the past have. in the authors' words, '"foll owed
Church leaders' advice" by ignoring them, now , faced with the
imposing bogeyman of their recent book. Covering Up the Black
HoLe in the Book of Mormon, "Mo rmon scholars have suddenl y
[come] oul like an army 10 attack us" (p. 1- 2). According to the
authors, this can only be because their revolutionary ideas "were
having a significant impact upon some," nay "thousands of
members of the Church" (p. 2, emphasis added). Naturally, " it
was time to speak up" (p. I) .
Reading their rebuttal, I was reminded of several observations
made by non-LOS historian Lawrence Foster a few years ago.
Editor's note: a longer, more complete version of this review ean be
obtained from the Foundation for Ancienl Research and Mormon Studies, 1-800327 · 6715 .
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With the Tanners, "Every bit of evidence, even if it could be most
plausibly presented in a positi ve way, is represented as yet another
nail in the coffin being prepa red for the Mormon church .
. . . Even when they back hand ed ly prai se object ive Mormon
hi storical scholarship, they do so primarily as a means of twisting
that scholarship for use as yet another debater's ploy to attack the
remaining-and In thei r eyes in surmou nt ab le-Mor mon
deficiencies." l Speaking of the Tanners' reaction to an earlier
critique of their work by an anonymous historian , Foster refl ects,
"One is amused at the exaggerated sense of se lf importance that
the Tan ners' rejoi nder reveals .... The Tanners' own response
would see m to be the best poss ib le vindicatio n of the
argument ... that they lack a sense of balance and perspective."l
And so me things never change.
After a few introductory comments on responding to Book of
Mormon criticisms in general and a few preliminary observations
regarding the work in question, I will discuss the issue of biblical
influ ence on the translat ion of the Book of Mormon, the issue of
sacrifice as it relates to King Benjamin' s speec h, and finally, the
Tanners' so-called "B lack Hole" theory, discussed in their earlier
work , Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon,3 and
I Lawrence Foster, "A postate Believers: Jerald and Sandra Tanner's
Encounter with Mormon History." in Differing Visions: Dissenters in Mormon
Hislory. edt Roger D. Launius and Linda Thatcher (Urbana and Chicago:
University of Illinois Press, 1994). 350. This article draws heavily upon
Foster's earlier evaluation, "Career Apostates: Reflections on the Work of Je rald
and Sandra Tanner," Dialogue 17 (Summer 1984): 35-60.
2 Foster. "Career Apostates," 5 1-52.
3 Jerald and Sandra Tanner. Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of
Mormon (Salt Lake City: Utah Lighthouse Ministry, 1990). This work received
detailed attention by L. Ara Norwood, Matthew Roper, and John Tvedtnes in
Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 3 ( 1991): 158-230 (hereafter RBBM):
and by Tom NibJcy, "A Look at Jerald and Sandra Tanner's Covering Up the
Black Hole in 'he Book of Mormon," RBBM 5 (1993): 273-89. Reviews of
other works written by the Tanners have also appeared recently. These include
Matthew Roper, review of Jerald and Sandra Tanner. Mormonism: Shadow or
Reality? in RBBM 4 (1992): 169-219. which reviews chapters 5 and 6 that deal
with the Book of Mormon; William Hamblin, review of Jerald and Sandra
Tanner, Archaeology and the Book of Mormon. in RBBM 5 (1993): 250-72; and
Roper. "Comments on the Book of Mormon Witnesses: A Response to Jerald
and Sandra Tanner," Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 212 (Fall 1993): 164-
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now repeated in their recent rebuttal- the accusation that the loss
of the 116 manuscript pages left a "b lack hole" in the Book of
Mormon that Joseph Smit h tried to cover up c hiefly by
pl agiarizing fro m the Bible. Since the authors disc uss many issues
th at I did not address in my earli er rev iew, I we lco me this
opportunity both to di scuss those issues and to clarify a few of my
earlier remarks.

Answering Mormon Critics
Whe n I previo usly rev iewed severa l of the Ta nners'
publications, I of course recog nized that, gene rall y speaking,
criticisms suc h as theirs do little to impede the growth of the
Church; however, I saw the reviews as an exce llent opportun ity to
help any individuals who might have been negatively infl uenced
by the Tanners' work by suggestin g some of the reasons why I
fo und their work unpersuas ive. T here is a substantial body of
Book of Mormon scholarship, much of it available for years,
which should be carefull y and systematicall y addressed by those
who are interested in serious scholarly discourse on the Book of
Mormon and the Church. By review ing the Tanners' work, I was
able to discuss some of those issues which the authors and others
sy mpathetic to their position have generall y ignored. Th us, I
stated in one of those essays that two chapters on the Book of
Mormon from their book, Mormonism: Shadow or Reality?
merited rev iew,4 which was another way of saying th at they
prov ided a convenient foi l agai nst which to highlight several
elemen ts in the Book of Mormon that I fou nd significant. The
authors, however, in a desperate attempt to fin d legitimacy, have
now on at least two occas ions cited my offhand comment as
evidence that they have somehow "arrived."s

93. whic h was in part a response 10 Ihe Tanners' brief retort, "Roper Attacks
Mormonism: Shadow or Realiry?" Sail Lafu Ciry Messenger 82 (September
1992): 12-14.
4 Roper. Review of Mormonism: Shadow or Realiry? 169.
5 Tanner and Tanncr. "Roper Attacks," 12-13; Tanncr and Tanner,
Answering Mormon Scholars, 2.
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Concerning the Tanners' allegation that there has been a
conspiracy of sil ence, "what accounts for thi s reluctance ramong
both conservative and liberal scholars] to discuss the Tanners,"
asks Fosler in his most recent eva luation of the Tanners' work.
The Tanners ' answer is simple: The Mormon ch urch is
afraid of them. In their view , it has been engaged in a
"conspiracy of silence" because it cannot answer their
objections . The Tanners argue that if the church were to
try sys tematically to answer their objections, it would
realize the error of its ways and collapse. By failing to deal
with them directl y, the church, in the Tanners ' opinion, is
providing yet another proof of its underlying fraudul ence
and repressive mind control. Thi s interpretation fails to
deal with many complex factor s that have contributed to
Mormon ret icence about discussing the Tanners in print.
The most obvious po int is that neither conservali ve nor
libera l Mormons think that the Tanners are really seri ous
about want ing a truly open disc uss ion or considering
approaches that differ fro m their own chip-on-shou lder,
anti-Mormon mindset. On the one hand, the Tanners have
repeatedl y demanded that Mormonism li ve up to
standard s of recti tud e imposs ible for any human
organization to achieve or el se give up its truth claims. On
the other hand , the Tanners si multaneously tell th e
Mormon church that even if it were somehow able to li ve
up to its impossibly high standards, it would still be fal se
because it is not normative Christianity as they understand
it. ... Faced with such resolute unwillingness to consider
anything Mormonism does in a positive li ght or to engage
in a constructive dialogue about differing approaches, the
Mormon Church, as an organ ization, has understandabl y
chosen to ignore the Tanners as much as possible .... The
Church sees no advantage in engagi ng in vitriolic polemic
with virtu al unknowns and thereby giving them publicity .6
6 Foster. "A postate Believe rs." 353-54, emphasis added. Foster's
observation find s suppon in the Tanners' recent work in which if Church
officials or LOS writers ignore them. it can only be because they are "unable 10
respond" (p. I). and are engaged in a "conspiracy o r silence" (p. I), yet when

160

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON TIlE BOOK OF MORMON 6fl ( 1994)

Given the miraculous growth of the Church today, why should
anyone respond to critics of the Church at all? When Nehemiah
was trying to build a wall. hi s enemies employed every means to
try to stop that work from progressing. When these effort s failed,
his frustrated and desperate opponents, much like the Ta nners,
sent messages to Nehemiah demanding that he come down and
speak with them. Nehemiah refused to do so. "And I sent
messengers unto them, say ing, I am doing a great work , so that I
cannot come down : why should the work cease, whil st I leave it,
and come down to you?" (Nehe miah 6:3). Given the tremendous
responsibility that Church leaders are under and the chal lenges of
ad ministerin g a rapidly growing Church, I think that the Tanners
me rit little of their time and attention. This does not mean,
however, that indi vidual members cannot or should nO( ever
respond to attacks upon the Church or c riticisms of the Book of
Mormon. Thu s. " It is not necessary to publi sh everything of a
scurrilous character that is said against us, as it would engross too
much of our attention to the exclusion of subjects that are more
profitable. It is necessary that the Saints should know what is said
against them, and that some one should show the other side. When
the Church is belied there ought to be a refutation of th e
misstatements. "1
The first fort y pages or so of Answering Mormon Scholars is
largely a defense of Brent Lee Metcalfe and a rev iew of the
Hofmann episode (pp. 3-45). Metcalfe 's recent book, New

LDS writers do respond, it is because they are "agitated" (p. 1). "concerned" (pp.
1-2), or "burning" with anger (p. 8), and by the way, its really not very nice for
the Lauer-day Saint to respond anyway, since somebody somewhere said that the
Tan ners were a waste of time (p. I).
7 Charles W. Penrose. Millennial Star 53 (1891): 785. in Brian H. SIUY,
Col/ecled Discourses, 5 vols. (Burbank: Calif. : B. H. S. Publishing. 1988).
2:270- 71. On the appropriateness of timely defenses of the Church and its
beliefs see also D&C 7 \:1 - 11; 123: 1- 17: Col/e cled Discourses 2:273- 74:
Anthony W. Ivins. Confe rence Report (October 1910): 42; Ivins. Conferen ce
Report (October 1923): 140: Hyrum Smith and Janne M. Sjodahl. Doctrine and
Co venants Commentary (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book. 1978).423: Neal A.
Maxwell. "A ll Hell Is Movcd." n yU Devotional and Fireside Addresses (Provo.
Utah: Brigham Young University Press. 1977). 179: Maxwell. "Discipleship
and Scholarship:' nyU Studies 3213 (Summcr 1992): 5-9.
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Approaches 10 the Book of Mo rmon, received deta iled and
thoughtfu l attention in a recent issue of this Review .8 Why do the
Tan ners spend so much time in Metcalfe's defense? I suspect that
they were hoping to use Metcalfe's work to respond to recent
reviews of their own writ ings and to further their effort s in
attacking the historicity of the Book of Mormon. T hat Metcalfe's
work received such a thorough poundin g at the hands of some
very competent scho lars was obv iously a serious blow to the
Tanners. At various points in the Tanners' rebuttal they cite the
articles by John Ku nich (pp. 86-90),9 Stan Larson (pp. 16064),10 Dav id Wrigh t (pp. 163-64),11 and certain argu ments by
Bre nt Metcalfe (pp. 54_57),12 withou t ack now ledgi ng the
thoughtful and freq uent ly devastati ng reviews of those article.s.
The Tanners' refusal to acknowledge such work onl y reinforces
the impression that they were caught unprepared for such a
response and are ill-equipped to deal with such matters.
Much of thei r discuss ion of the work of Brent Metcalfe
provides on ly a distorted picture. Reading their polemic, the
uninformed reader may get the impression that no one has
responded to the substance of Metcalfe's work and that reviewers
can only resort to ad hominem arguments. Th is is certai nl y not the
case. Wi ll iam Hamblin, fo r example, has discussed many of the
problems in heren t In Metcalfe's pub lis hed wo rk and

8 RBBM 611 ( 1994): 1-562.
9 See the review by James E. Smith, "'Nephi's Descendants: Historical
Demol\raphy and the Book or Mormon," RBBM 611 (1994): 255-96.
I See review by John W. Welch, "'Approaching New Approaches." RBBM
6/1 (1 994): 145-68. See also Welch's earlier response to Larson's criticisms in
The Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the Mount (Salt Lake City: Deserct
Book and F.A.R.M.S .. 1990), 145-63.
II See Welch, "'Approaching New Approaches." 168-86. See also his
earlier essay, "The Melchizedek Material in Alma 13:13-19," in By Study and
also By Faith : Essays in Honor of Hugh Nibley, ed. John M. Lundquist and
Stephen D. Ricks. 2 vols. (Salt lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1990),
2 :238-72 .
12 While the Tanners argue that Metcalfe's argument on nonra ndom
sequences of lexica! variants is "'irrefutable" (p. 56), they have not come to grips
with Royal Skousen's discussion in "'Critical Methodology and the Text of the
Book of Mormon," RBBM 6/1 (1994): 140-43.
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me thodol ogy , l3 If the Tanners, or Metcalfe for that matter,
believed that Hamblin 's assessment was incorrect. they should
have demonstrated why and on what basis Metcalfe' s stated
approach and methodology is better or more sophisticated than
that of Hamblin and others.
This penchant to mi sread or mi si nterpret the argu me nts of
other writers ca n also be seen in their response to comments by
Daniel Peterson regarding Metcalfe's role in the Hofmann affair
(pp . 16-17). They spend over twenty-eight pages showi ng that
many people were foo led by Mark Hofmann (pp. 15-43). Unlike
many in the LOS com munity, however, Metcalfe was more than
just a bystander in the Hofmann episode, but was in fac t one of
the chief advocates of the Salamander Letter and apparently got a
great deal of pleasure out of undermining the faith of others. t4 In
any case, the fact that Hofmann deceived a lot of peop le was, as
the Tanners know very well, not the issue.
Peterson's point was that Latter-day Saints were being asked
to abandon a long-he ld tradi tion of faith on the basis of evidence
they were not permitted to see and exam ine for themse lvesev idence that Metcalfe would not show, so that we had to trust
Metcalfe and hi s "extremely reli able source," Mark Hofmann.
Ironi ca ll y, the Tanners themselves have described similar
examples from their own dealings with Mr. Metcalfe in the pasl. 15

The Bible in the Book of Mormon
One of the glaring inconsistenc ies in the Tanners' work is that
while they accept the testimonies of those who witnessed Joseph

13 Hamblin's article is one of the most coherent discuss ions of
methodological issues in Book of Mormon studies published so far. William J.
Hamblin, "An Apologist for the Critics: Brent Lee Metcalfe's Assumptions and
Methodologies," RBOM 6/ 1 (1994): 434-523. Hambli n's essay was a response
10 Metcalfe's essay, "Apologetic and Critica l Assumptions about Book of
Mormon Historicity,"' Dialogue 26/3 (Fall 1993): 154-84 .
14 Linda Silliloe and Allen O. Roberts. Salamander: The SIOry of Ilze
Mormon Forgery Murders (Sa il Lake City: Signature Books, 1988),285: Richard
E. Turley, Viclims: The "LDS Church and Ihe Mark Hofm(lnn Case (U rbana and
Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1992),93.
IS Jerald and Sandra Tanner. "LOS Documents and Mu rder:" Sail Lake City
Messenger 59 (January 1986): 17-19.
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Smith dictate the Book of Mormon, such as David Whitmer and
Emma Smith (p. 160), they still argue that Joseph deliberately
pilfered from a Bible. As J have argued previously,16 none of
those who witnessed Joseph Smith dictate the Book of Mormon
mention his use of a Bible, and its apparent absence during the
translation of the Book of Mannon poses serious problems for the
Tanners' theory of deliberate biblical plag iarism. The Tanners go
to great length s to show that some LOS writers, such as B. H.
Roberts and Sid ney B. Sperry, ha ve suggested th at, when the
Prophet came across passages wh ich paralleled the King James
trans lation, he may have laken oul a Bible and simply fo llowed the
KJV insofar as it agreed with the ancient text. The point is Quite
irrelevant, si nce the argument for Bible use, whether made by
Latter-day Saints or the Tanners, contradicts the testimony of
those who watched the Prophet work.
The Tanners cite David Whitmer' s desc ription of the Prophet
placing the seer stone in his hat, and, putting his face into the hat,
drawing it close ly around his face to exclude the light and then
dictating what he read from off the stone. Yet whi le the Tanners
clearly accept David Whitmer's testimony and that of other early
witnesses who describe the Prophet's use of the seer stone, their
rebuttal reveal s a failure to come to grips with some of the
implicati ons of that testimony. For example, in responding to my
earlier point regarding the lack of a curtain to conceal the
translator, the Tanners said , "we do not believe that it would have
been necessary for Joseph Smith to use a curtain. He may have
had a Bible open on the table before him or on his lap. If he felt
that he had to conceal its presence, he cou ld have had loose pages
from a Bible hidden in the bottom of the hat he used when
translating the book." Then, after referring to the testimonies of
Whitmer, Emma Smith, and the others, they make the incredible
statement that "it would have been easy to read anything in the
bottom of the hat by simply lettin g some light shine in. For that
matter, by this same method he could have had notes or even
pages of material which he had previously written to read to hi s

16
171.

Roper.

review

of Covuing Up the Black Hole ill the Book of Mormon.
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scribe" (p. 160),17 The testimonies of those who witnessed the
translation of the Book of Mormon do not allow for the Tanners'
interpretation.
Father Whitmer, who was present very frequently during
the writing of this manuscript affirms that Joseph Smith
had no book or manuscripl. before him from which he
could have read as is asserted by some that he did. he
(Whitmer) having every opportunity to know. ls
Emma Smith also testified to the same thing.
In writing for your father I frequently wrote day after day ,
often sitting at the table close by him, he ... dictating
hour after hour with nothing between us.
Q. Had he not a book or manuscript from which he read
or dictated to you?
A. He had neither manuscript or book to read from.
Q. Could he not have had, and you not know it?
A. If he had anything of the kind he could not have
concealed it from me ....
Q. Could not father have dictated the Book of Mormon to
you, Oliver Cowdery and the others who wrote for him ,
after having first written it, or having first read it out of
some book?
A. Jose ph Smith. . could neither write nor dictate a
coherent and well worded letter; let alone dictating a book
like the book of Mormon. And , though J was an active
participant in the scenes that lran spired, il is marvelous 10
me, ' a marvel and a wonder,' as muc h so as to anyone
else."19

17 This is another example of what Foster describes as the Tanners'
"skillful shell game in which the premises for judgment arc conveniently shifte<:!
so that the conclusion is always the same~negalive" (Foster. "Apostate
Believers:' 353: see also 350).
18 5 1. Louis Republican Interview. Mid~July 1884, Richmond, Missouri,
St. Louis Republican. 16 Jul y 1884, in Cook, 139-40, emphaSis added.
19 "Last Testimony of Sister Emma," 51, emphasis added.
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The witnesses desc ribe the extreme poverty of Joseph Smith
and hi s family, making it unlikely that they even owned a Bible.
They testify that the rel ati ve ly unlearned Joseph Smith dictated
hour after hour, day after day, correcting mistakes without seeing
them, without the use of Bible, manuscript, or notes of any kind.
Those who were there, whose firsthand testimony regarding the
dictat ion of the Book of Mormon text the authors appear to
accept, adamantly affirmed that he had none, that he could not
have had books or manu scripts without th eir knowing . "Joseph
Smith dictated the Book of Mormon, without apparent hesitation ,
as fa st as a scribe could write it in long hand. There is no chance
for error on thi s point." Moreover, "The dictation from start to
finish proceeded while the Prophet's eyes were thus hidden from
seeing anything by the natural light ... he did not stop to hunt up
the passages which resemble, or are identical with, passages in the
King James' Version of the Bible. Such an interruption cou ld not
have escaped detection, and would surely have been noted in the
accounts of the li steners. The quotations, therefore. whether direct
or indirect, must be regarded as having come prec isely like the
rest of the matter, and probabl y .. . without the conscious
knowledge of the translator."2o Th at is one of the reasons these
early witnesses considered the event a miracle.

Plagiarism or Translation?
That th e Book of Mormon tran slation was so mehow
influenced by the Bible has been clear to every person who has
read it. If Joseph Smith did not use a Bible during the translation,
how can we account for the obvious similarities between portions
of the Book of Mormon text and passages found in the Kin g
James Version of the Bible? The Prophet said that he translated
the Book of Mormon through "the gift and power of God."
Since the testimon y of those who observed the dictation of the
Book of Mormon makes it clear that he did not have a Bible in
front of him while translating, it seems reasonable that the Holy
Ghost co nveyed the tran slation to the Prophet in a scriptural
register. Si nce the lan guage of the King Jame s Bible was the
20 Nels Lars Nelson, "The Hu man Side of the Book of Mormon," The

Mormon Point oj View III {I 904): 124, 126-27.
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accepted vers ion of the day, it would have been the most
appropriate sty le in which to convey a new scriptural record.
T he Tanners argue that Book of Mormon passages which
fo ll ow the language and style of the New Testa ment arc
part icul arl y anachronistic si nce the wo rks of New Testament
writers would not have been avai lable to Nephilc prophets. T hus,
accord ing to o ur auth ors, the problem arises in "the ancient
Nephites making extensive quotations from works which were not
even in ex istence at that time" (pp. 137- 38), However, the Book
of Mormon purports to be a translat ion of an anc ie nt document
which comes to us through a modern Irans lator, so although the
Ki ng James English of our authorized version would not have
been used by Al ma or Mormon, the King James Bible, with both
its O ld and New Testaments, was a part of the modern translator's
reservo ir of language and express ion and cou ld therefore qu ite
properly have been used in trans lat in g an anc ie nt scriptural text
like the Book of Mormon.
By way of illustration, the first time I read Homer's classic The
Odyssey I was struck by a passage in Book Xl where Odysseus
attempted to comfort his friend Achilles, who was dead, by stating,
"For you, Achilles, Death should have lost its st ing."2 1 Being new
to classics, I wondered if maybe Paul had borrowed thi s phrase
fro m Homer ( I Corinthians 15:55). I was surprised to d iscover,
after some investigation, that thi s translat ion was in fact not a
precise rendering from the G reek.22 Yet when I discussed this fact
with my instructo rs, I was assured that th is was considered an
excellent translatio n, since it accurately conveyed the sense and
meaning of the passage. Thus, contrary to the Tan ne rs. New
Testament language, even King James English, in a pre-Ch rist ian
pagan docu men t can at times be a legitimate trans lat ion if it
adequately conveys the proper meani ng. T his is why modern
trans lato rs of ancient doc uments sometimes employ New
21 The OdYfSey. trans. E.V. Rieu (Baltimore: Penguin Books. 1946). 184.
22 Other trans lations render it variously: "Indulge not then. Achi lles. in
causeless grief that thou hast died" (The Odysuy. trans. William Cowper
[London: J. M. Dent & Sons. 19921. 181); "To you Achilles. death can be no
grief at all" (The Odyssey of Homer. trans. T. E. Lawrence INew Yorl:. and Oxford:
Oxford University Press. 199 I J. 165); "Think then. Achilleus; You need not be
so pained by death (Tile Odyssey of Homer. trans. by Robert Fitzgerald. INew
York: Vintage Books. 1961\.201).

TANNER AND TANNER, ANSWERING MORMON SCHOLARS (ROPER)

167

Testamen1 biblical language in their translations of documents
which are pre-Christian: "The king is my eldest son who split
open my womb," begins Faulkner's translation of the ancient
Egyptian Pyramid Texts. "He is my Beloved, with whom I am
well pleased" (compare Matthew 3:17).23 Allen renders a passage
from the Egyptian Book of the Dead as "Father who art in
heaven" (Matlhew 6:9).24 A popular translation of Pindar speaks
of that which "neither moth nor rust doth destroy."25 If such
usage can so metimes be appropriate in translations of ancien t
pagan documents, how much more so for a tran slation of an
ancient Christian scriptural document like the Book of Mormon?

Revelation and Nephi
The Tanners' observation that the language of Nephi and
Jacob sometimes parallels that of John in Revelation (pp. 166--{)9)
is interesting but not surprising, since we are explicitly told that
Nephi was shown the same vision as John ( I Nephi 14:18-30) and
that Jacob and Isaiah apparently saw what Nephi saw (2 Nephi
11 :1-3) . Contrary to the Tanners (p. 138), th e Isaiah chapters are
not irrelevan t to Nephi 's and Jacob's prophecies since th ese
chapters supplement and help to ex pound their own visions and
prophec ies. Moreover, while I have not yet explored this issue in
detail, it appears to me that the Isa iah chapters on the small plates
are thematically related to l ohn' s prophecy, just as Nephi seems to
indicate. Like John , Isaiah alludes to the plagues to be poured out
upon the wicked ( I Nephi 21:26; 2 Nephi 6:18; com pare
Revelation 16:4- 7), the conflict with the dragon (2 Nephi 8:9;
compare Revelation 12:1- 17), a curse of darkness (2 Nephi 7:3;
15:30; compare Revelation 8: 12- 13; 15:1 0- 11 ), the sun and stars
being darkened (2 Nephi 7:3; 23:10; compare Revelation 6:1213), the wicked wantin g to hide in the rocks (2 Nephi 12:10-22;
compare Revelation 6: 15- 17), the siege of Jerusalem (2 Nephi
23 Utterance I, R. O. Faulkner, The Aneielll Egypliall Pyramid TexIs
(Warminstcr: Mis & Phillips. 1985), I.
24 Thomas George Allen, The Book of Ihe Dead or GOillg FOr/h by Day
(ChicagO: Univcrsity of Chicago Press, 1974), 158.
2 Pindar. Fragmenl 222. in The Odes of Pilldar; Illcludillg Ihe Principie
Fragments. ed. Sir John Sandys (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1978). 613.
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17-20; compare Reve lation 11 : \-2), the mission of the two
wi tnesses (2 Nephi 8: 18-20; compare Reve lat ion 11:3- 13), the
fall of Babylon (2 Neph i 23- 24; compare Revelat ion 14:8; 1718), the Millennial peace (2 Nephi 21- 22; compare Revelation
20: 1-6). It should also be remembered that John's apocalypse is
deeply couched in Old Testament themes and ideas, which are not
original 10 the Christian era. In fac t, Revelation 4-22 alone has al
least four hundred all usions to the Old Testamen l. 26 While Nephi
and Jacob gained thei r info rmat ion from their own revelat ions,
one can eas il y see how they used Isaiah to exp lain their own
prophecy. Conseque ntly, one shou ld not be surprised 10 find
Boo k of Mormon prophets using simi la r themes and symbols
suc h as the "rod of iron," the "fountain of living wate rs," and
the " tree of life" in the ir teachin gs or in describ ing the ir
revelations.
In my earl ier rev iew I fau lted the Ta nners fo r fai ling to
ac knowledge close linguistic and concept ual parallels between
cerlain Old Testament passages and the Book of Mormon (Roper,
review of Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon,
174-81). Much of the Tanners' rebuttal rests upon the mistaken
assu mption that I was argu ing fo r direct borrowing by Book of
Mormon prophets in each of these cases; however, if I was
insufficiently clear, I wi ll clarify: The re are numerous examples
from the Old Testamen t wh ich provide close li nguistic and
conceptual paralle ls to Book of Mormon language and ideas. The
Nephites had the brass plates, a record much like our Hebrew Old
Testament, but substantiall y larger. This wou ld have included part
of our current Old Testamen t as we ll as additional materi al which
is not presently fo und in the Hebrew Bible. We do not know, at
th is point, what that incl uded, but it is reasonabl e to assume that
Book of Mormon prophets were infl ue nced by the thought,
language, and teachings of the ir sc ri ptu res, just as New Testament
writers were influenced by our Old Testa me nt. In add it ion to thi s,
however, the modern translator, Jose ph Smi th , whether he
consc iously drew upon his own memory and biblical bac kground
in the trans lation, or whether suc h language flowed direct ly from
the Holy Ghost, would have been infl uenced by biblical language

26 J. Massyngbcrde Ford, Revelation (New York: Doubleday. 1975),27.
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fro m both the Old and New Testaments, as he conveyed the
translati on of this ancient doc ume nt into hi s own Engli sh
langu age. Biblical parallels are inconclu sive, since the authors
cannot show whet her thi s is evidence that the Joseph Smith
deliberatel y plagiarized or whether, as translator, he used language
appropriate to convey an ancient Chri stian tex.t.
To summarize, the Tanners' theory of deliberate plagiarism
from the Bible during the dictation of the Book of Mormon is
seriously hampered by the testimony of witnesses to the event.
Moreover, that theory fail s to take in to account the fact that the
Book of Mormon , like other tran slation s of anc ient documents,
can quite properly contain King James biblical style from the Old
and New Testaments and still be an authentic translation from an
ancient documen t. Finall y. there are legit imate reasons to question
the authors' assu mpti ons regarding the uniqueness of New
Testament language and ideas.

Firstlings, Sacrifices, and Burnt Offerings
Part two of the Tanners' rebuttal treats the question of Israelite
fe st ivals as they relate to King Benjamin's speech. Since much of
this sect ion dea ls with th e issue of co mparing ancient and
nineteenth-century paradigms. and since I am currentl y prepari ng
an article dealing with thi s subject fo r another publication , I will
reserve my comments for a future time. There is one Issue,
however, which is simply too good to pass by, and that is the
reference to sacrifice in Mosiah chapter two.
Mosiah 2:3 reads, "And they also took of the fir st lings of
their fl oc ks, that they mi gh t offer sacrifice and burnt offerings
according to the law of Mo ses" (Mos iah 2:3). In 1887 M. T.
Lamb countered, "According to the law of Moses. the firstlings of
their flocks were never offered as burnt offerings or sacrifices .
. . . Thi s one little blunder, the n, proves beyond the chance of
question th at the Book of Mormon could not ha ve been
inspired. " Moreover. "Thi s passage is preci sely such a passage as
Joseph Smith or any other ignorant man like him might ha ve
written; it could not have been found in the book if God ... had
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to do with its preparation."27 Following Lamb's lead, the Tanners
add that thi s verse "actua lly shows that (he author of the Book of
Mormon really didn't understand the law of Moses" and "was
unfamiliar with the biblical material conce rnin g offe rin gs.
Moreover, it appears that he was not even aware of the other kinds
of Jewi sh offerin gs com manded in the Bible" (p. 96). However,
these criticisms are doubly flawed since Book of Mormon c ritics
have both misunderstood the nature of the Mosaic provisions and
built their c ri tic isms upon an interpre tati on of the Book of
Mormon text which is hi ghl y questionable.
First, while firstl ings. as we currently understand their usc in
ancient Israel, were probabl y not offered as the olah or burnt
offering in ancien! Israel, as Anderson nOles, " It would not be
accurate to say that the requirements for the burnt offering, peace
offerin g, and reparation offering were rigidly fixed; there was
room for variab ilit y"; "for the burnt offering one had to offe r a
male animal from the herd or fl ock.... The peace offering could
be either a male or a female from the herd or Oock."211 There is
no question, however, that the firstling s of clean domesticated
animals were sac ri ficed in the peace offerin g, as we re ot her
animal s. "In ea rly Palestinian experie nce the firstlings of the
flock and herd were sac rificed at the local sanctuary."29 In fact,
27 M. T. Lamb, The Golden Bible: Is II frOln God? (Salt Lake City: Ward and
Drummand, 1887). 109-10; sec also William E. Biederwolf, Mormonism under
Ihe Searchlight (Grand Rapids: Ecrdm:ms, 1947), 16: James Tolle, Is the Book of
Mormon from God? (Pasadena, Tex.: Haun Publishing Company, 1957), 18:
Marvin Cowan. Mormon Claims Answered (S::.1t Lake City: Ma rvin Cowan.
1975), 34; Tanner and Tanner, Coverin g Up the Hiack Hole in the Book oi
Mormon. 6 1-62.
28 Gary A. Anderson, "Sacrifice and Sacrificial OHerings," in Tire Anc/ror
Bible Dictionary. cd. David Noel Freedman, 6 vols. (New York : Doubleday.
1992). 5:875.
29 ··First.horn," in The Interpreter's Bible Dictionary. 4 vols. (Nashville:
Abingdo n Press. 1962).2:271. Menahem Haran argues that it was held by some
Jewi sh authorities that. "not every type of sacrifice would be deemed suitablc ror
solitary altars. Many offerings were held to be reservcd for the templc. and it was
obligatory to take them exclusively to thc tcmple altar. Such wcre the firstlings
of c~ttlc and shecp," the various forms of the peace offcring. including the
thanksgiving orfcri ng, and possibly others (Tf'lnples (m(1 Temple·Servi ce il1
Ancielll Israd: An In qcc;r y illlo Biblical Cull PhenQmena (IIuf lire Hislon eal
Selfiflg of Iht: Priestly Schoo/lWinona Lakc. Indiana: Ei senbrauns. 1985}, 16)
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"Any domesticated an imal from the herd or nock, male or fema le
(Leviticus 3: I, 6, 12), was permissible" for the peace offerin g. 3o
Under Mosai c law the firstlings (i. e. firstborn animal s) of flock s
and herds were dedicated to the Lord (Exod us 13: 12, 15) and
were given to the Levites. The Israe lites were forbidden fro m
using them for work or gain (Deuteronomy 15:1 9- 20) and were
required to bring them to the temple during their pil grimage
festivals, where they wou ld be sacrificed (Deuteronomy 12:5-6).
Their blood was sprinkled upon the altar and their fat was burned
(Nu mbers 18: 17- 18). What was left then was given to the
individual and his family to eat that same day (Deute ronomy
15:19-20). Thu s Lamb and the Tanners grossly mi sunderstand
the sacrificial role of firstlings when they claim that the flfStiing s
were not sacrificed . While apparent ly not used for the burnt
offe ring, firstlings cou ld and frequently were used along with
ot her anim als in the sac rifi cial peace offering. The Book of
Mormon correctly states that the Nephites brought their first lings
to the temple to be sacrificed, for firstlings clearly were sacrificed
at the temple .
Mosiah 2:3 is also consistent with the commandments given to
Moses in Deuteronomy :
But unto the place which the Lord your God shall choose
out of all your tribes to put hi s name there, even unto his
habitation sha ll ye seek, and thither thou shalt come: And
thither ye shall bring your burnt offerings. and your
sacrifices, and your tithes, and heave offerin gs of your
hand, and your vows, and your freewill offerin gs, and the
firstlings of you r herds and of your flocks . (Deuteronomy
12:5- 6)
These verses indicate that the Israelites were to bring the
firstlings of their nocks and herds to the temple along with other
unspecified animals to fi ll vari ous sac rificial and dedicatory
purposes. It is noteworthy that alth ough this verse mentions
several fo rms of sac rifice associated with temple worship (burn t

This would account for the specific mention of firstlings in Mosiah 2:3 in the
contelll of a temple gathering.
30 Encyclopaedia Judaica 14:603 (hereafter E1).
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offerin gs. heave offerings, free will offerings, etc.), the onl y
animals actuall y mentio ned are th e firstlin gs, even th ough the
firstlin gs were, as far as we know, never offered as the burnt
offe ring under Mosaic law. Ho wever, the me re mentio n of "burnt
offerings" in thi s biblical passage clearly implies an ima ls o ther
than fi rstlin gs, even if no other animal s are explicitly mentioned.
Similarly , it is reasonable to interpret the Masiah 2 :3 reference 10
"sacrifice and burnt offerings" as an allu sion to two di stinct
forms of sacrifice-Ihe sacrifice of firstlings in the so-called peace
offering and the burnt offering taken from other animals.)l Thus.
the Nephites, in accordance with the legal prescription s of Mosai c
law , " took of the firstl ings of the ir fl oc ks. that they mi ght offer
sacrifice " and they a lso too k other anim als to offe r as " burnt
offerings according to the law of Moses" (Mosiah 2: 3).32
Second , there are legitimate reasons to rej ect Lamb's and the
Tanners ' int e rpret ation of thi s Book of Mo rmon passage,
especially in lig ht of biblical passages which use similar language.
Using language reminiscent of the Book of Mormon, Moses to ld
Pharaoh , "Tho u mu st g ive us al so sacrifices (zebah) and burn t
(o la h) offerin gs, that we may sacrifice unto the Lord our God"
(Exodu s 10:25).33 In refe rence to the term used for sacrifice in
thi s and nume rous o th er bibli ca l passages (zeba h ), Gary
Anderson , an autho rit y o n Old Testa me nt sacrific ial practices,
warn s that "one should not infer that the u bah , 's lain sacrifice,'
{KJV "sacrifice"], refers to any slain sacrificial animal. In spite of
its name, which is quite general, this sacrifice des ignation often
occurs in the pa ir ze bah and o La [i. e. "sac rifice and burnt
offerin gs" ]. In thi s type of usage there c an be no doubt th at
31 Crilics are clearl y mistaken whe n they claim thai Ihe peace offer ing was
nOI really a sacrifice. fo r il certai nl y was. although it probab ly had no expialOry
value.
32 For similar Book of Mormo n refe rences see I Ncphi 5:9; 7:22; 3 Nep hi
9: 19. One can also inlerpre t Mosiah 2:1-4 as a brief summary of why thc peoplc
of Zarahemla gathered together. They did so: ( I) to go up to Ihe tcm plc (Mosiah
1:1), (2) to hear the wo rds of King Benjamin (Mosiah 1: 1), (3) to offer sacrifice
of their firstlings, (4) to offer burnt offerings accordi ng 10 the law of Moscs
(Mosiah I :3), and (5) 10 gi_ve than ks untO the Lord their God.
33 See also Exodus 18: 12; Joshua 22:26, 28; 1 Samuel 6:15; 15:22: 2
Kings 5: 17: 10:24; 1 Chronicles 29:21: Isaiah I II: 56:7: Jerem iah 6:20:
7:20-22 : Ezckiel 40:42; 44: 11 : Psalms 50:8; 5 1:16.
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zebah refers specifically to the selamim lpeace] offering."34 In
fact, scholars usuall y assume that these references to the burnt
offering and the peace offering mu st be unde rstood as c li ches or
" meri sms for the e ntire sac rific ial system."35 Mormon is, of
cou rse, abridging the accou nt of these events.
There are several reasons why the sacrifice of the peace
offering may have been particularly appropriate for the occasion
de sc ribed in Mosiah 1-5 . According to Anderson, the peace
offering was "e mblematic of moment s of joy or celebration."36
King Benjamin 's people sacrificed and gave thank s to the Lord
for bless ing the m " that they might rejoice" (Mosiah 2:4). Other
e lements of King Benjamin 's speech indicate that this was a time
of joy and great rejoicing (3: 4; 4:3, 11- 12). The peace offeri ng
was al so particularly appropriate during important national events,
such as the coronation of new kings, the re newa l of the authority
of an a lready functioning leader. or other times of national or
spiritual renewal .J7 Likewise, the people of King Benjamin offer
sacrifice following a period of seri ous conte ntion and apostasy led
by fal se prophets and teac hers (Words of Mormon I : 12- 18) .
These sac ri fic ial practices may have bee n viewed as adding
leg itimacy to Kin g Benjamin 's or Mo sia h2's position a nd
authority. The peace offerin g was particularly appropriate for the
celebration of victory, such as Saul 's victory over the Am mon ites
at Jabesh Gilead,3s or at the "success ful conclusion of a military
ca mpaign. "39 Similarl y, the peopl e of King Benjamin gather to
the temple for sacrifice after the Lord has delivered the m from
thei r ene mies. the Lamanites (Mosiah 2:4; see a lso Omni 1:24;
Words of Mormon I: 13).
There were at least three different kind s of peace offerin gs.
These included the thank sg iving ofrering. the vowed sacrifice, and
the freewill offe rin g. 40 Although "a ll three sac ririce s were
mOfi vated by the sa me gene ral circumstances," Lev ine notes that.
34 Anderson, "Sacrifice and Sacri fici al Offerings," 878, emphasis added.
35 Ibid .• 878, 882; Baruc h Levine. /n lire Presence of lire Lord: A Sludyof
Cull (lnd Som e CI./tic Terms in Ancienllsrael (Leiden: Brill. (974).2 1- 22.
36 Anderson, "Sacrifices and Sacrificial Offerings:' 878.
37 EJ 14:604: Levine, In the Presence of (he Lord. 29.
38 Levine. III Ihe Presence of the Lord. 28- 29.

39 EJ 14:604 .
40 Anderson. "Sacrifices and S<lcrificial Offerings," 878.
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"the rodah [i .c. thank sg ivi ng offering l was particularl y
appropriate for expressing gratitude over one's deliverance from
danger or mi sfo rtunc,"41 " Its purpose was to render an
expression of thanks for deliverance or blessings granted."42 One
is immediately remi nded of King Benjamin agai n, during whose
reign th e peo ple gathered to "o ffe r sac rifi ce and burnt
offerings . . . And also that they might give thanks to the Lord
th eir God . . . who had delivered them out oj the ·hands of their
en emies" (Mosiah 2:3~4). Benjamin 's pointed references 10
giving thanks may also be re levant he re (Mosiah 2: 1 9~20 ).

The Loss of the II 6 Pages
After the loss of the 116 pages of the Book of Mormon , the
Lord told the Prophet that evil men had altered the word s of the
los t translation manusc ript so that they read contrary to th e
origina l trans lat ion (D&C 10:10- 11 ), and so that if he translated
the same again ev il men wou ld pub lish an altered version claiming
that he could not reall y trans late. "And beho ld they wilt publi sh
this, and Satan will harde n the hearts of the people to stir them up
to anger again st you, that they wi ll not believe my words" (D&C
10:32). The Tanners and several other c riti cs rejec t thi s
ex pl anation: " If Satan did cause Joseph Smith's e nem ies to alte r
the words," they argue, "these wicked people would have had to
produce the origina l pages to prove that Joseph Smith could not
produce an accurate duplicate of the original. It wo uld be a lmost
impossible to alter a manuscript without detection . The Mormons
could have taken the case to court and easil y won a significant
victory" (pp. 58- 59).
I find such reasoning to be un persuasive in light of the hosti le
environment in which early Mormoni sm e me rged. In the face of
poverty and persecution the Prophet 's earl iest supporters we re
convinced that Joseph had the power to tran slate. a fact that was
the polestar of their faith . If the pl ot again st the Prophet had
4 1 Levine. In Ihe Presence oflhl' Lord. 43.
42 E. E. Carpe nter, "Sacrifices and Offerings in the OT," in /lIlcmQliollal
StatJdard /Jib/e Encyclopedia. 4:268. "In ma ny COlllexts the term thanksgiving
offcring is used as a virtual synonym for pcaee ofFering (e.g. 11 Chron. 29:31:
Jcr.17:26: cf. I[ Chron. 33 :16)" (EJ 14:604).

TANNER AND TA NNER, A NSWERING MORMON SCHOLARS (ROPER)

175

succeeded , it could co nceivabl y have undermi ned the faith of
some of Joseph 's closest su pporters, whose help and devotion
were crucial to the success of early Mormonism. Early Mormons
already faced an uphill batt le. The Prophet's enemies would
hardly have needed to produce the orig in al manu script to harden
the hearts of the people and hinder the work from progressing .
All they would have had to do was prjnt the altered version . After
that, the manu sc ript might have been destroyed or lost, but the
effect would ha ve been the same. They would have claimed that
the corru pted version was the earlier one. In the end, it would have
s impl y bee n a case of the Prophet' s word aga inst th ei rs. The
whole affair would have been reprinted and rumored abroad by
other newspape rs withm the region and would have tended to
undermine the Proph et' s cred ibility at a time when most people
were only too wi lling to find an excuse to disbelieve the Book of
Mormon , "Co nside rin g th e state of tran s portation and
communi cation in ante·be llum America," notes Leo nard J.
Arrin gton, "newspapers we re abl e to 'get away with ' ambiguous
writin g, if not palpable fa lsehoods. Thi s partly accounts for the
pertinacity with which earl y Americans held on to the false and
damaging image of Mormoni sm" co nveyed by writers and
publi shers.43
The Plates of Lehi and Nephi
The Tanners note what they fee l is a discrepa ncy between the
preface to thc 1830 editi on of Ihc Book of Mormon and Doctri ne
and Covenants 10:44. The 1830 preface states that the lost 11 6
pages of the Book of Mormon were "taken from the Book of
Lehi , whic h was an account abridged from the plates of Lehi, by
the hand of Mormon ," whil e th e revelation in the Doctrine and
Covenants states that they were tran slated from "an abridgment of
the account of Neph i" (D&C 10:44). Because of thi s appare nt
43 Leonard J . Arrington, "James Gordon Bennett's 183 1 Report on 'The
Mormonites: .. BYU Studies 10/3 (Spring 1970): 363. On the treatment of early
Mormonism by New York and Ohio newspapers during this period see Walter A.
Norton's su perlative overv iew. "Comparative Images: Mormonism and
Contemporary Religions As Seen by Village News paper men in Weste rn New
York and No rtheastern Ohio. 1820-1833" ( Ph.D. diss., Brigham Yo ung
University. 1991).
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discrepancy the Tanners argue that "Joseph Smith first conceived
of the Book of Mormon as an abridgment by Mormon of a set of
pl ates prepared by Lehi." When the 116 pages were lost,
according to the Tanners, Josep h Smith "cou ld not accurately
reproduce the material which he claimed Mormon had abridged
from Lehi's plates, IsoJ he found it necessary to have Leh i's son,
Nephi. c reate an ent ire ly different set of plates known as the
'p lates of Nephi' .. (p. 38), While the Tanne rs ·argue that the
183 0 preface and Doctrine and Cove nant .!: 10 :44 arc
contradictory. I believe that these two passages can easily be
reconciled with the text of the Book of Mormon, without viewing
the plates of Nephi as an exped ient afterthought.
Nephi tell s us that Lehi had indeed written a record of his own,
"for he hath written many things whic h he saw in visio ns and in
dreams; and he hath also writte n many thi ngs which he prophesied
and spa ke unto hi s children" ( 1 Nephi 1:16). Now here does the
Book of Mormon text state that Lehi orig inall y wrote his record
upon plates. S. Kent Brown, for instance, has suggested that thi s
record was initially written upon perishable materials and that it
was on ly later cop ied o nto the large plates by Nephi where it
would have been preserved. 44 Afte r Le hi and his famil y arrived in
the New World, the Lord commanded Nephi to make the large
plates of Nephi "th at I mig ht engraven upon them the record of
my people. And upon the plates which I made 1 did e ngraven the
record of my fat her, and also our journeyings in the wilderness,
and the prophecies of my father; and a lso many of mine own
prophecies have I engraven upon them" (I Nephi 19:1). Nephi 's
statement that he engraved the record of his father Le hi upon the
large plates suggests that he e ngraved the e ntire record of his
father and not si mply an abridgment as some have argued. 4S Thus
Le hi 's own account that he had initially writte n upo n perishable
44 S. Kent Brown, "Lchi's Personal Record: Quest for a Missing Source:'
8YU Studies 24/1 (Winter !984): 23-25.
45 There appears to be no scriptural justification for assuming thai Nephi
abridged his fathe r's record when he inscribed it onto the large plates. as some
have suggested (S. Kent Brown. "Nephi's Use of Lehi's Record:' in
Rediscovering Ihe Book of Mormon. cd. John L. Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne
[Salt Lak.e City: Deseret Book and F.A. R.M.S .. 1991j. 4). although the re is for
the smaller record. where Nephi is clearly abridging hi s father'S much longer
account (sec I Nephi 1:16--17: 6:1-3: 8:29: 9:1).
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materials was eventually copied by Nephi onto the first section of
the large plates and seems to have been what became known on
both that record and in Mormon' s abridgment as "the Book of
L e hi ."
Nephi te ll s us that the large plates and tho:. small plates were
both known as the " plates of Nephi" (I Nephi 9:2); however, that
sect ion of the small plates conta ining the account of Jacob and hi s
d esce ndant s was known as the "plates of Jacob" even th ough
they we re in fact " made by the hand of Nephi" (Jaco b 3: 14),
Conseque ntly , the term "plates of Lehi " ment ioned in the preface
to the 1830 ed ition of the Book of Mormon need not be viewed as
an anachron ism but like ly refers to those lea ves of the large plates
which con tained Lc hi 's accou nt , even though the ac lua l plates
upon whic h that portion o f the record was inscribed were made by
Nep hi . T he 116 pages were the n an Engli s h transla tio n of
Mormon 's abridgment taken from the Lehi section of the large
plates and were kno wn in Mormon 's record as "the Book of
Lehi. "46 With thi s interpretation most of the con fu sion expre ssed
by the Tanners can be casi ly resolved,
At the time Joseph rece ived the revelation no w known as
secti on lOaf the Doctrine & Covenants. hi s primary concern was
obviou sly over what he sho ul d do about the temporary void left
by the loss of the 11 6 pages. In answer 10 thi s concern the Lord
explained thai the Prophet was not to retranslate the Lehi portion
of Mo rmo n 's plates but to compl e te the trans lati on o f the
remai nde r of M o rmo n 's record (D&C 10:38-46) , The Lord
explained thai "an accoun t o f those things that you have written,
which have gone fort h OUI of your hand s. is engraven upon the
plates of Nephi " (D&C 10:38). While. as noted above, the Icrm
"plates of Nephi" could. depe ndin g on the context, refer 10 e ither
the large plates, the s ma ll plates, or bo th , as John T vedlnes has
pointed o ut , secli on 10 can on ly refer to the small plates of Nephi ,
46 The colophon introducing the book of Helaman on page 368 of the 1981
edition states that Mormon's abridgment for this section of the Book of
Mormon was taken fro m "the record of Helaman and his sons. even dow n to the
coming of Christ. whic h is called the book of llebman." This may suggest that
the book titles in our current Book of Mormon basically follow the ti tles found
upon the large plates. Jr this assu mption is correct it would follow that Lchi's
record or the "plales of Lehi" were also known upon Ihe large plmes as the "book
of Lehi:' However. thi s is far fro m certain.
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Since o nl y the sma ll plates were fo und o n Mormo n's record. 47
W ith this in mind the meaning of sect ion 10:38-45 becomes clear.
"An accou nt of those things that you have wri tten, whi ch have
gone fort h ou t of your hands [the 11 6 pages of trans lationJ, is
engraven upon the plates of Nephi; Yea and you remember it was
said in those writings [the 11 6 pages] that a more particul ar
accoun t was given of these thing upon the plates of Nephi; And
now, because the accou nt which is e ngraven upon the plates of
Nephi is more particu lar concerni ng the th ings, whic h in my
w isdo m, I would bring to the know led ge of the people in this
account- Therefore. in order to fi ll the void left by the loss of the
11 6 pages.
you shall trans late the e ngrav ings whic h are o n the plates
of Nephi , down ti ll you come to the re ign of king
Benj ami n. or unti l you come to that whi ch you have
translated wh ich you have reta ined ;48 And behold. you
sha ll publis h it as the record o r Nep hi ; and thus I will
confound those who have a ltered my words .... Beho ld,
they have only got a part , o r an abridgment of the accoun t
of Nephi [the translatio n of Mormon's abridg ment rrom
the large pl ates]. Behold. the re are many th ings engraven
upon the pl ates of Ne phi which do throw greater views
upo n my gospe l; therefore, it is wisdom in me that you
shoul d translate this fi rst part 49 0[50 the engravings of
Nephi , and send forth in this work . And beho ld , a ll the
rema inder of th is work [our current Book. of Mormon l
does con tai n all those part s of my gospel wh ich my ho ly
prophe ts, yea, and also my d isc ipl es, desi red in their

47 Tvootnes. review of /JIack !fole. 206.
48 As discussed below. the par. "ret:lined" refers at the very least 10 the
begi nning of the original book of Mosiah (now lost). the Words of Mormon.
and the beginning of our current book of Mosiah.
49 The refe rence 10 the "first pari" refers to what is to be published as the
first pari of the Book of Mormon. " Hence, he was to provide. as the first part of
the Book of Mormon. a translation from the 'engravings of Nephi' " (Tvedtnes.
review of Black. Hole. 207).
50 The preposition "of' should be understood as meaning "from." Noah
Webster, AIr American Dictionary of lire English Language (New York: S.
Converse. 1828). 2:25.
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prayers shou ld come fort h unto th is people. (D&C 10:4 142, 44-46)

T he T itle Page of the Book of Mormon
The Tanne rs poi nt to what they fee l is an other discrepancy
between the co ntents of the curre nt Book of Mormon and the
contents described in the Book of Mormon' s tide page. The title
page says that the Book of Mormon is "an account written by the
hand of Mormon upon plates taken from the plates of Ne phi.
Wherefore, it is an abridgme nt of the record of th e people of
Neph i; and also of the Laman ites .... An abridgment taken from
the Book of Ethe r also, whic h is a record of the people of Jared."
The Tanners fee l that thi s is incon sistent with the fact that the
sma ll plates were reall y not writte n by Mormon bu t by Nephi,
Jacob, and others. However, as we noted above, among Book of
Mormon writers the small plates were simply known as the "plates
of Neph i" s ince they we re made by Nephi and we re co ntinued
afterward s at his command: " For the piates upon which I make a
full account of my peo ple I ha ve given the name of Nephi ;
wherefore, they are called the pl ates of Nephi , after mi ne own
name; and these plates also are call ed the plates of Neph i" ( I
Nephi 9:2). Both sets were known by the same name, "the plates
of Neph i," even th ough th ey were se parate records a nd had
different fun cti ons. Consequently, the term " pl ates of Nephi " in
the title page quite prope rly could incl ude all of Nephi 's plates
and need not be confined to the large plate s. Mormon 's record
was trul y "an account written by the hand of Mormon upon
plates take n from th e plates of Ne phi"; that is, the account
prepared by Mormon was taken from both the large plates and the
small plates. 5 1 " Wherefore, it is an abridgment of the record of
the peopl e of Neph i." Again , ' his is doub ly true in that Mormon
abridged the large plates and al so incl uded within his record
Nephi's sma ll plates that are also, in part, an abridgment of certain
elements of the Nephitc history and tcaching. s2
51 The word "taken" is ap propriate whether the sma ll plates we re reco pied
or simfly inser1ed into Mormon' s record .
5 The slllali plates were an ab ridgmen t of both secular and religio us
material. Scriplural evidence for this is abunda nt. See fo r example I Nep hi 1:6,
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The Tanners co mplain of the apparent disparity between the
lack of reference in the tit le page to 143 pages from the small
plates and the mention of the record of Ether, which is on ly about
thirty pages in O Uf current Book of Mormon. "The faci that the
title page o f the Book of Mormon g ives such a carefu l d escription
of the ' Book of Ether,' a book of less than thirty-two pages, but
e ither incorrectly describes o r omits the small plate s of Nephi ,
compri sing over 142 pages, makes one wonder how such a serious
mistake could be mad e in a book purpo rting to be di v ine ly
inspired" (Black H ole, 40). However, the Boo k of Mormon
record of Ether also conta ined the sealed portion of the Book of
Mormon wh ich took up at least one-thi rd of Mormon's plates. 53
In terms of our cu rrent Book o f Mormon, thi s sca led material
added to o ur current Book of Ether would be about 203 pages,
not simpl y 32 as Ihe Tanners mi stakenly assume. Thus, contrary
to the Tanners, Mo rmon ' s me ntion of the Jaredite account is
perfectly reasonable, as is his description of the Book of Mormon
as an account taken fro m the plates of Nephi.

Knowledge of Christ's Coming
The Tanners find it unreasonable that "the prophet Alma,
who li ved hundreds of years later, seem[sJ 10 know nothin g about
thi s remarkable prophecy [Nephi 's 600-year prophecy} which
pointed out the exact year when Jesus would be born" ( p. 45)
and, since he in their view should know of it from the sma ll plates,
th at thi s passage " is a serio us contradic tion in the Book of
Mormon which cannot lightly be dismissed"' (p. 46). In order to
clarify these verses il is helpfu l to c ite the ent ire passage:

13-16.19: 5:17- 19; 6:1 - 3: 8:29- 38; 9:1: 10:1 - 16: 15:1. II. 19- 20: 16:2429. 39: 17:7- 9. 12- 14. 52: 18:1-4: 19:8. 2 t- 23: 2 Nephi 1:1-4; 4:14; 5:4.
20-25; 6:1 - 3. 8- 11; to:3: II'!: 25:6; 3 1:1 - 2: 33: 1; Jacob 2:25- 34: 3:12- 13:
Jamm 1:13- 14; Omni 1:5-7. 12:13. 18.20-22.
53 David Whitmcr suggested that the scaled portion may have actually been
somewhat larger: "About half the book was scaled" (P. Wilhelm Poulson
Inlcrview. no date. Richmond. Missouri. Deserel Evening News. 16 August
1878. in Dal'id Whitmer fnlerl'iews: A Restoration Wirness. cd. Lyndon W.
Cook (O rem Utah: Grandin Book. (991).21.
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Now is the time to repent , for the day of salvation draweth
nigh; Yea , and the voice of the Lord, by the mouth of
angels, doth declare it unto all nations; yea, doth declare it.
that they may ha ve glad tidi ngs of great joy; yea. and he
doth sound these glad tidings amo ng all hi s peopl e
. , , wherefore. they have come unto us .... Therefore, we
are thu s highly favored, fo r we have these glad tidings
declared unto us in all parts of our vineyard . For behold,
angels are declarin g it unto many at thi s time in our land;
and thi s for the purpose of preparing the hearls of the
children of men to receive his wo rd at tire time of his
com ing in glory. And now we only wait to hear the joyful
news declared unto us by the mouth of angels, of hi s
coming. for the time cometh li .e., the day of salvation] , we
know not how soon. Would to God that it mi ght be in my
day; but let it be sooner of later, in it I wi ll rejoice. And it
shall be made known unto just and holy men, by the
mouth of angels, at the time of hi s coming, that the words
of our fathers may be fulfill ed according to th at which
they have spoken concerning him. (Alma 13:2 1- 26)
The Tanners' interpretation of this passage is not the on ly, nor
even the most reasonable, ex planation of it. As I see iI, one may
reach several different conclus ion s depen din g on how one
interprets the referen ces to Chri st 's "comi ng" in verses 24-26,
Here I wi ll suggest four possible interpretations. Alma's reference
to Christ's coming cou ld refer to: (I) Ch rist's birth . (2) Christ' s
atonement, (3) Chri st's po st resurrection appearance to the
Nephites in the New World, or (4) Chri st 's general co ming,
includi ng all aspec ts of hi s life and mi ssion in th e meridian of
time~hi s birth , life, teachin gs, suffering, death , and resurrection ,
cu lminating for the Neph ites in his appearance to them shortl y
after he rose from the dead. Here we wi ll briefly examine eac h of
these possibilities in contrast to the Tanners' objections to the first
two, as expressed in their rebuttal.
I. Chrjst 's Birth , In respondin g to the Tanners' and
Metcalfe's claim that th is verse poses a serious problem for the
Book of Mormon. John T vedlnes has argued thai Alma and
perhaps other Book of Mormon prophets in Mosiah- Moroni may
have been unfamil iar wilh Ihe prophecies on the small pl ates of
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Nephi,54 The Tanners argue
because Alma had received
becoming chief judge (pp.
been familiar with theif

that this explanation is unreasonable
all the plates from Mosiah2 before
49-50) and should therefore have
contents, including th e 600~year

prophecy. The Tanners' objections disso lve when we recall that
Alma had a voluminous library of scriptural records, far beyond
anything we have today-not merely a few books. He possessed
the brass plates, a record that the Book of Mormon explains was a
great deal larger than our Old Testament (1 Nephi 13:23), He had
the record of Ether on gold pi ales. containing an account of the
Jaredites, of which we do nOI even have a hundredth part in our
current Book of Mormon (Ether 15:33). He had the record of the
Nephites on the large plates; references to this record in the Book
of Mormon text strongly suggest that it an extremely large record,
perhaps consisting of numerous volumes (Helaman 3:13- 16). In
addition to the brass plates, th e account of Ether, and the
voluminous record of the Nephite hi story on the large plates,
Alma also would ha ve had the record of the Zeniffite co lony
(Mos ia h 9- 22) , the record kept by Alma at He lam from which
Mormon made pan of his abridgment of the book of Mosiah
(Mosiah 23- 24), and perhaps other records as welJ~inc1uding the
small plates. This would be a fairly imposing corpu s to read, much
less to master and remember. Previous to Alma's conversion he
had been a very wicked and idolatrous man (Mosiah 27:8-10). It
is doubtful that he spent much time at that earlier period searching
the scriptures. He received the library of records and other sacred
thin gs from King Mosiah2 on ly shortly before becoming the first
Nephite c hief judge (Mosiah 28:20). For hi s first eight years as
chief judge he did double duty as high priest over the Church
(Mosiah 29:42; Alma 1-4: 18). These were very difficult years for
both the Nephite people and the members of the Ch urch ~so busy
in fact that during those years Alma had not even had time to vis it
the nearby city of Gideon (Alma 7: 1-2) . At the beginning of the
ninth year Alma retired from the judgment seat and devoted
himself to fuJI- time missionary work and the labor of running the
Church (Alma 4: 16- 19). Alm a de livered his sermon at
54 John Tvcdtncs. review of Black Hole. 198- 99: Tvedtnes. review of Brent
Lcc Metcalfe. New Approache.f 10 Ihe Rook of Mormon: up/oralions in Crilica/
Methodology. in RRRM 611 (1994): 43.
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Ammon ihah j ust over a year or so after retirin g from political
office. Much of his two-year ministry was spent travel ing (A lma
5- 16), so it is unlikely tllat he carted all the Nephi te record s
around with him to study in his spare moments. In addition to
keeping possession of the records, he also had to keep his own
record (Al ma 9:34; 11 :46; 13:3 1; 35:16; 44:24), fig ht and direct
wars (Alma 2:16- 38; 3;20-25), judge the people (A lma I), run
the Church (A lma 6), and deal with all of the vicissitudes and
challenges of raisi ng a family (Alma 36-42). Is it really
unreasonable that Alma did nOl spend much time on this little
record of Nephi until several years after receiving them?
One may, therefore, reasonably interpret Alma's stateme nt as
a reference to Alma's ignorance of the 600-year prophecy at the
time of his mission in Ammonih ah during the tenth year of the
reign of the judges. It seems clear to me that Alma was famili ar
with at least some of the prophecies on the small plates by at least
the fo urteenth year of the reign of the judges, since we are told
that between th e eleventh and fourteenth years "A lma and
Amulek [did) go forth , and also many more who had been chosen
for the work .... Holding forth things which must short ly come;
yea, holding forth the coming of the Son of God, his sufferings
and death, and also the resurrect ion of the dead. And many of the
people did inqui re concern ing the place where the Son of God
should come; and they were taught that he wou ld appear unto
them afler hi s resurrection; and this the people did hear with great
joy and gladness" (A lma 16: 15. 19- 20). Thi s suggests to me that
Alma had some knowledge of the small plates by this time, since
Nephi had prophesied of this appearance (2 Nephi 26: 1).
2. Christ's coming to atone for the sins of mankind and
redeem them from death. Several statements by Alma regarding
the coming of Christ clearly refer to his coming to redeem man
from sin and death. In describing hi s own co nversion, for
example, Alma states, "I remembered al so to ha ve heard my
father prophesy unto the people concerning the comin g of one
Jesus Christ, a Son of God, to atone for the sins of the world"
(Al ma 36:17) . Later he cou ld testify, " I kn ow that Jesus Christ
shall come, yea, the Son. the On ly Begotten of the Father, fuJI of
grace and truth. And behold, it is he that cometh to take away the
sins of the world, yea, the sins of every man who steadfastl y
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be lieveth on his name" (Alma 5:48). Thus there is scriptural
precede nt fo r the in te rpretatio n that the co min g of C hrist
discussed in Alma 13 :25 may refer to C hrist's comin g to atone
for sin and break the bands of demh . The Tan ners mi ght perhaps
object to this in terpretati on on the basis of verses 25 and 26, in
whic h Alma states that hi s comi ng wou ld be declared by " the
mouth of angels" (Alma 13:25 ) and that thi s eve nt would " be
made known unto j ust and holy men, by the mouth of angels, at
the time of hi s co ming" (Alma 13:26) ; however, when Jesu s was
resurrected man y of the de parted Sainl s a lso arose and appeared
un to ma ny of the Nephiles and did minister to the m. Resurrected
beings are certainly angels. G iven the time of their appeara nce, it
is reasonable to assume that they announced the fact that C hrist'S
atone ment was ful fill ed.
3. Ch rist's appea rance to tire Nephites. In a rev iew of the
Tanners' prev io us boo k, To m Nibley sugge sted tha t Alm a in
Alma 13 had re fe rence to Christ's appearance to the Ne phites,
since he speaks of " the time of his comin g in hi s g lo ry ." In
respond ing to Brent Metcalfe, I al so indicated that I be lieved th is
was "an interesting ph rase."55 The Tanners have pointed o ut that
the idea of Chri st coming in glory is not un ique to all usions to his
resurrected appearances, but could also refer to mortality , Eve n if
this term were not unique to a res urrected appearance, it would
stil l be an appropriate one to desc ribe the Sav ior's glo rious New
World appearance. S6
4. Christ 's general coming. By referrin g to the coming of
C hrist Alma may simply have reference to Christ's comin g in a
general sense. Unde r th is inte rpretatio n, Alma means C hri st's
coming, beg in ning of course w ith hi s birth , but also including his
perfect life and teachings, hi s atoning sacrifice and death, a nd hi s
55 Roper. "A More Perfect Prio rity?" 364.
56 The Tanne rs objected to this interpretation on the gro unds that Footnotes
to Alma 13:25-26 reference scriptu res that speak of the Sayior's bi rth and also
because it differs from the poSition set fon h in scyeral LDS commentaries, such
as the former manual for Institute·leyel students of the Book of Mormon. Most
Laucr-day Sai nts are sensible e nough to rea lize that helps like scriptural
footnotes and comme ntaries, even when published by the Church. arc simply
stud y aids and do not carry the same weight as the standard works the mselyes.
which have al ways been the standard by whic h all doctrines and teac hings are
measured.
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resu rrection, c ulminatin g for the Nephites in his resurrected
appearance to the m when he de live red his teachin gs. The Tanners
might object to thi s on the bas is of verses 25-26, which state that
angels would declare hi s coming (Alma 13:25) and " it shall be
made known unto just and holy men, by the mouth of angels, at
the time of his coming" (Alma 13:26). C learly ange ls appeared to
some aI the birth of Christ, but Alma's statement could easil y refer
to other periods as well . Nephi the son of Nephi was certainly a
just and holy man: "For behold, it was a just man who kept the
record-for he trul y d id many miracles in the name of Jesus; and
there was not any man who could do a miracle in the name of
Jesus save he were clean sed every wit from his iniquity" (3 Nephi
8:1 ). Angels appeared to him as well : "And it came to pass that
Nephi- having been vi sited by ange ls and also the voice of the
Lord, therefore having seen angels, ... went forth a mong them in
that same year, and began to testi fy, ... for so great was hi s faith
on the Lo rd Jesus Chri st that angels did mini ster unto him daily"
(3 Nephi 7: 15, 18). The resurrected Saints appeared unto many of
the Nephites at the time of Christ's resu rrection and mini ste red
unto man y (Helaman 14:25; 3 Nephi 23: 9- 12), and numerou s
angels mini stered to those who were gathered at the te mple in
Bountiful (3 Nephi 17:24 ; 19:14). In speaking of events during
this time, Mormon uses a phrase similar to that used by Alma to
refer to the death of the prophets during the reign of Lachone us2:
"Behold J say unto you, Yea many have test ified of these things at
the coming of Christ, and were slain because they testified of these
things" (3 Nephi 10: 15). This is an obv ious reference to 3 Nephi
6:20--23, yet it speaks of these events as occurrin g "at the coming
of Christ" even though thi s is years after Jesus' birth and three
years before his death . Thi s suggests that Alma' s referen ce to
angels making things known unto just and ho ly men at the time of
his coming could refer to the enti re period from C hri st's birth to
his resu rrected appeara nces. Under thi s interpretation , Alma's
uncertainty need not refer to knowl edge of Christ's birth , but
cou ld refe r to the date of Christ' s atoning sacri fice, hi s
resurrection or hi s appearance to the righteous Neph ites. In fact,
the references to Ch rist giving his wo rd to the Nephite s III
fulfill menl of the prophecies of Alma's fat hers could be seen as
an indication of Alma's familiarit y w ith the small plates.

186

REvIEW OF BOOKS ON lliE BOOK OFMQRMON 6fl (1994)

Words of Mormon
The Tanners cite a passage from Words of Mormon which
says, " I found these plates . which contained th is small account of
the prophets, from Jacob down to the reign of king Benjami n, and
also many of the words of Nephi" (Words of Mormon I :3). The
Tanners object that
[Mormon's] statement would lead a person to believe that
[the small plates l were nOI w r ill en by th e prophet
Nephi. ... A comparison of his statement with our presen t
Book of Mormon seems to indicate that he either gave an
inaccurate desc ription of these plates or else read from a
d ifferent se l of plates.
. Mo rmon co m plete ly
overlooked Neph i in the first part of hi s desc ript ion
claiming that the record was an account of 'the prophets,
from Jacob down to th is king Benjami n,' and then he
tac ked on the e nd of the verse that these plates also
con tain 'many of the words of Neph i. ' This, of co urse
gives the imp ress ion that wh ile some of the words of
Nephi are incl uded, the plates were actuall y authored by
Jacob and his suc';essors."
Here it appears that the Tanners are trying to c reate problems
that j ust aren't there. Whatever the order, Mormon states that
Nephi's words are "many" wh il e those of Jacob a nd his
descendan ts are "smalL" This is a very accu rate descripti on of
the record on the small pl ates; they obviously do contain many of
Nephi's words in addition to a much smalle r record of the
prophets from Jacob dow n to Amalek i, who lived at the time of
King Benjamin. 57

P rophetic Kn owledge of the Small Plates
The Tanners argue that Nephite prophets in Mosiah- Moroni
seem to be unfamiliar with the small plates of Ne phi. They further
reason that the absence of such know ledge is clear evidence for
57 Perhaps Mormon makes the distinction between the ··words of Nephi'·
and those of "the prophcls" bccause of Nephi's political role as king, while
singling out Jacob and his descendants because of their religiOUS rolc.
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their theory that the small plates were only an afterthought in the
mind of Joseph Smith. "The obvious lack of citations to Nephi's
words in the last nine books of the Book of Mormon is certain ly
not consistent wit h what one wou ld expect to find if the Book of
Mormon were a true record." The Tanners believe that this is
easily explained by their black hole theory: "S ince the first 116
pages of Joseph Smith's manuscript were e ither stolen or lost and
Smith did not know exactl y what mate ria l he would use to rep lace
the mi ss ing section, he coul d not c ite anything from Neph i as he
wrote the last nine books of the Book of Mormon because there
was nothing to quote" (p. 52). Unfortu nately for the Tanners,
however, there is persuas ive evidence that some of the Nephite
prophets were in fact fam ili ar wi th information on the small plates
of Nephi.58 While I have not made an ex haustive search, examples
are not difficult to find.

Small Plates
For there is nothing which is
good save it comes from the
Lord; and that which is evil
cometh from the devil (Omn i
1025).

Large Plates
For I say unto you that
whatsoever is good comelh
from God, and whatsoever is
evil cometh from the devil
(Al ma 5:40).

58 Some ha ve suggested that since Amaleki gave the small plates to King
Benjamin sho rtl y before his death. members of the Zenirfite colon y wou ld not
have been familiar wi lh them (John Gee, " Limhi al the Library," Journal of Book
of Morm on Swdies 111 1Fall 1992J: 64). This may not necessarily be so ,
h.owever. since Amakki's brother was part of that colon y (Omni 1:30) and may
have carried knowledge of that record with him to the land of Nephi. Moreover.
Benjamin's statement that the prophecies of Ihe Nephite fathe rs were well
known 10 the people and had been tau ght 10 them (Mosiah 2:34) indicates to me
that the small plates of Nephi may have been better known to the people than is
generally thought.
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Yea, even the very God of
Israel do men trample under
their feet; I say, trample

Can ye lay aside these things,
and trample the Holy One
under yOllr feet (A lma 5:53).

under their feet but I wou ld
speak in other words~they
sel him at naught and
hearken not to the voice of
his counsels (I Nephi 19:7).
It is belie f that one man

should perish than that a
nat ion sho uld dwindle in
unbel ie f ( I Nephi 4: 13),

It is better that thy soul should
be lost than that thou sho uldest
be the means of bri ngi ng
many sou ls down to
destruction (A lma 30:47).

And be ing th us overcome
with the Spirit, he was carried
away in a vision, even that he
saw the heavens open, and he
thought he saw God sitting
upon his throne. surrounded
with numberless concourses
of angels in lhe attitude of
singing and praising their
God ( 1 Nephi 1:8).

Yea, methought I saw, even as
our father Lehi saw, God
sitting upon his throne.
surrounded with numberless
concourses of angels, in the
attitude of singing and
praising their God; yea, and
my sou l did lo ng to be there
(A lma 36:22).

And as I partook of the fruit
thereof it filled my soul with
exceed ingly great joy;
wherefore I began to be
des irous that my fami ly
should partake of it also
( I Nephi 8:12).

I have labored without ceas ing,
that I might bring souls unto
repentance; that I might bring
them to taste of the exceed ing
joy of which I did taste (Alma
36:24).

Ye know that the Egyptians
were drowned in the Red Sea,
who were the armies of
Pharaoh (I Neph i 17:23- 24,

For he has brought our fat hers
out of Egypt, and he has
swallowed up the Egyptians in
the Red Sea (A lma 36:28).
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Ye know that [the children of
Israel] were led forth by his
matchless power into the land
of promise (I Nephi 17:42).

And he fed them by hi s power
into the Promised Land; yea
and he has delivered them out
of bondage and captivity from
time to time (A lma 36:28).

Wherefore, the Lord hath
commanded me to make
these plates for a wise
purpose in him. which
purpose I know not ( I Nephi
9:5),

Keep all these things sacred
which I have kept, even as I
have kept them; for it is for a
wise purpose that they are
kept. .. . And now remember,
my son, that God has entrusted
you with these things, which
are sacred, which he has kept
sacred, and also which he will
keep and preserve for a wise
purpose in him . . .. For he
promised unto lAlma's fathers]
that he would preserve these
things/or (l wise purpose in
him (A lma 37:2, 14,18),

Upon these plates ... the
things which were written
shou ld be kept ... for other
wise purposes, wh ich
purposes are known unto the
Lord ( I Nephi 19:3),

And it came to pass that my
father, Lehi . also found upon
the plates oj bras.~ a
genealogy oj his Jalhers. ...
And thus my father Leh i did
discover the genealogy o f hi s
fathers (I Nephi 5: 14, 16).

And these plllte.~ of brass,
which con tain these engravings
... have the genealogy oj our
forefathers, even from the
beginning (A lma 37:3).
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And now w hen my Ja ther saw
all these things, he was filled
with the Spirit. and began to
prophesy concerning his

seed-That these plates of
brass should go forth unto all

nations kindred s. tongues and
people who were o f hi s seed"
( I Nephi 5:17- 18).

Beho ld. it has been prophesied
by our /mher, that they should
be kept and handed down
from one generation to
another, and kepI and
preserved by the hand of the
Lord until they s hall go forth
unto every nation, kindred,
tongue and people, that they
s hall know the mysteries
thereon (A lma 37:4),

Wherefore, he said that these
plates of brass s hou ld never
perish ; neit her should they be
dimmed wly more by time

And now beho ld , if they arc
kept they must retain their
brightness; yea, and they will
retain their brightness" (Al ma

( 1 Neph i 5:19).

37:5).

A nd thus we sec that by small
means the Lord can bring

Behold I say unto you, that by
small and simple things are
great things brought to pass;
and small meanJ in many
instances doth confound the
wi se (A lma 37:7),

about great thin gs (I Nephi

16:29).

For behold. ye yourselves
know that he cowiseleth ;n
wisdom, and in jllstice. and in
great mercy, over all his
works (Jacob 4 : 10).
For behold, he hiUh all power

tile fulfilling of all his
words ( I Nephi 9:6).
IIIItO

For he doth cOluu'el in wisdom
over all hiJ wurks ( Alma

37: 12).

For God is powerful to the
fulfilling of all h is words
( Alma 37:16).
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The compass, which had
been prepared of the Lord
(I Nephi 18:12).
The ball, or compass, which
was prepared for my father
by the hand of the Lord
(2 Nephi 5: 12).
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And now, my son, I have
somewhat to say concerning
the thing wh ich our fath ers call
a ball, or director-or our
fathers called it Liahona, which
is, being interpreted, a
com pass ; and the Lord
prepared it (A lma 37:38).

And it came to pass Ihat as
my father arose in the
moming. and we nt forth to
the tent door, to his great
astonishmen t he behe ld upon
the ground a round ball of
curious workmanship; and it
was of fine brass ( 1 Neph i
16:10).

And behold, there cannot any
man work after the manner of
so curiOlls {l workmallship
(A lma 37:39).

And wilhin the ball were two
spindles; and Ihe one pointed
the way whither we should go
in the wilderness ( I Nephi
16:10).

And behold, it was prepared to
show unto our fath ers rhe
course wl/ich they should
travel in the wilderness
(Alma 37:39).

And it came to pass that I,
Nephi. beheld the pointers
which were in the ball. that
they did work according to
the faith and diligence and
heed which we gave unto
them (I Nephi 16:28).

And it did work for them
according to rheir fa irh in
God ; therefore, if they had
faith to believe that God could
cause that those spindles
should point the way they
should go, behold, it was done
(A lma 37:40).

And thus we see that by small
means the Lord can bring
about great things (1 Ne phi
16:29).

Nevertheless, because those
miracles were worked by small
means it did show unto them
marvelous works (Alma
37:4 1).

192

REVIEW or BOOKS ON THE BOOK OF MORMON 6fl (1994)

And it came to pass that after
they had bound me
insomuch that I cou ld not
move, the compass, which
had been prepared of the
Lord. d id cease to work . ...
and we were driven back
upon the waters (I Nephi

They were slothful, and forgot
to exercise their faith and
di li gence and then those
marvelous works ceased, a nd
they did not progress in their
journey (Alma 37:41).

18:12- 13).
And it came to pass after they
had loosed me, behold, I took
the compass, and it did work
whither I desired it. ... And
it came to pass that I, Nephi.
did guide the sh ip. that we
sailed towards the promised
lalld. And it came to pass that
after we had sailed for the
space of many days we did
arrive at the promised land

For behold, it is as easy to give
heed to the word of C hrist,
which wi ll point to you a
stra ight cou rse to eternal bl iss.
as it was for our fathers to give
heed to this compass, which
would point unto them a
straight course to the promised
land (Alma 37:44),

(1 Neph; 18:2 1- 23).
Wherefore, the ends of the
law which the Holy O ne hath
given, unto the inflicti ng of
the punishment which is
affixed, which pu nishment
that is affixed is in opposition
to that of the happiness
which is affixed, to answer
the ends of the atonement

(2 Neph ; 2: 10).

Now repentance could not
come unto men except there
were a punishment, which also
was eternal as the life of the
soul should be, affixed
oppo.~ite to the plall of
happiness, wh ich was as
ete rnal also as the life of the
sou l (Alma 42: 16).
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And they peri sh because they
cast out the prophets, and the
saints, and stone them, and
slay them; wherefore the cry
of the blood of the saints
shall ascend up to God from
the ground against them
(2 Nephi 26 ,3).

And behold, that great city
Moronihah have I covered
with earth, and to inhabitants
thereof ... that the blood of
the prophets and the saints
shall not come any more unto
me against them (3 Nephi 9:5;
The same announcement is
made regarding numerous
other c ities 3 Nephi 9:7-9,
1 1).

But behold, the righteous that
hearken unto the words of
the prophets, and destroy
them not . .. behold, they are
they which shall not perish
(2 Nephi 26,8).

And it was the more righteous
part of the people who were
saved, and it was they who
received the prophets and
stoned them nor; and it was
they who had not shed the
blood of the saints, who were
spared (3 Nephi 10: 12).

And by the opening of the
earth (I Nephi 19: 11 ) .

And by the opening of the
earth to receive them (3 Nephi
10' 14).

And they that kill the
prophets, and the saints. the
depths of the earth shall
swallow them up, saith the
Lord of Hosts (2 Nephi
26,5).

[The ri ghteous] were not ...
buried in the earth (3 Nephi
m13).

And by mountains which
shall be carried up (1 Nephi
19, 11 ).

And the earth was carried up
upon the city of Moronihah ,
that in the place of the city
there became a great
mountain (3 Nephi 8: 10;
Some sites are made into
"hills" 3 Nephi 9:8).
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I saw the vapor of darkness
( 1 Nephi 12:5).

And it came to pass that there
was thick darkness upon all the
face of the land, insomuch that
the inhabitants thereof who
had not fall en cou ld feel the
vapor of darkne.u (3 Nephi

8:20).

By smoke and vapor of
darkness ( J Nephi 19: II ).

[The wicked were]
overpowered by the vapor of
smoke and oj darkness (3
Nephi 10: 13; see verse 14 for
"smoke" J.

I heard . .. all manner of
tumultuous noises (I Nephi
12:4).

All the tumultuous noises did
pass away (3 Nephi 10:9).

because of the groan ings of
the earrh ( 1 Nephi 19: 12),

And the dreadful groanings
did cease (3 Nephi 10:9).

I saw many cities that they

And many great and notable

were sunk ( 1 Nephi 12:4) .

cities were sunk (3 Nephi 8: 14;
see 9:4,8).

I saw many {cities] that they
were burned wilh fire
( 1 Nephi 12:4).

Behold , that greal city
Zarahemla have I burned with
fire and the inhabitants thereof
(3 Nephi 9:3).
And beho ld , that great c ity
Jacobugath ... have I caused
to be burned with fire . . . . And
the c ity of Laman, and the city
of Josh, and the city of Gad.
and the city of Kishkum en.
have I caused to be burned
with fire (3 Nephi 9:9- \ 0).

TA NNER AND TANNER. ANSWERING MORMON SCHOLARS (ROPER)

And it came to pass that I saw

a mist of darkness upon the
face of the land of promi se
(1 Nephi IN).

And I saw many dties . ' ,
that did rumble to the earth.
because of the quaking
thereof (I Nephi 12:4).
And they that kill the
prophets, and the saints
... buildings shalf fall upon
them and crush them 10
pieces and grind them to
powder (2 Nephi 26:5).
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$0 great were the mists of
darknes.!. which were upon the
face of the land (3 Nephi
8:22).
And many great and notable
cities. ... were shaken till the
buildings thereof hnd fallen to
the earth. and the inhabitants
thereof were slain (3 Nephi
8: 14)."

The Tanners may now argue that Joseph Smith, while dictating
to his scribe, day after day without hesitation, without books,
manuscript or notes of any kind, was somehow able to keep track
of all these passages in his mind. I wou ld suggest that such a
position would require a great deal more faith than my own,60
59 For further evidence. compare 2 Nephi 9: 16 with Alma 12: 17; Jacob
6:10 with Mosiah 3:25, 27; Enos 1:20 wi th Mosiah 10: 12; Omni 1:25 with
Alma 5:40; 1 Nephi 1:8 with Alma 36:22; I Nephi 5: 17- 18 with Alma 37:4; 2
Nephi 9: 16 with Mormon 9:14; 2 Nephi 30:6 with Words of Mormon 1:8: 2
Nephi 25:21 - 22 with Words of Mormon 1:11; 2 Ncphi 32:8 with Mosiah 4:14;
Jacob 4:8 with Mosiah 8:20: I Nephi 2: 12 with Mosiah 10: 14; 2 Nephi 5:2-3
wit h Mosiah 10:15: 2 Nephi 5:5. 12 with Mosiah 10:16: I Nephi 10: 12- 14 and
I Nephi 15:14-15 and 2 Nephi 10:2 and 2 Nephi 30:5 with Hclaman 15:11 - 13;
1 Nephi 10:18 with Mormon 9:9; 2 Nephi 17:23 and 2 Nephi 29:9 with Moroni
10: 19; 2 Nephi 9:16 with Mormon 9:14: 2 Nephi 26:10-11 wilh Moroni 8:2729; I Ncphi 1:14 with Moroni 9:26: 2 Nephi 33:13 with Moroni 10:27- 28; 2
Nephi 29:2 (see 25:2 1-22) wit h Moroni 10:28: Jacob 6: 13 with Moroni 10:34.
See also Noel B. Reynolds. "Nephi te Uses and Interpretations of Zenos," in the
Allegory of Ihe Olive Tree (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S ..
1994). which discusses refe rences to the allegory on the small plates by later
prophets.
60 The Tanners seem to be aware of the difficulty posed by such a scenario:
"It is possible. of course, that Joseph Smith could have made up somc material
while he was working on the last nine books and attributed it to Nephi in those
books. but if he did this. he would have 10 remembe r 10 add that maleriallo the
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The Nature of the Small Plates
Pages 7 1- 90 of the Tanners' work provide both a restatement
of their earlier argume nts regard in g the lack of detail s on the
small plates and a partial rebuttal to the comments of several
reviewe rs who have c ritic ized their theory . The a uthors in sist,
contrary to the positi on of these reviewers, that the small plates
should contain a great deal of historica l informati on on dates,
names of kings, geography , wars, etc., wh ich is not there.
According to the Tanne rs, co mpari sons noted by the reviewers
between the small plates and portions of the Old Testament which
have likel y been abridged are inval id because , "the material that
comes from these plates (the small plates] has not been abridged.
It in fact purports to be a first-hand account wrilten by people
who were present as Nephite history unfolded .. .. A condensed
account can hardly be co mpared wit h one written by nine
contemporary eyewitnesses" (p. 75). Speaking of the lack of
geographical details on the small plates: "We certainly felt that a
fir st-hand acco unt should be more precise with regard to
geography and dating" (p. 82). Such statemen ts show that the
Tanne rs have built much of their case for the ir black hole theory
upon the erroneous assumption that, because the men who wrote
on the small plates personall y witnessed Neph ite history and their
account is a "first-hand" account, the small plates cannot be an
ab ri dgment and should then contain more hi stori cal details.
Read in g such statements, I honestly can ' t he lp but wonder if the
Tanners understand what an abridgment is, si nce an "account,"
eve n a "fir st-hand account," can be short or long, abridged or
unabridged, and a witness can give a full account or a summary
depending upon the circum stances.
Although not abridged by Mormon, the small plates are quite
clearl y an abrid gment of early Nephite history, teaChings, and
prophec ies. Thi s can be demonstrated on several ground s. First we
know that in the first portion of Nephi's record , he abridged the
record of his fa ther Lehi. Material not recorded in full included

first twO books of Nep hi when he began working on the first pan of the Book of
Mormon. It would. of course, be very easy to fo rget ro include this material when
il came time /Q rewrite the two books of Nepht' (p. 52. emphasis added).
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the genealogy of Lehi's fathers, wh ich he di scovered on the brass
plates (1 Nephi 6:1-2; 19:2) ; the full account of hi s famil y's
joumeyings in the wi lderness, or as Nephi puts it, "the more part
of our proceed ings in the wil derness" (1 Nephi 19 :2); the
chastening word s which the Lord spake to Lehi ( 1 Nephi 16:2426); the words freq uentl y found upon the ball (1 Nephi 16:2527); and many other promi ses of the Lord (1 Nephi 15: 11 ;
17: 12- 14). In addition to hi storica l matters, Leh i's record
probably al so included a full account of his prophecies and
teachings, of wh ich Nephi gives only a summary, such as hi s
prophecies and teachings, to the Jews at Jerusalem ( I Neph i I: J820); his prophecies regarding the brass pl ates and his seed, which
Nephi said were "many" ( I Nephi 5: 17- 19); hi s exhortations to
Laman and Lemuel fo llowing hi s tree of life vision and other
teachin gs given in the valley of Lemuel (I Nephi 8:37-38; 9:1);
his teachin gs and prophecie s regarding the comin g of the
Messiah, his forerunner, and the scaucrin g and redemption of the
Jews ( I Nephi 10:1 - 16; 15: 1); his teachings regardin g the Lord 's
mercies upon the waters (2 Nephi 1: 1- 3); hi s commandments
regarding plural marriage and cha st ity (Jacob 2:25-34); and
many things whic h he taught Laman and Lemuel before hi s death
(2 Nephi 4: 14). In additi on to historical informati on and doctrinal
teachings and prophecies, Leh i's record also wou ld have included
many of his visions and dreams, such as the fu ll accounts of his
first vision of a pi ll ar of fi re ( I Neph i I :6), hi s second vision
regardin g God's judgment s upon Je ru sal em ( I Nephi 1:13; 2
Nephi I :4). the coming of the Messiah and the redemption of the
world ( I Neph i 1: 14- 15, 19), a fu ll account of his vision of the
tree of life ( I Nephi 8:29-36), and many other visions and dreams
that he revea led to his childre n ( I Nephi 1: 16- 17).
Not onl y are First and Second Nephi a partial abridgme nt of
Lehi's record , but Neph i's accoun t is also an abridgmen t of hi s
own hi story, teachings, and prophecies. These abridged material s
included Nephi's teac hin gs regarding the restoration of the Jews
in the latter day s ( 1 Nephi 15 : 19-20), hi s exhortations to hi s
rebelli ous family in the wilde rness (I Nephi 16:24-26), a full
accou nt of his words to his rebellious brethren at Bountiful (1
Nephi 17:52), the Lord 's inst ructi ons regarding the constructi on
of the Lehitc vesse l ( \ Neph i 17:7-9; 18: 1-4), the words of the
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an gel regarding th e 600-year prophecy of Christ's coming ( I
Nephi 19:8), hi s teachings from the brass plates and the books of
Moses ( 1 Nephi 19:2 1- 23), hi s word s to hi s rebellious brethren
following the death of Lehi (2 Nephi 4: 14), thc words hi s brothers
murmured again st him after Lehi 's death (2 Nephi 5:4), many of
his prophec ies ( I Ne phi 19: I) , a reve lation fr o m the Lord
regard in g the Lamanil es (2 Nephi 5:20- 25), Neph i's
comme ntaries and teac hings to hi s c hild ren regardin g how the
judgments of God that came upon the Jews were a fulfillment of
Isaiah 's prop hecies (2 Ne phi 25:6), other deta il s regardin g
Nephi's vision that he was nOI forbidd en to speak of or write (1
Nephi 14:24- 30; 3 1:1- 12, 14- 15), and many other thin gs taught
among the Nephites ( I Neph i 33: I) .
Third , like Nephi , Jacob and hi s descendant s touc h o nly
li gh tl y upon Nephite history, which was includ ed on the large
plates a nd co ntained the record of Lehi ( I Neph i 19: 1);
genealogical matters ( I Nephi 6: 1- 2; 19:2); the full account of
Nephite history ( I Nephi 9:2; 2 Nephi 4: 13- 14; 5:33; Jacob 1:3;
3: 13; Omn i 1:11), includ ing the re ign of kings ( I Nephi 9:4;
J aco b 3: 13; J arom 1: 13- 14 ; Omn i 1: 11 ); and the ir wars,
content ions, and destruction s ( 1 Nephi 9:2; 19:4; Jacob 3:13;
Jarom 1:13- 14). Although we frequ ently refer to the large plates
as containing secular matters, it is appare nt that they also
contained more spiritual matters as well. Thus they included many
prophecies and teac hings of Lehi and Neph i mentioned above,
and also a more detai led account of those of Jacob and others as
well, whic h the small plates onl y touc h upon briefly . These
included, among other thin gs, man y of the word s of Jacob to the
people of Neph i (2 Nephi 6:1-3; 11:1 ; 3 1:1-2); the detail s of
Jacob's own vision (2 Nephi 6:8- 11 ; 10:3); ot her words of Jacob
against unchastity and othe r sins (Jacob 3: 12); teac hin gs of
Nephite prophets, teac hers . and priests durin g the time of Enos,
Jarom, and othe rs (Enos 1:22-23,26; Jaro m 1:4, 10- 12); an
accoum of the destruction of the more wicked part of the Nephites
durin g Ama ro n 's time (O mni 1:5-7), the pro phecies a nd
teac hings of Mosiah l as he tra veled with his people into the
wilderness (Omni 1:12- 13); the genealogy of Zarahem la (Omni
I : 18); and the words on the Jaredite stone (O mni I :20-22). Thus
the small plates. fro m begi nn ing to e nd , were quite clearly an
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abridgment, not only of historical matters, bUI of spiritual matters
as well.

Nephi's Theme
Finally, the small plates are not simpl y any kind of
abrid g ment. bul o ne wi th a very foc used purpose. Near the
beginn ing of hi s record Nephi states,
And now I, Nephi. do no t g ive th e genealogy of my
fath ers in this part of my record ; neither at any time shall I
give it after upon these plates which I am writing; for il is
given in the record whic h has been kept by my fa ther;
wherefore, I do not write it in this work. For it suffi ceth me
to say that we are descendants of Joseph . And it mattereth
not to me that I am particular to give a full account of all
the th in gs of my fa ther, for they cannot be written upon
these plates, fo r I desire the room thai I may write the
thin gs of God. For the fulness of mine intent is that I may
persuade men to come unto the God of Abraham, and the
God of Isaac, and the God of Ja cob and be saved.
Wherefore, the things which are pleasin g unto the world I
do not write. but the things which are pleasing unto God
and unto those who are not of the world . Wherefore, I
shall give commandment unto my seed, thaI they shall not
occupy these plates with things which are not of worth
unto the c hildren of men. ( I Nephi 6: 1-6)
I find it significant that the writers on the small plates are
consiste nt in sticking to Nephi's theme . A lth ough Nephi does
provide some historical bac kground on the small plates,61 Ihi s is
largely to prov ide a context for hi s ow n prophecies and teac hings
regarding C hrist. Yet even these hi sto rica l section s often have
profound doctrinal overtones re lating to salvation and the gospel
of Jesus Christ. 62 Jacob states that before Nephi died he "gave me,
61 Rel3lively few chaptcrs 011 the small plates purport to contain historical
information anyway.
62 I am thinking in particular of the well ·known Exodus theme, which has
been discussed by numerous writers. See fo r example, S. Kent Brown . ''The
Exodus Pattern in the Book of Mormon." 11YU Swdies 30/3 (Summer 1990):
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Jacob, commandm ent concerning the small plates, upon which
these things are engraven ," Jacob was commanded

thai I should write upon Ihese plates a few of the things
which I considered most prec ious; that I shou ld nol touch,
save it were lightly, concerning the history of thi s people
which are called the people of Nephi. For he said that the
hi story of his people should be eng raven upon his other
plates. and that I should preserve these plates and hand
them down umo my seed, from generation to generation.
And if there were preaching which was sacred. or
revelation which was great, or prophesying, that I shou ld
engraven the heads of them upon these plates, and touch
upon them as much as it were possible, for Christ's sake,
and for the sake of our people. (Jacob I: 1-4)

Nephi's whole purpose in making the small plates was to
persuade men and women to co me unto Christ. Jacob and his
descendants were specifica ll y commanded by Nephi "not to
touch, save it were lightly, concerni ng the history of this people,"
the reign of kin gs, etc. They were commanded to be selective and
to choose from among those teaching s, revelations, and
prophecies that they considered sacred, great, or precious those
that would be most appropriate to Nephi's theme of persuading
men and women to come unto Christ and be saved. This is exactly
what Jacob and hi s descendants do. Jacob makes a few brief
historical comments (Jacob I) and then discusses his teachings
against pride and unc hastity (Jacob 2- 3); then he makes a few
prophetic comment s regarding Christ and his rejection by the Jews
and c ites Zenos's allegory of the olive tree (Jacob 5:1-77), in
addition to some further comment s of hi s own (Jacob 6:1 - 13), to
show how the Jews "after having rejected the sure foundation
[Christ] can ever build upon it" (Jacob 4:17). Finally, he provides
an account of his e ncounter with the anti-Christ Sherem, who
attacked the prophecies about Christ.

111-26, and John L. Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne, eds .. Rediscovering Ille
Book oj Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1991),92-99.
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Enos gives an account of how he received a remission of his
sins through the atonement of Christ and how that experience
affected his life thereafter (Enos I: 1-27). Jarom, clearly aware of
Nephi 's commandment to his grandfather to choose prophecies
and revelations and teaching s that were preciou s, states that he
"shall not write the things of my prophesying, nor of my
revelations . For what could 1 write more than my fathers have
written? For have not they revealed the plan of salvation? I say
unto you, Yea; and this sufficeth me" (Jarom t :2). He then shows
how the Lord blessed and prospered the Nephites in fulfillment of
the prophecies of their father s that if they would keep the
commandments of God they would prosper in the land (Jarom
1:3-10). Omni does not write much, stating that he considered
himself a "w icked man" who presumably did not have many
revelations (Omni I: 1- 3), but his son Amaron tells how the more
wicked part of the Nephites were destroyed in fulfillment of the
prophecy that if they would not keep the commandments of God
they would not prosper (Omni 1:4-8). While Chemish only makes
a brief comment on how the record was passed down , his son
Abinadom makes a bri ef hi stori cal comment (Omni I: I 0) and
then states "I know of no revelation save that which has been
written, neither prophecy; wherefore, that which is suffi cient is
written" (Om ni 1: 11) . Thi s is again suggest ive of Nephi's
commandments to Jacob and his seed to be selective regarding the
revelations or prophecies they would include on their record. Thi s
verse probably does not suggest, as I once thought , that Abinadom
did not have revelation s or did not prophesy, but rather that he did
not consider it necessary to include any of those on the small
plates. Finall y, Amaleki provides so me necessary historical
information regarding Mosiah I and his exodus from the land of
Nephi and hi s ascension to the throne in Zarahemla, but he also
provides a few comments regarding Christ, in vit ing all men to
"come unto God, the Holy One of Israel," and to believe in
revelations, prophecies. and other spi ritual gifts and to seek after
Ihings that are good. "A nd now , my beloved brethren, I would
Ihat ye should come unto Christ, who is the Holy One of Israel,
and panake of his salvation, and the power of his redemption. Yea,
come unto him, and offer your whole soul s as an offering unto
him, and continue in fa sting and prayer, and endure to the end;
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and as the Lord liveth ye will be saved" (Omni I :25-26), These
are certainly appropriate words for one who is the last writer on a
record dedicated to persuading people to come unto Christ, the
God of Israe l. In short, the writers on the small plates from Nephi
to Amaleki are both consistent in what they write and obedient to
Nephi's commands given at the beginning of the record.
Here we shou ld also note that the sma ll plates were made for
other purposes than just replacing the lost 116 pages. They in faci
served at least two purposes and not just one. Nephi said that they
( I) were to be "kept for the instruction of my people, who should
possess the land ," and also (2) "for other wise purposes, which
purposes are known unto the Lord" ( I Nephi 19:3). Thus, the
sma ll plates had a lready served an important purpose for the
Nephite people, long before Mormon placed them in his own
account.

Black Holes and Other Singularities
In 1974 physicist Stephen Hawking surprised hi s colleagues
by suggest ing that, contrary to popular understanding, black holes
actually emit particles of radiation and must, therefore, eventually
evaporate. According to Hawking. this implies that "gravitational
collapse is not as final and irreversible as we o nce thought."63
Regarding thi s theory , William J . Kaufmann explains, "As
material pours out of a primordial hole, new information is being
introduced into the universe. In principle, the matter erupting
from one of these hol es ca rries color, texture, chemi cal
compos iti o n~a l1 fresh, new data Ihat never before existed in the
unive rse. A primordial (black/white) hole is there fore an
'informati o n source.' "64
Since its publication in 1830, one could say that the Book of
Mormon has been the focus of a great deal of "negative e nergy."
I have always found it so mew hat remarkable that Book of
Mormon critic isms through the years have inad vertently had the
tendency to bring the Latter-day Saints to a deeper understanding
63 Stephen W. Hawking. A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang

/0

Black Holes (Toronto and New York: B;;Intam Books, 1988), 112.
64 William J. Kaufmann, III, Black. Holes and Warped Spacetime (New York:
W. H. Freeman, 1979).215.

TANNER AND TANNER, ANSWERING MORMON SCHOLARS (ROPER)

203

and appreciation for that book by hi ghlighting significant
elements that mi ght otherwise have been ignored.
What the Tanners have characterized in the small plates as a
mundane conglomerati on of odds and ends st rikes me as an
extremely sophisticated text. wit h many signi ficant historical.
literary. doctrinal and spiritual insights. which are bot h relevant
and profound-rays of li ght , as it were. out of what the Tanners
ironically call a "black hole." As the criticisms of the doubters
and disaffect ed continue to shrink and evaporate, those who
accept the Book of Mormon for what it claims to be can look
forward to the not-too-d istant informat ion ex plosion, in which all
that was once lost wi l\ be restored (2 Nephi 27: 11 ; 29:13- 14;
30: 16-18; 3 Nephi 26:6-1 1; Ether 4:13- 19; O&C 121:33). In the
meantime, as Hugh Nibley rem inds us, "There is no point at all to
the question : Who wrote the Book of Mormon? It would have
been quite as imposs ible for the most learned man alive in 1830 to
have written the book as it was for Joseph Smith . And whoever
would account for the Book of Mormon by any theory suggested
so fa r-save one- must complete ly rul e out the first forty
pages."65

65 Hugh Nibley. uhi in the Desert. The World 0/ the Jaredires. There Were
Jaredires (Salt Lake City: Deserct Book and F.A. R.M .S., (988), 123.

