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‘And it Came to Pass.’
The Book of Mormon’s frequent use of the phrase “and it came to pass” has been the target of ridicule. Mark twain claimed this was Smith’s most frequently used “pet” phrase. The charge has been repeated by various anti-Mormons. Neither Mark Twain nor Joseph Smith would have known in the nineteenth century just how important the phrase was to Book of Mormon authors. 
The original manuscript of the Book of Mormon had no punctuation. Likewise, manuscripts prior to the tenth century typically had no punctuation. In both ancient Egyptian and Hebrew indicator phrases such as “it came to pass” “and now”, “and thus”, and similar monotonous phrases, were grammatically necessary to denote new thoughts or paragraphs. 
Since the Book of Mormon is claimed to have been written in a modified Hebrew language and “reformed” or modified Egyptian characters, it would be wrong if it didn’t contain such phrases. (Taken from “Of faith and Reason by Michael Ash” page 38) 
Donald W. Parry, an Instructor in Hebrew at BYU,  Ensign Dec 1992
“The English translation of the Hebrew word wayehi (often used to connect two ideas or events), “and it came to pass,” appears some 727 times in the King James Version of the Old Testament. The expression is rarely found in Hebrew poetic, literary, or prophetic writings. Most often, it appears in the Old Testament narratives, such as the books by Moses recounting the history of the children of Israel. As in the Old Testament, the expression in the Book of Mormon where it appears some 1,404 times occurs in the narrative selections and is clearly missing in the more literary parts, such as the psalm of Nephi (see 2 Ne. 4:20–25); the direct speeches of King Benjamin, Abinadi, Alma, and Jesus Christ; and the several epistles.

But why does the phrase “and it came to pass” appear in the Book of Mormon so much more often, page for page, than it does in the Old Testament? The answer is twofold. First, the Book of Mormon contains much more narrative, chapter for chapter, than the Bible. Second, but equally important, the translators of the King James Version did not always render wayehi as “and it came to pass.” Instead, they were at liberty to draw from a multitude of similar expressions like “and it happened,” “and … became,” or “and … was.”

Wayehi is found about 1,204 times in the Hebrew Bible, but it was translated only 727 times as “and it came to pass” in the King James Version. Joseph Smith did not introduce such variety into the translation of the Book of Mormon. He retained the precision of “and it came to pass,” which better performs the transitional function of the Hebrew word.

The Prophet Joseph Smith may not have used the phrase at all—or at least not consistently—in the Book of Mormon had he created that record. 
The discriminating use of the Hebraic phrase in the Book of Mormon is further evidence that the record is what it says it is—a translation from a language (reformed Egyptian) with ties to the Hebrew language. (See Mormon. 9:32–33.)
The Cultivation of Olive Trees and the Book of Mormon

Jacob chapter 5 is the longest and probably the most boring chapter in the Book of Mormon. However its detailed use of the cultivation of the Olive Tree provides outstanding evidence of the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon. If Joseph Smith had written the Book of Mormon why would he have decided to include such a complicated and detailed story? Just to read carefully Jacob chapters 4-6 is enough evidence in itself that Joseph Smith did indeed translate the Book of Mormon. It is impossible for Joseph Smith with the limited knowledge that he had to have interwoven and compared the cultivation of an olive Tree to the gathering and scattering of Israel by himself. 
Jacob chapter 5 in the Book of Mormon offers a detailed description of practices regarding the cultivation of olive trees. Jacob explains that the lengthy passage are taken from a Jewish text by Zenos that was among the sacred writings available on the brass plates that Lehi brought with him from Jerusalem. Information about olive trees in the text agrees well with what is known of ancient olive cultivation in ways that is far beyond what Joseph Smith could have known. 

There is so much that can be said about the impressive details of Jacob 5 that an entire book of scholarly analysis has been prepared: The Allegory of the Olive Tree, ed. Stephen D. Ricks and John W. Welch (Salt Lake City: FARMS and Deseret Book, 1994), 624 pages. A good place to start is Chapter 21, "Botanical Aspects of Olive Culture Relevant to Jacob 5" by Wilford M. Hess, Daniel J. Fairbanks, John W. Welch, and Jonathan K. Driggs, pp. 484-562, along with other chapters about ancient olive practices and symbolism. The details in Jacob 5 appear to be a masterful and accurate representation of ancient horticultural practices regarding olive trees, including the art of grafting branches from one tree to another, which is still common for those caring for olive trees.

What Zenos knew about the cultivation of Olive Trees

Examples of what the ancients and Zenos evidently knew were how to prune, dig about, dung, and nourish; how to graft tame to wild and wild to tame, and how to graft tame back into tame; how to balance tops and roots by pruning, and the reasons for doing this; how to save the roots of trees whose branches had decayed, and how to transplant branches to preserve the desired traits of good plants; how to preserve and store fruit and how to distinguish between good and bad fruit; how well plants grow on good and bad soil; how to care for trees to cause young and tender branches to shoot forth; that they could graft wild to tame to rejuvenate tame; that specific cultivars produced well in certain areas; . . . that they could burn an orchard to re-establish a new one; that plants grown from seeds would not have desirable characteristics; the importance of elimination of old wood and debris by burning, and how to deal with pests and pathogens; how to prevent heavy bearing one year and no bearing the next by proper pruning; the necessity to plant more than one cultivar for pollination; and how to propagate scions with the desirable genetic material.” End
The Execution of Zemnarihah

In 3 Nephi 4:28-33 we find a detailed account of the execution of Zemnarihah, the captured leader of the defeated Gadianton robbers.  The public execution followed ancient ceremony and law in a way out of character with the European law, recognized in Joseph’s day. He would not have known from personal knowledge that the execution of Zemnarihah was done according to ancient Jewish practice. 
3 Nephi 4:28-29; “And their leader, Zemnarihah, was taken and hanged upon a tree, yea, even upon the top thereof until he was dead.  And when they had hanged him until he was dead, they did fell the tree to the earth, and did cry with a loud voice, saying: ‘May the Lord preserve his people in righteousness and in holiness of heart, that they may cause to be felled to the earth all who shall seek to slay them because of the power and secret combinations, even as this man hath been felled to the earth.” 

Here is how this ties directly to an ancient Jewish practice.

The tree used in the execution was chopped down.  Jewish practice required that the tree upon which the culprit was hanged should be buried with the body, so the tree had to be chopped down.  The Talmud even recommended hanging on a pre-cut tree or post so that “no felling is needed.” The purpose in chopping down the tree was that its existence couldn’t serve as a sad reminder of the person hanged.  

The text suggests that the Nephites understood Deuteronomy 21:22 allowing execution by hanging.  This is in accordance with Jewish law and in some cases they would practice it to separate themselves from Roman customs. 

Jewish law required jurisprudence – a sentence to equal the crime committed.  In this case, the perpetrator Zemnarihah  was hung publicly and then felled before the nation he tried to bring down. Ancient punishments were often related symbolically to the offense. Likewise the punishment for an accuser was to make him suffer whatever would have happened to the person he had falsely accused. (See Deuteronomy 19.19)
‘People cried with a loud voice’– in public matters the execution had to be heralded. In Deuteronomy 19:20: it states: “And those which remain shall hear, and fear, and shall henceforth commit no more any such evil among you.” How was this to be accomplished Rabbi Jehudah explained “I say that he is executed immediately and messengers are sent out to notify the people.” 
Indeed public matters such as an execution of a rebelling judge had to be heralded. An even clearer example of heralding in the Book of Mormon is found in Alma 30: where Korihor’s case was heralded abroad. In both cases the apparent requirement of publishing the wickedness of the culprit was satisfied so that all who remained would “hear and fear”, and the evil would be removed from god’s people. 
‘The Place of Christ’s Birth’ by Daniel C. Petersen
“There is another one that's currently fashionable among critics of the Book of Mormon. And that is the claim of Alma 7:10 which states that Jesus Christ would be born at Jerusalem, which is the land of our fathers. Now critics of the Book of Mormon have even produced bumper stickers that say, "Mormonism or Christianity, Jerusalem or Bethlehem." And quite often they'll exclaim in mock disbelief, "Oh come on, every school child knows that Jesus was born at Bethlehem," but that of course is precisely the point. Every school child does know that Jesus was born in Bethlehem. Joseph Smith certainly knew that Jesus was born at Bethlehem. Imagine the situation here—you have a man who, if you believe the critics, was clever enough to produce this book, which foreshadows so many things that we only now are learning about the Middle East, that quotes from the Bible in so many complex ways, that plays on biblical themes and so on in sophisticated ways. And yet he can't get the birthplace of Jesus right, one thing that's known to absolutely the simplest student of the Bible. But in fact once again, we find that the Book of Mormon is right and the critics are wrong.

It wasn't that long ago that we found the so-called Amarna letters and in them is a reference to a place that W. F. Albright, probably the greatest American archaeologist of the twentieth century, has identified as Bethlehem. And it's referred to as being in what?—In the land of Jerusalem. So here's a reference to Bethlehem as being in the land of Jerusalem, just as the Book of Mormon describes it…………

The Bible in fact repeatedly talks about cities having the lands around them named after the cities. It's true that there is no reference in the Bible to the land of Jerusalem—it gets very close a couple of times. But we know of the land of Damascus, we know of the land of Samaria, we know of probably twenty lands named after their cities. And it's probably only chance that the actually phrase, land of Jerusalem doesn't occur in the Bible. But it does occur in the Book of Mormon. The real place to look for the usage of this phrase is in the Book of Mormon, which routinely talks about the city of Zarahemla and the land of Zarahemla, the city of Bountiful and the Land of Bountiful. This is the kind of linguistic pattern that shows up in the Book of Mormon, and Alma, of course, is writing several centuries after his people have left Jerusalem. So it's really the Book of Mormon style that should be the measure here for how that phrase is used. And Bethlehem, which is only five or six miles out of Jerusalem, is clearly within the land of Jerusalem, which is a much bigger city and was always the capitol, the seat of the king, and so on and so forth.
But even more interesting is that, just very recently a new document has been published from the Dead Sea Scrolls, which have taken so long to be published. This is something called 4Q385 or Pseudo-Jeremiah, and it claims to go back to precisely the period of Lehi. And what does it do? It talks about the land of Jerusalem.”                                                    http://maxwellinstitute.byu.edu/publications/transcripts/?id=1
Earthquakes and the Book of Mormon

In 3rd Nephi there is a description of a massive earthquake that changed the face of the land: 

3 Nephi 8:12-15, 18: “But behold, there was a more great and terrible destruction in the land northward; for behold, the whole face of the land was changed, because of the tempest and the whirlwinds, and the thunderings and the lightning’s, and the exceedingly great quaking of the whole earth; and the highways were broken up, and the level roads were spoiled, and many smooth places became rough. 
“And many great and notable cities were sunk, and many were burned, and many were shaken till the buildings thereof had fallen to the earth, and the inhabitants thereof were slain, and the places were left desolate. And there were some cities which remained; but the damage thereof was exceedingly great, and there were many of them who were slain... And behold, the rocks were rent in twain; they were broken up upon the face of the whole earth, insomuch that they were found in broken fragments, and in seams and in cracks, upon all the face of the land.”

Subsequent studies have shown that this seismic event was described accurately and matches in detail that of a massive earthquake in such things as the groaning of the earth and the aftershocks. How could Joseph Smith if he wrote the book himself have got these details correct. He grew up in Palmyra, New York. Much of the translation was done in Harmony, Pennsylvania, which is such a nothing place in some ways that it really has ceased to exist. He could not have read about earthquakes since there was only a very small library and the contents of the library are known. In fact the Smith’s did not even belong to the library because they were too poor. There was no sophisticated people to whom he could have gone to for advice. There were no earthquakes in this area. 

I want to talk about the accuracy of things in the Book of Mormon that Joseph Smith could not have known about or that it is extremely unlikely that he would have known about. Remember, this is a man (or a boy really) with very little formal education, who lived not exactly in a great center of culture, Palmyra, New York. Much of the translation was done in Harmony, Pennsylvania, which is such a nothing place in some ways that it really has ceased to exist. There were no great libraries there, no sophisticated people to whom he could have gone to for advice. And yet he came up with a book, produced a book in a way that he described as miraculous. But in many ways, it hits the target. It describes the ancient world in ways that he could not have known about, that nobody knew about in those days. Not the most learned person in the early nineteenth century could have known. (See  http://www.bmaf.org/articles/volcanism_earthquakes__carr)
One of the things that Hugh Nibley has talked about at some length in his book Since Cumorah is the volcanic and earthquake activities described in 3 Nephi, which is so detailed and accurate in so many ways that I think one has to conclude that it was written by an eyewitness, or by someone who had access to eyewitness accounts. Joseph Smith had no such access. Joseph Smith had never seen an earthquake or volcano, so far as we know.”

Exploring Complexities in the English Language of the Book of Mormon Daniel Petersen Deseret News 5 Mar 2015
“Recently, “Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture” published an article bearing the somewhat dry and intimidating title “The Implications of Past-Tense Syntax in the Book of Mormon." However, the implications of the evidence and analysis provided by linguist Stanford Carmack are anything but dry. They’re profoundly thought-provoking and, indeed, spectacular.

"In the middle of the 16th century," Carmack observes, there was a brief "surge in the use of the auxiliary verb 'did' to express the affirmative past tense in English, as in 'Moroni did arrive with his army at the land of Bountiful' (Alma 52:18)." The 1829 manuscript of the Book of Mormon contains nearly 2,000 instances of this particular verbal form, using it 27 percent of the time in past-tense contexts. By contrast, the 1611 King James Bible employs the form less than 2 percent of the time, Carmack wrote in the abstract.

Strikingly, "while the Book of Mormon’s rate is significantly higher than the Bible’s, it is close to what is found in English-language texts written mainly in the mid- to late 1500s," Carmack wrote. "And the usage died out in the 1700s." So, in this linguistic feature as in others, "the Book of Mormon is unique for its time," Carmack wrote.

In fact, writes Carmack, "textual evidence and syntactic analysis argue strongly against" both the notion that the Book of Mormon is a 19th-century composition and the common assumption that its language is imitation King James English. The book’s past-tense syntax, he argues, "could have been achieved only by following the use of largely inaccessible 16th-century writings. But mimicry of lost syntax is difficult, if not impossible, and so later writers who consciously sought to imitate biblical style failed ... at a deep, systematic level."

This includes books such as Richard Snowden’s “The American Revolution” (1796), Gilbert Hunt’s “The Late War” (1814) and Ethan Smith’s “View of the Hebrews” (1823). All three have been proposed as Joseph Smith’s supposed source for the Book of Mormon, Carmack wrote.”

Comment from Blog: “Critics don't like this because old language argues for divine origins since neither Smith nor scribe (nor anyone else) could have written it and there are no other viable explanations based on ample circumstantial evidence. This view -- based on plenty of hard evidence -- also argues directly for historicity. And so the nuanced researcher doesn't like it either. Thus the correct view -- tons of old 1500s and 1600s language in the book that isn't in the King James Bible is disliked by both non-Mormon critics and elitist Mormon critics, who have come to strongly doubt historicity and pride themselves on that fact. “

How the Book of Mormon Differs from 19th-Century Literature
Daniel Petersen 15 Jan 2015 Deseret News

“In 2002, a collection of essays appeared under the title of “Echoes and Evidences of the Book of Mormon.” John Gee’s essay, “The Wrong Kind of Book,” begins by observing that critics commonly try to explain the Book of Mormon as a product of early 19th-century America, wholly explained by that environment.

“We know exactly what kind of book Joseph Smith’s contemporaries expected the Book of Mormon to be like,” Gee writes, “because we have two other works from that same period that are said to be of the same general sort.”

The first is “The Book of Pukei,” a satirical sendup of the Book of Mormon published by “Obadiah Dogberry” (aka Abner Cole) in 1830. The second is Solomon Spalding’s (or Spaulding’s) unfinished novel “Manuscript Story,” which many 19th-century critics assumed to be Joseph Smith’s plagiarized source. (A few holdouts have survived into the 21st century, but the Spalding theory essentially died when the manuscript was finally published — by members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints! — and bore little significant resemblance to the Book of Mormon.)

“Cole’s and Spaulding’s works fit comfortably within their early 19th-century milieu and provide a control against wild speculation about 19th-century origins for the Book of Mormon,” Gee says.

At point after point, Gee compares them to the Book of Mormon, which, he maintains, doesn’t fit early America well at all.

As Cole knew, the young Joseph Smith had been hired to dig for supposed buried treasure. Accordingly, “The Book of Pukei” is heavily focused on treasure-digging. But the Book of Mormon scarcely mentions such activities.

Spalding, a much less talented contemporary of Jane Austen, devoted many pages to romance, courtship and marriage, but those themes are strikingly absent from the Book of Mormon.

Ethan Smith’s 1823 “View of the Hebrews,” another source from which critics accused Joseph of borrowing, seeks to prove that “the American Indians are the ten tribes of Israel.”

The Book of Mormon, by contrast, offers no such “proofs,” and, though it features a small party traveling to the New World who’re descended from the biblical patriarch Joseph, it explains that “the other tribes of the house of Israel … are not of this land” (3 Nephi 15:15-16:1, 17:4).

“The setting of both 'The Book of Pukei' and 'Manuscript Story' is a world dominated by the cultural heritage of the Roman Empire,” Gee writes.

Together, the two books refer to “sheets of parchment,” Cicero’s “Orations,” the Latin language and script, Constantine and characters bearing Roman names such as “Fabius.”

“View of the Hebrews” begins with a discussion of the Roman destruction of Jerusalem, based partly on classical Greek and Latin sources such as Josephus, Tacitus and Suetonius.

“The heavy Roman bias,” Gee remarks, “is typical of 19th-century America, where the Roman Republic was consciously imitated.” By contrast, the Book of Mormon opens in the ancient Near East, referring to the much earlier destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians. It shows little trace of the Latinate style and vocabulary in the other works.
"The Book of Pukei" and “Manuscript Story” are studded with allusions to Indian blankets, moccasins, “bark canoes,” feather headdresses and “shoes and long stockings,” none of which appear in the Book of Mormon. Ethan Smith’s “View of the Hebrews” tries to demonstrate the Israelite origins of the American Indians via such features of the Old Testament as circumcision, the ark of the covenant, Levitical priests and “cities of refuge.” None of these things is mentioned in the Book of Mormon except for circumcision, which appears just once — in a letter from the prophet Mormon saying that it has been “done away” (see Moroni 8:8).

“The easiest way,” Gee says, to evaluate “the environmentalist argument is to look at three clear products of the 19th century that were what folks of that period expected the Book of Mormon to be like.” All three of his “control” books betray Latin influence and discuss topics typical of the time, such as romance, money-digging and the lost 10 tribes. All three describe the north-eastern Indian cultures with which early Yankees were familiar.

Gee concludes that “19th-century accounts purported to be similar to the Book of Mormon all clearly betray their American cultural background in ways that significantly differ from what we find in the Book of Mormon. Why then, if the Book of Mormon is said to be a 19th-century book, does it not read like one?”
Blog: Twenty years ago, prolific Mormon author Orson Scott Card made these points at great length (20 pages) in an essay in his book, A Storyteller in Zion. He pointed out that it is impossible for an author to not reveal his own culture, because it comes through in the things he writes about, and does NOT write about, all of which appears perfectly normal to him. Card notes how dated books and movies and TV shows made in the 1950s are, because of the cultural assumptions that were considered normal when the stores were produced, but are distinct from our own culture just a few decades later. Books produced in the 1820s bear obvious earmarks of the authors' culture, but the Book of Mormon does not show those characteristics. Card as an author is very conscious of such cultural assumptions, and he sees no 1820s America in the Book of Mormon.

October's Feast of Tabernacles

Daniel Peterson, For the Deseret News Oct 2, 2014 
Summary

The account of King Benjamin's assembly given in the first chapters of Mosiah seems to imply that the Nephites were celebrating the ancient Hebrew autumn festival of Sukkot or "Tabernacles."

Article

Arguably, the two most significant annual festivals of ancient Israel were Passover, which occurred in March/April, and “Sukkot” (typically translated as “Tabernacles” or “Booths”), which was celebrated in September/October. Along with “Shavuot” (“Pentecost” or “Weeks”), which fell 50 days after Passover, they constituted the three “pilgrimage festivals” for which all faithful Israelite males living in Palestine were to gather at the temple in Jerusalem.

Notes from Tvedtnes’s 1990 article on “King Benjamin and the Feast of Tabernacles,” 

Tvedtnes, for many years a senior resident scholar at BYU’s now defunct Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, or FARMS, contends that “The biblical Sukkot celebration is closely paralleled by the account of King Benjamin's assembly recorded in Mosiah 1:1-6.”

The Feast of Tabernacles is named for the fact that, as part of its celebration, Israelites were to construct temporary shelters or “sukkot” (“tabernacles” or “booths”) and to spend at least some time in them, in order “that your generations may know that I made the children of Israel to dwell in booths, when I brought them out of the land of Egypt” (Leviticus 23:43).

Several elements of the first six chapters of Mosiah seem to imply an observance of the Feast of Tabernacles. The gathering of the Nephites “up to the temple” (see Mosiah 2:1), for example, suggests a pilgrimage festival. Additionally, since more sacrifices are connected with Sukkot than with any other Hebrew festival, it’s noteworthy that the Nephites make offerings “according to the law of Moses” at Mosiah 2:3.

Likewise, the tower that King Benjamin caused to be erected, and from which he spoke, recalls the wooden “pulpit” (or, better, the “tower,” Hebrew “migdal”) traditionally constructed for the king at the Feast of Tabernacles. (Also see Nehemiah 8:4, where the Israelite monarchy being extinct, Ezra speaks from such a “pulpit”). Benjamin’s reference to the blood of Jesus Christ (Mosiah 3:11) may also be Sukkot-related, reminiscent of the blood of the covenant that Moses sprinkled on the people during the first Sukkot (See Exodus 24:8).

Most noticeably, the Nephites pitched their “tents round about the temple, every man having his tent with the door thereof towards the temple, that thereby they might remain in their tents and hear the words which king Benjamin should speak unto them” (see Mosiah 2:5-6). As already mentioned, Sukkot memorializes the Exodus of Israel from Egypt — during which the traveling Camp of Israel set up its tents facing its priesthood shrine (see Exodus 33:8-10).

Themes of atonement and of God as creator permeate both King Benjamin’s speech and Ezra’s Sukkot remarks (see Nehemiah 8:13-18). Moreover, Ezra explicitly addressed “those that could understand” (see Nehemiah 8:3), and “everyone having knowledge, and having understanding," took an oath before him (see Nehemiah 10:28-29). King Benjamin too spoke only to those “who (could) understand (his) words” (see Mosiah 2:40).

Deeply moved, King Benjamin’s people fell to the ground, repented of their sins and invoked divine atonement upon themselves (see Mosiah 4:1-2, 6-7), as all Israelites were expected to do for the Day of Atonement (which almost immediately precedes Sukkot). Following this, King Benjamin recorded “the names of all those who had entered into a covenant with God to keep his commandments” (see Mosiah 6:1-3).

The Jews in Jerusalem, stirred by Ezra’s remarks, likewise “entered into a curse, and into an oath, to walk in God's law” (see Nehemiah 10:29). They, too, fell to the ground; their names were also recorded (Nehemiah 8:6, 9:38).

Biblical descriptions of Sukkot are scattered and fragmentary. Moreover, Lucy Mack Smith wrote that, of all her children, Joseph was the least inclined to read and that, prior to 1830, he’d never read the Bible through. Still, Mosiah 1-6 seems to reflect a specialist’s knowledge of the ancient Hebrew festival. Yet it’s implicit, not explicit, and Joseph Smith may never have noticed it. Nor did anybody else before Tvedtnes. But he was a long-time student of the Old Testament, fluent in Hebrew, doing graduate work in ancient studies in Jerusalem.” END

See file:///C:/Users/malco/Downloads/King%20Benjamin's%20Speech%20in%20the%20Context%20of%20Ancient%20Israelite%20Festivals.pdf
‘Reformed Egyptian' an Evidence for the Book of Mormon        
Michael R. Ash Deseret News 26 Oct 2009
Taken from “Challenging issues and keeping the faith” taken from the series in Mormon Times by Michael R. Ash Deseret News
“One of the few things upon which believers and critics agree is that Joseph Smith could not read ancient languages -- at least in the typical sense. The Book of Mormon was not "translated" by the same method as scholars who, conversant in two different languages, translate ancient texts.

When Nephi began his record he said: "I make a record in the language of my father,
which consists of the learning of the Jews and the language of the Egyptians" (1 Nephi 1:2). A thousand years later the prophet Moroni told us that the Nephite record was written "in the characters which are called among us the reformed Egyptian, being handed down and altered by us, according to our manner of speech." This script, he explained was more abbreviated than Hebrew and it was unique to the Nephites; altered according to their language and unknown to anyone else (Mormon 9:33-34). 

The critics, however, assure us that 1) good Israelites would not have written in pagan Egyptian, 2) there is no such thing as "reformed Egyptian," and 3) there should be evidence of Hebrew language in the ancient New World.

First, would a devout Israelite have written in Egyptian? We now know from archaeological evidence, that some Hebrew and Aramaic texts -- languages used by the Israelites in Lehi's time -- were written in Egyptian characters; sometimes even in modified Egyptian characters. The translation of some ancient Egyptian documents such as Papyrus Amherst 63 had eluded scholars until they realized that while the characters were Egyptian, the underlying text was Aramaic. 

Second, is "reformed Egyptian" a fictional script? It's important to note that "reformed" is an adjective synonymous with altered, or modified. "Reformed Egyptian" was the unique name given to the script by the Nephites. We wouldn't expect other people to use the exact same term. Likewise, the scholarly terms "cuneiform" and "hieroglyphics" are modern non-Egyptian designators for scripts from ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt. Neither the Mesopotamians nor the Egyptians used such terms for their script, but this does not lead to conclude that these people or their writing didn't exist. 

As a side note, we find an interesting detail in early Mormon W.W. Phelps' account of Martin Harris' visit to New York scholar Charles Anthon. Harris took a written sample of the Book of Mormon text to confirm that it was real before investing his funds into Joseph Smith's plan to publish the record. Harris said that Anthon thought it was real but changed his mind when Harris told him that the plates were delivered by an angel. Harris came home convinced that Joseph had a real ancient record and assisted Joseph in the translation.

According to Phelps, Anthon told Martin Harris that the characters were an example of "shorthand Egyptian." This unique phrase wouldn't have been part of Phelps' or Harris' vernacular but was a distinct scholarly expression used by those who were acquainted with different Egyptian cursive scripts such as Hieratic. It seems likely that Anthon, as Martin Harris claimed, recognized that these characters resembled some sort of modified Egyptian script (although he wouldn't have been able to read). 

Evidence also demonstrates that other scripts in the ancient world were modified according to the material upon which they were written, and today we know of a number of "reformed," or modified, or altered Egyptian scripts. During Lehi's day, in fact, Hieratic and Demotic were examples of actual reformed cursive Egyptian scripts. 

Third, why is there no evidence for the Hebrew language in Ancient America? There are two answers to this question. A) We know from Moroni that through the years their Hebrew language had undergone changes. Language typically changes over the centuries and it's likely that the Lehites, as a small incursion into an existing native American population, would have adopted the language of their hosts. Many scholars think that there is no reason we should ever expect to find Hebrew in the ancient New World.

B) Other scholars, especially professional linguist Dr. Brian Stubbs, believe that there is growing evidence for traces of Hebrew in many New World languages. As a professional, Stubbs avoids the pitfalls of amateurs who simply spot instances where two languages have similar words and similar meanings. Stubbs has been able to show the advanced parallels that linguists look for when identifying related languages. At least one non-LDS Rhodes Scholar and professional linguist has expressed a favourable opinion about Stubbs on-going research.

The Book of Mormon's "reformed Egyptian" fits neatly into what is currently known about ancient history and the modification of Egyptian texts.” Michael R. Ash 26 Oct 2009 Mormon Times
Christopher Columbus

One of the best-known prophecies in the Book of Mormon has generally been understood to predict the mission of Christopher Columbus, typically identified as the European discoverer of the New World.
1 Nephi 13:12:  “And I looked and beheld a man among the Gentiles, who was separated from the seed of my brethren by the many waters;  and I beheld the Spirit of God, that it came down and wrought upon the man;  and he went forth upon the many waters, even unto the seed of my brethren, who were in the promised land.”
Sceptical readers tend to dismiss this passage as a cheap and easy instance of prophecy after the fact, composed centuries after Columbus’s death – but post-dated, as it were, in order to create a seemingly impressive and self-validating prediction by an ancient prophetic writer.  Clearly it wouldn’t have been difficult to prophesy the discovery of America 350 years earlier.  However, it is not the prophecy of discovery that is impressive but the remarkable description of the mindset and motivation of Columbus that is referenced in the scripture.  
Scholarship in recent years, particularly with the translation & publication of Columbus’s Libro de las Profecias in 1991 showed his motives to be very different from gold-driven persona we read about in textbooks and in continue to see in movies.  This book, in Columbus’ own words, revealed his objective was not financial riches… but rather was primarily the spread of Christianity and that he felt guided by the Holy Ghost to do so.  A good case can be made that that first voyage to the New World was miraculously well executed.  
A student of the Bible, Columbus referenced a favorite passage of scripture as John 10:16:

“And other sheep I have that are not of this fold:  them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice;  and there shall be one fold and one shepherd.”
He was certainly unfamiliar with the writings of Nephi but was convinced that his role had been predicted by ancient prophets.  He wrote the following to Ferdinand and Isabella:

“The Lord purposed that there should be something clearly miraculous in this matter of the voyage to the Indies… I spent seven years here in your royal court discussing this subject with the leading persons in all the learned arts, and their conclusion was that it was vain.  That was the end, and they gave it up.  But afterwards it all turned out just as our redeemer Jesus Christ had said, and as he had spoken earlier by the mouth of his holy prophets… for the execution of the journey to the Indies, I was not aided by intelligence, by mathematics or by maps.  It was simply the fulfilment of what Isaiah had prophesied….

With a hand that could be felt, the Lord opened my mind to the fact that it would be possible to sail from here to the Indies, and he opened my will to desire to accomplish the project.  This was the fire that burned within me… Who can doubt that this fire was not merely mine, but also of the Holy Spirit who encouraged me with a radiance of marvelous illumination from his sacred Holy Scriptures, by a most clear and powerful testimony… urging me to press forward?  Continually, without a moment’s hesitation, the Scriptures urge me to press forward with great haste.to Christopher Columbus. 
It would have been a rather bold assumption back in Joseph Smith’s day to paint Columbus as a visionary seeking to do God’s will in spreading the gospel but that’s exactly how Columbus describes it in his own words… words that Smith didn’t have.  
See http://jared-hansen.tumblr.com/post/32130073528/32-christopher-columbus
Simile Curses or Symbolic Actions

“There is something else that I'd like to talk about and that is the presence of "simile curses," or symbolic actions. It's, again, only in this century that people are beginning to recognize this very, very important aspect of ancient behavior. Now, I'd like to read you a passage from Alma 46, starting with verse 21 (you remember the story of captain Moroni with his title of liberty, which itself is a very interesting thing):

“And it came to pass that when Moroni had proclaimed these words, behold, the people came running together with their armor girded about their loins, rending their garments in token, or as a covenant, that they would not forsake the Lord their God; or, in other words, if they should transgress the commandments of God, or fall into transgression, and be ashamed to take upon them the name of Christ, the Lord should rend them even as they had rent their garments.

“Now, this was the covenant which they made, and they cast their garments at the feet of Moroni, saying: We covenant with our God, that we shall be destroyed, even as our brethren in the land northward, if we shall fall into transgression; yea, he may cast us at the feet of our enemies, even as we have cast our garments at thy feet to be trodden under foot, if we shall fall into transgression.”
Now, the thing that needs to be pointed out in this context about this particular scripture is that in this century, people, scholars, have begun to note that this idea of what they call the "simile oath," or "simile covenant," is very common among the ancient Hebrews, among the ancient Hittites—the idea of using some physical object to demonstrate what should happen to you if you violate your oath. Daniel C Petersen http://maxwellinstitute.byu.edu/publications/transcripts/?id=1
Lehi’s Vision of the Council in Heaven

Lehi's vision of the Council in Heaven is recorded in the very first chapter of 1 Nephi. In that vision it says that Lehi "thought he saw God sitting upon his throne, surrounded with numberless concourses of angels" (1 Nephi 1:8). Lehi is entrusted with a message of judgment and of destruction that he is to deliver to the city of Jerusalem. 
This idea of a prophet having access to the Council in Heaven is a very old one. It's certainly biblical. You find it in Isaiah 6, in Jeremiah, in Zechariah, and elsewhere in the Bible and beyond the Bible. But it's a very important notion. Basically, the notion is that the Council of the Gods or the Council of God and his angels is closed to the public, obviously. It's something that not everyone has access to, but the prophet has access to it. He overhears the secrets and the decrees of the Council, and because of that, he's able to bring that knowledge back to his fellow human beings upon the earth. And this constitutes a great deal of his authority. It's a very powerful notion that we have now begun to recognize runs through many of the writings from the ancient and even early medieval Near East.

I remember a few years ago when a colleague of mine and I presented a paper on the idea of the throne theophany vision, or the Council in Heaven vision, in Boston. We included a whole list of about twenty-five cases of this particular motif. One of them was 1 Nephi. Now, of all those cases, 1 Nephi is probably, or possibly, one of the best. There are about twenty or so specific elements of the motif that can be isolated and have been isolated by scholars. Not any one of those particular instances has all of the twenty characteristics, but the one, in my experience, that comes the closest to being a textbook case is precisely this instance from the first chapter of 1 Nephi. It's a remarkable thing, and it's something that I doubt very much that Joseph Smith could have done from his own fairly limited reading in the Bible.

Now, a related notion to that is the notion of the heavenly book. The idea of an angel delivering a book to a young man has been mocked by many people. One critic of the Book of Mormon said, "You don't get books from angels. It's just that simple." Well, it's not at all that simple. This turns out to be an extraordinarily common idea throughout the ancient Near East.
 Geo Widengren, who is a very important Swedish historian of religions and a specialist on ancient Iran and the ancient Middle East, has said, "Few religious ideas in the ancient East have played a more important role than the notion of the heavenly tablets, or the heavenly books, which are handed over to a mortal in an interview with a heavenly being." 
Now, the idea is certainly biblical. You find it in Exodus, in Jeremiah, in Ezekiel, in the Revelation of John, which in a particularly good example, and also, I would say, in more detail in non-biblical books. Think of 1 Enoch, for example. I think one of the very best cases of it is in the Muslim book known as the Qur'an, the holy book of Islam, which is brought by the angel Gabriel to the prophet Muhammad. Now, whatever you think of the origins of the Qur'an, that's a remarkable instance of a very ancient Near Eastern idea. And it is, by no means, the latest instance. That's the early seventh century A.D. It's a very clear case of a book being delivered by an angel.

Now, the pattern that has been isolated by scholars basically had four features. First of all, a divine being gives a book to a mortal. The mortal is then commanded to read the book, number two. Number three, he's told to copy the book or do something like that with the book. Sometimes he's told, actually, to ingest the book, to eat it, to show that he has totally digested the contents of the book. Number four, he's told to preach the book's message to other mortals. 
There's a very good instance of that in the Book of Mormon. Think of the case of Lehi, again, from the very first chapters of the Book of Mormon, who is given a vision of a divine book. He's told of the judgments that will fall upon Israel. He's commanded to take that message to the people around him in Jerusalem, which of course subjects him to a great deal of danger and risk.”
Gadianton Robbers
By Daniel C. Petersen in Evidences of the Book of Mormonhttp://maxwellinstitute.byu.edu/publications/transcripts/?id=1

“I want to talk about the accuracy of things in the Book of Mormon that Joseph Smith could not have known about or that it is extremely unlikely that he would have known about. Remember, this is a man (or a boy really) with very little formal education, who lived not exactly in a great center of culture, Palmyra, New York. Much of the translation was done in Harmony, Pennsylvania, which is such a nothing place in some ways that it really has ceased to exist. There were no great libraries there, no sophisticated people to whom he could have gone to for advice. And yet he came up with a book, produced a book in a way that he described as miraculous.............”

“One area that I have worked on is the Gadianton robbers. They are some of my very favorite people in the Book of Mormon, a cheery lot, who did a great deal for Nephite and Lamanite history. One of my disreputable hobbies that I had as a teenager in high school, is that I was very interested in guerrilla warfare. I don't know why. But I began reading a great deal about it. The foremost theorist of guerrilla warfare in the twentieth century, which is the only time anyone has actually written about the theory of guerrilla warfare, have been Marxists: Mao Tse-tung in China, Vao Neuin Giap in North Vietnam, Che Guevara in Cuba, who is associated with Castro. I certainly don't endorse their political views, but on guerrilla warfare they were authorities, because they'd practiced it successfully and they wrote about it. And so, I spent a fair amount of time reading their books about guerrilla warfare theory, for no particular purpose. Years later it clicked for me, though. I was teaching a Gospel Doctrine class in the Jerusalem branch in Israel, and we were reading Helaman and 3 Nephi. Suddenly, I realized that what I was seeing there in the Gadianton robbers was a textbook instance of both success and failure according to the rules that Giap, and Guevara, and Mao Tse-tung had outlined.

And let me just tell you something about those rules. Particularly if you look at the end of Helaman and the beginning of 3 Nephi, you see very clearly, the very kinds of things that the theorists were talking about. When the Gadianton robbers start off, they start off as an urban terrorist group really, involved in assassinations. But they eventually have to flee into the mountains and this is typical of guerrilla groups in our own century. And they'll talk at length about how the best places to work are in cities, where you can hide among the urban masses. Or if that doesn't work—as it didn't work for the Gadianton robbers—they then flee into inaccessible territory, almost always mountains. 
It was, in all three cases (in China, Vietnam and in Cuba), the mountains into which the guerrillas fled. Then they make lightning raids out of the mountains to attack settled civilizations. But they choose only those times when they can win. They can make a lightning strike, do some damage, then get away. (like the Taliban in Afghanistan) This, of course, irritates the authorities to no end. And the authorities then will send troops into the mountains after the guerrillas, but the mountains are the guerrilla’s native territory. The guerrilla then chooses the place to fight from. He ambushes the regular troops that come after him. He causes them immense casualties.

In the Book of Mormon you read that the commanders come back and report overwhelming numbers of Gadianton robbers. Well, this is probably not true; the very reason they were hiding in the mountains is that they didn't have overwhelming numbers. But they wanted it to seem like overwhelming numbers, a little bit the way some of our own LDS ancestors behaved during the Utah war when they were trying to slow down the advance of the federal columns. They hid out in the mountains and masqueraded as having many more people than they had, in order to give the federal troops something to think about. This is a time-honored practice.

Now, fortunately, the Latter-day Saints weren't actually shooting anybody; they were just trying to slow things down for negotiations. The Gadiantons were not quite so nice. They caused great casualties to the Nephite troops. Eventually the point comes when a guerrilla army needs to start to hold territory though, and this is the really sensitive time in any guerrilla war. 
Mao Tse-tung called it regularization, turning a guerrilla army into a regular army, one that holds territory. Guerrillas don't hold territory—they'll strike and then flee. The object is not to have any casualties or to keep them to a minimum. They want to harass and demoralize, but not to hold territory yet. When they feel themselves strong enough, then they decide to occupy cities, to occupy territory, and hold it. But that, of course, exposes them to direct attack. It means that they can't retreat and withdraw; they can't manoeuvre quite as freely. Here's a problem now identified as "premature regularization," which is when a commander too soon thinks that he's ready to stand up to a regular army. He makes the transition too soon. This can be disastrous, and it was in the case of the Gadianton robbers.

At a certain point (you read this in the Book of Mormon in 3 Nephi 4), the Gadianton robbers come down out of the mountains; they issue an ultimatum to the leaders of the Nephites and tell them to surrender, but the Nephites don't surrender. What they do, under the leadership of a governor named Lachoneus, is withdraw into their cities. They declare a kind of "scorched earth" policy. They destroy or carry away all of the food down in the agricultural areas and they take it and hole up in their fortified cities.

This actually reverses the situation, which is what guerrillas should not allow themselves to be trapped into. What happens now is that the Nephites are in their strongholds. It's the guerrillas, the Gadianton robbers in this case, who are out exposed on the plain, and they can't find any food, because none has been left and the crops have been destroyed. So they are forced, at times that are not suitable to them, to attack the Nephites to try to get food, or they are forced to disperse themselves to look for game. But every time they disperse or scatter themselves, the Nephites make lightning raids out of the fortress, out of the city, and attack them. The Nephites now choose the time of attack. What they've done is reversed the situation so the Nephites become, in effect, the guerrillas, and the Gadianton robbers are trying to hold territory. It's a disaster for the Gadianton robbers, and they lose.

And this all behaves as a text book illustration. You could not pick a better illustration of the virtues, if you will, and the problems of a guerrilla army—the mistakes they can make and the successes they can have. All this written by a young man, supposedly, as critics would say, who knew nothing about guerrilla warfare and whose idea of military activity was, at least later on in his life, to get on his black horse Charley and parade in a nice uniform, romanticizing the wars of American history: the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812. This would have been typical of his period. I think many people had these same attitudes. What's striking about the Book of Mormon is how utterly absent those attitudes are.

 From the account given of the Gadianton robbers, or indeed of the Nephite wars that take place in the Book of Mormon and are recorded there, there's no dressing up in fancy uniforms, there are no parades, there are no reviews of the troops, or anything like that. It's a very different atmosphere, and guerrilla warfare, particularly, is rather unromantic. 
This is something that Mao and others had to defend themselves against. Some people fighting in their forces were a little bit disappointed with this idea of hitting and running; it wasn't heroic, it wasn't romantic. But it was extremely effective, and it's effective for the Gadianton robbers too, as long as they obey those rules that were first formulated really in this century—but rules that we now know went back into the ancient world. So it's very striking to me how very foreign the Book of Mormon accounts are from what we would expect if Joseph Smith had written the book. It's a quite different world indeed.”
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