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Via Dolorosa, Jerusalem.

The Protestant cemetery on Mount Zion 
showing the scarp of the Jebusite fortress 
and the Valley of Hinnon.

SINCE CUMORAH
NEW VOICES FROM THE DUST

BY HUGH NIBLEY, PH.D.

PROFESSOR OF HISTORY AND RELIGION, BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

The Testament of Lehi / Part I, continued

• Desert imagery. We have just 
mentioned Lehi’s “desert vision.” 
The desert imagery of Nephi’s writ­
ings has been studied against the 
real desert background before now, 
but it has never been compared 
with the rich desert imagery in the 
apocryphal writings, both Jewish 
and Christian—which is not sur­
prising, since Lehi in the Desert 
appeared before the Dead Sea 
Scrolls had been published. Take 
Nephi’s supplication:

“O Lord, wilt thou . . . that I 
may walk in the path of the low 
valley, that I may be strict in the 
plain road!

“O Lord, wilt thou encircle me 
around in the robe of thy righ­
teousness! O Lord, wilt thou make a 
way for mine escape before mine 
enemies! Wilt thou make my path 
straight before me! Wilt thou not 
place a stumbling block in my way 

—but that thou wouldst clear my 
way before me, and hedge not up 
my way, but the ways of mine 
enemy.” (2 Nephi 4:32-33.)

It is all straight desert lore—the 
low valley, the plain road, the flight 
from relentless enemies, the great 
sheikh placing the fringe of his 
robe (kuffeh) around the shoulder 
of the kneeling suppliant as a sign 
of his protection, the open passage, 
and the stumbling blocks—but it 
is also authentic apocryphal im­
agery. So Ben Sirach; “His paths 
are plain for the blameless; even 
so they present stumbling-blocks to 
the offender.”33 Sirach sees in the 
dangerous journey through the des­
ert the most compelling image of 
man’s dependence on God, as 
Nephi docs.34

The latter describes those who 
fall away as being led “away into 
broad roads, that they perish and 

are lost.”35 In our culture the broad­
est roads are the safest, but it was 
not so in the desert. In the popu­
lar Egyptian literature of Lehi’s 
day “it became a very common 
teaching,” according to H. Grapow, 
“that a man should never depart 
from the right path . . . but be 
righteous, not associate his heart 
with the wicked or walk upon the 
path of unrighteousness.”36 Recently 
Couroyer has shown that there was 
actually a close connection between 
this Egyptian concept and the “way 
of life” teachings in Israel, the two 
stemming from a common literary 
tradition.37 “We went astray from 
the way of truth,” says the Wisdom 
of Solomon, “. . . and we journeyed 
through trackless deserts, but the 
way of the Lord we knew not.”38 
This is exactly the lesson of the 
Liahona:

“Therefore, they tarried in the 
wilderness, or did not travel a di­
rect course . . . because of their 
transgressions.” (Alma 37:42.)
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The Haram Esk Sherif with 
the golden gate is shown from the 

Garden of Gethsemane.

Lehi, in “a dark and dreary wil­
derness” (1 Nephi 8:4), found a 
wonderful tree (v. 10), and near it 
“a river of water” (v. 13) at the 
source of which he saw the righ­
teous members of his family stand­
ing as they considered where to go 
from there (v. 14); he called them 
to join him at the tree (v. 15), and 
also called Laman and Lemuel to 
join the rest of them, but these re­
fused. (Vs. 17-18.) While some got 
to the tree by taking hold of an iron 
rod, “Many were drowned in the 
depths of the fountain; and many 
were lost from his view, wander­
ing in strange roads.” (V. 32.) The 
obedient, members of the family 
found both the waters and the tree 
of life. The tree and the water are 
often mentioned together, for the 
simple reason that in the desert 
the two necessarily occur together. 
(Cf: the First Psalm of David.)

Lehi’s appeal to his sons must 
have sounded like that of the Odes 
of Solomon: “Come and take water 

from the living fountain of the 
Lord. . . . Come and drink and 
rest by the fountain of the Lord!”39 

. . he that refuses the water shall 
not live!” says the Zadokite Frag­
ment.40 “I saw the fountain of righ­
teousness,” says I Enoch, telling of 
his vision, “and around it were many 
springs of wisdom, and all the 
thirsty drank from them and were 
filled. . . . But woe unto ye who . . . 
have forsaken the fountain of 
life!”41 The Thanksgiving Hymns 
of the Dead Sea Scrolls often refer 
to the knowledge of God as a 
fountain and declare that only the 
humble of broken heart and con­
trite spirit partake of it.42 This 
theme is strongly emphasized in 
Lehi’s story, where those who par­
take of the fruit are mocked for 
their humility. (1 Nephi 8:25-28.)

Filthy water. In the tree-and- 
river image the emphasis is some­
times on the fruit, sometimes on 
the water. Nephi gives a special 
interpretation to the latter when he 

says that his father failed to notice 
that the water of the river was 
filthy, and that it represented “the 
depths of hell.” (Ibid., 15:26ff, 12: 
16.)

“This was a typical desert sayl,” 
we wrote some years ago, “a raging 
torrent of liquid filth that sweeps 
whole camps to destruction.”43 The 
same queer and unpleasant im­
agery meets us in the Odes of Solo­
mon: “Great rivers are the power 
of the Lord, and they carry head­
long those who despise him: and 
entangle their paths; and they 
sweep away their fords, and catch 
their bodies and destroy their 
lives.”44 The foolish ones who re­
fuse counsel are swept away in the 
wreckage of the flood.

The Thanksgiving Hymns use the 
same flood image in a different but 
related sense—the vanity of the 
world is the torrent; “the way of 
the princes of this world” is such a 
confused rush of water that brings 
only ruin and is soon dried up.45 
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The early Christian Acts of Thomas 
contrasts the pure perennial water 
with the filthy seasonal flood: 
God’s fountain being “never filthy, 
and the stream thereof never fail- 
eth,” it is “the sweet spring that 
never ceaseth, the clear fountain 
that is never polluted.”40

In the Thanksgiving Hymns the 
soul that refuses to drink of “the 
Wellspring of Life, even though 
it was yielding [life or water] ever­
lasting” becomes “as . . . rivers in 
flood, for they poured forth their 
mire upon me.”47 Again the filthy 
water. The Zadokite Fragment 
speaks of the false teachers of 
Israel as drenching the people with 
“waters of falsehood,” the evil 
counterpart of the waters of life:

“. . . there arose the man of scoff­
ing,’ who dripped [or preached] 
to Israel ‘waters of falsehood’ and 
‘caused them to go astray in a 
wilderness without way’ by ‘caus­
ing eternal pride [or: pride of the 
world] to become low’ by turning 
aside from the pathways of righ­
teousness. . . .”48

It is not only the images but the 
combination of images that are 
arresting here. Let us recall that 
Nephi saw that “many were 
drowned in the depths of the foun­
tain [of filthy water]; and many 
were lost from his view, wandering 
in strange roads.” (1 Nephi 8:32.) 
This wandering, he explains, was 
the direct result of “the attitude of 
mocking” (v. 27) of the people in 
the fine house that represented “the 
pride of the world.” (Ibid., 11:36.)

Scoffing, filthy waters, the pride 
of the world, and straying in the 
wilderness are a strange combina­
tion, but the coincidence is ex­
planned by Rabin’s translation, 
which we are giving here; in it, 
almost every phrase is put in quo­
tation marks, because almost every 
phrase is actually a quotation from 
the Bible or (usually) some old 
apocryphal work.

The writer of the Thankgsiving 
Hymns, that is, though a genuine 
poet and inspired preacher in his 
own right, draws the whole of his 
material from very ancient Jewish 
sources, many of them long since 
vanished. In describing a clever 
false prophet of his own day, the 
author here uses the language of 
earlier scripture throughout.

This peculiar practice of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, of which the 
Habakkuk Commentary has be­
come a classic example, is highly 
characteristic of the Book of Mor­
mon, where Nephi “did liken all 
scripture unto us, that it might be 
for our profit and learning.” (Ibid., 
19:23. Italics added.) Nephi’s im­
agery meets us again in Baruch: 
“Thou hast forsaken the fountain of 
wisdom and wandered away from 
the way of God,”49 and in a strik­
ing passage of the Talmud, where 
Rabbi Isaac says, “I will give you

GENEALOGY

BY ADAH LEMPKE

For so long
I let their feathered whisperings 
Pass me by.
“Let the dead past be,” I said; 
“Their mumblings point to nothing­

ness.”
One day the petalled fragrance 
Of their voices enveloped me; 
I cupped my ear to listen.
I listened.
I listened
Until their time-coated words 
Surrounded me.
Then I learned the joy 
Of eavesdropping on the echoes 
Of the past.

a likeness: Once there was one 
wandering hungry, weary and 
thirsty, in the desert, and he came 
to a tree with beautiful fruit and 
shade beside a stream of water, 
etc.”30

The newly found Apocalypse of 
Elijah tells how the righteous are 
led to the place where “they may 

eat of the Tree of Life and wear a 
white garment . . . and they will 
never thirst.”51 In these instances 
the tree and the water go together. 
The two things so wonderful as to 
defy imagination, according to the 
Acts of Thomas, are “the incor­
ruptible food of the tree of life and 
the drink of the water of life.”52

An odd aspect of the tree in the 
Book of Mormon is the perfect 
whiteness of it (the whitest of 
trees, 1 Nephi 11:8) and of its 
fruit. (Ibid., 8:10f.) Whiteness is 
not an appetizing quality in trees or 
fruit, and so it is impressive to 
learn from the Creation Apoc­
ry ph on that though the tree of life 
looks like a cypress, its fruit is per­
fectly white.53

Sometimes imagery seems to get 
remarkably jumbled up in the Book 
of Mormon, as in Helaman 3:29f:

“. . . whosoever will may lay hold 
upon the word of God, . . . which 
shall divide asunder all the cunning 
and the snares and the wiles of the 
devil, and lead the man of Christ 
in a straight and narrow course 
across that everlasting gulf. . . .

“And land their souls ... at the 
right hand of God in the kingdom 
of heaven, to sit down with Abra­
ham, and Isaac, and with Jacob . . . 
to go no more out.” (Italics added.)

Here in a single sentence we 
have the image of the rod or staff 
(“lay hold”), the sword, the nets, 
the path, the yawning gulf, the 
ship, the throne, and the kingdom. 
To us this may appear rather taste­
less and overdone, but it is typical. 
Take this from an important Man- 
daean writing attributed to John:

“Come, come to me! I am the 
shepherd, whose ship soon comes. 
. . . Who does not hearken to my 
call shall sink. ... I am the fisher­
man . . . come, I will rescue you 
from the filthy birds. I will rescue 
my friends and bring them into 
my ship. I will clothe them in gar­
ments of glory and with precious
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The remains of a religious community in the desert
40 miles east of Qumran. Only early Moslem and Byzantine 
buildings have been excavated.

light.. . .”54
Incidentally, Helaman’s “lay hold 

upon the word of God,” while re­
minding us of the iron rod, is also 
authentic usage. Mormon wants us 
to “lay hold upon the gospel . . .” 
(Mormon 7:8), and five times 
Moroni speaks of laying hold on 
every good thing.55 The fZadokite 
Document deplores Israel’s refusal 
to “grasp instruction,” as Rabin 
translates it, noting that the ex­
pression is found in other early 
Jewish Apocrypha;56 and urges the 
people to “take hold of the way of 
God,” another expression found in 
other Apocrypha.57

The forgotten prophets. The 
Book of Mormon refers repeatedly 
to a line of prophets that nobody 
ever heard of in Jewish or Christian 
circles—such men as Zenos, Zenock, 
and Neum. These were not Ne- 
phite prophets but were “proph­
ets of old” in Palestine. (Alma 
33:3.) We are favored with brief 

biographical notes on some of 
them, from which we can see what 
kind of men they were and what 
they did; and we are given exten­
sive extracts of their teachings, so 
we know what religious tradition 
they are supposed to represent. 
What all of them had in common 
was a clear emphasis in preaching 
the coming of the Messiah, by 
which they incurred the wrath of 
certain factions among the Jews and 
were often obliged to flee to the 
desert with their followers to 
carry on what they considered to 
be a purer and more honest version 
of the religion of Moses and the 
prophets.

Lehi is expressly included in this 
line of Messianic prophets:

“. . . there have been many 
prophets that have testified these 
things; yea, behold, the prophet 
Zenos did testify boldly; . . .

“ . . . also Zenock, and also Ezias, 
and also Isaiah, and Jeremiah, . . .

“Our father Lehi was driven out 
of Jerusalem because he testified 
of these things. . . .” (Helaman 
8:19-20, 22.)

Lehi, loaded with “seeds of fruit 
of every kind” (see 1 Nephi 8:1), 
was hoping to found his own reli­
gious community following the pat­
tern of Jonadab ben Rechab and 
others who had gone out before 
him.58

Today, of course, all this puts 
one at once in mind of the Qumran 
community and other such settle­
ments of pious Jewish sectaries.

An essential part of the picture is 
the machinations of false prophets 
of a special breed who play a con­
spicuous role both in the Book of 
Mormon and in the newly found 
Apocrypha. Those false teachers, 
for example, who drenched the 
Jews with the filthy water of false 
doctrines are depicted as clever 
intellectuals and skilful rhetoricians 

(Continued on page 702)
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trace o£ Jewish apocalyptic thought 
as well.68 That is why the line of 
Messianic prophets disappeared.

To judge by the Dead Sea Scrolls 
they were closely associated with 
the priestly line of Zadok—“the 
priests who remain true to the 
covenant”—which was also sup­
pressed.69 An important name in 
the Zadokite tradition was that of 
Enos, another vanished prophet; 
one of the first Nephite prophets 
also had that name.70 Is the Zenes or 
Zenos, some fragments of whose

words were first published in 1893, 
the same as our Book of Mormon 
Zenos?71 At least the names can 
now be confirmed, as also the exis­
tence of a suppressed line of proph­
ets and the fact that very great 
prophets have actually disappeared 
from sight because of their mes­
sianic teachings. Let us take the 
case of Zenos.

(To be continued) 
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work”—which suggests a subject for those who are looking for challeng­
ing assignments in life. Having too many unfinished tasks before us is 
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and again for an opinion on each phase of his performance: “Is this all 
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wasteful and worrisome. The doctrine of completed work requires not 
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selves to pursue good purposes, not only partly, but to see them through 
to a realized result so that we can close the file on that particular part 
or project or compartment, then go to the next opportunity and effort 
without too many unfinished tasks too long hanging over our heads. He 
that endures to the end shall be saved—but he who both endures and 
does what he should, shall find the greater return and satisfaction, as 
he puts into practice the doctrine of completed work.
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