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Abstract

Given their status as targets of humor and caricature, the well-worn stories of Adam and Eve, Noah, and the
Tower of Babel are sometimes difficult to take seriously. However, a thoughtful examination of the scriptural
record will reveal not simply tales of piety or inspiring adventures but rather carefully crafted narratives from a
highly sophisticated culture that preserve deep memories of revealed understanding. We do an injustice both to
these marvelous records and to ourselves when we fail to pursue an appreciation of scripture beyond the initial
level of cartoon cut-outs inculcated upon the minds of young children. In this talk, I will provide an overview of
the early chapters of Genesis from a personal perspective. I will explain why I have learned to love and
appreciate the truths of these chapters deeply, both as a scientist and as a disciple.
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My title today is: Science and Genesis: A Personal View.

The book of Genesis has always been a favorite of mine. Since I was a small child, I have read it repeatedly,
relishing its spiritual truths, its literary beauty, and its frank and vivid descriptions of the lives of the patriarchs
— intimately entwined as in no other book of scripture with the lives of their immediate and extended families.

While fellow Latter-day Saints will have little problem comprehending my still-growing attachment to the early
narratives of Genesis, some of my non-LDS scientific colleagues find it mystifying that I have devoted so much
time and attention to a study of what may understandably seem to be no more than a fanciful collection of worn-
out fables — one more shard among the dusty discards of the almost bygone religious passage of Western
culture. In that regard, it must also be admitted that the central historical claims of Mormonism — and
Christianity' itself, for that matter — hardly appear any less fantastic to the modern mind than the stories of
Adam and Eve.” Even in the nineteenth century, Charles Dickens’ approved as Hannay charged the Mormons
with “the absurdity of seeing visions in the age of railways” — simultaneously commending our “immense
practical industry” while decrying our “pitiable superstitious delusion.”* His conclusion at that time is one that
would be met with understanding nods by many perplexed observers of Mormonism in our day: “What the
Mormons do, seems to be excellent; what they say is mostly nonsense.”



Donald Duck Gathers the Animals to the Ark, from Walt Disney’s “Fantasia 2000,” 1999

Given their status as targets of humor and caricature, the well-worn stories of Adam, Eve, and Noah are
sometimes difficult to take seriously, even for some Latter-day Saints. However, a thoughtful examination of
the scriptural record of these characters will reveal not simply tales of “piety or ... inspiring adventures”® but
rather carefully crafted narratives from a highly sophisticated culture that preserve “deep memories”’ of
revealed understanding. We do an injustice both to these marvelous records and to ourselves when we fail to
pursue an appreciation of scripture beyond the initial level of cartoon cut-outs inculcated upon the minds of
young children.® Hugh Nibley characterized the problem this way:’

The stories of the Garden of Eden and the Flood have always furnished unbelievers with their best
ammunition against believers, because they are the easiest to visualize, popularize, and satirize of any Bible
accounts. Everyone has seen a garden and been caught in a pouring rain. It requires no effort of imagination
for a six-year-old to convert concise and straightforward Sunday-school recitals into the vivid images that
will stay with him for the rest of his life. These stories retain the form of the nursery tales they assume in the
imaginations of small children, to be defended by grown-ups who refuse to distinguish between childlike
faith and thinking as a child when it is time to “put away childish things.”'® It is equally easy and deceptive
to fall into adolescent disillusionment and with one’s emancipated teachers to smile tolerantly at the simple
gullibility of bygone days, while passing stern moral judgment on the savage old God who damns Adam for
eating the fruit He put in his way and, overreacting with impetuous violence, wipes out Noah’s neighbors
simply for making fun of his boat-building on a fine summer’s day."'
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In Search of Noah’s Ark, 1976

Adding to the circus-like atmosphere surrounding modern discussions of Noah’s flood are the sometimes
acrimonious contentions among fundamentalist proponents concerning the different theories about where the

Ark came to rest.'” Nicolas Wyatt reports: '

I once watched a television programme of excruciating banality, in which a camera team accompanied an
American “archaeologist” (for so he called himself) on his quest for the remains of Noah’s Ark on Mount
Ararat. The highlight for me occurred when a rival crew was encountered at several thousand feet ... above

sea level heading in the opposite direction, on the same quest!



Enki Inserts a Computer Disk

Unfortunately, Mesopotamian studies are no more exempt from such quackery than is Old Testament
scholarship. The following description for this figure by Sasha Lessin, PhD recounts:'*

Galzu tells Enki (depicted with his snake icon) to warn Ziasudra [sic] (touching the “wall” — probably a
computer bank, depicted with Xs across the screens and slots for programs) of the Flood. Galzu guides
Enki’s arm to convey tablet (possibly a computer or holo disk. The disk leaves Enki’s hand en route to
Ziasudra’s computer).



Left: Russell Crowe as Noah. Right: A “Watcher” on the Attack

At left is Russell Crowe as Noah in a recent film that Paramount officially called a “close adaptation of the
biblical story.”"” Bible readers will, of course, agree with director Darren Aronofsky’s description of Noah as
“a dark, complicated character’” who experiences ‘real survivor’s guilt’ after surviving the Flood.”'®
Accordingly, he portrays the prophet with perfect scriptural fidelity as a “Mad Max-style warrior surviving in a
pseudo post-apocalyptic world.”'” Students of the Bible will also surely recognize the portrait at right above as
one of the “Watchers,” depicted in exact correspondence to the graphic novel that inspired the movie as
“eleven-foot-tall fallen angels with six arms and no wings.”'®

The profound accounts of primeval history deserve better treatment. To understand them for what they are, we
need to bring our best to the task: the powerful tools of modern science and scholarship, the additional light
shed by modern revelation, and, of no less importance, the consecrated dedication of inquiring minds and
honest hearts diligently seeking divine inspiration. The simple fantasies of a “fanciful and flowery and heated
imagination”'? will not suffice.



Today, I would like to share some personal lessons learned in my study of the first eleven chapters of the book
of Genesis and in the LDS book of Moses. I will summarize these perspectives under five headings, illustrated
by examples from scripture. In the written version of this talk, I have included an Appendix that discusses
specific questions on verses from Genesis 1-11 and the book of Moses in greater detail.>’



Some Lessons Learned from
(zenesis 1-11

Adapted from Jean-Leon Gerome, 1824-1904: Dante and Virgil in Hell, 1850

Throughout this presentation I will draw heavily on the writings of that insightful pioneer, Hugh Nibley, who
has served as a baptized Virgil for me in my journeys “into the blind world”*' of mortality described in the
primeval history of the Bible.**



Some Lessons Learned from
(Genesis 1-11

e God’s plan is more vast, comprebensive,
and wonderful than we might imagine

Lesson 1: God'’s plan is more vast, comprehensive, and wonderful than we might imagine.

Even some of the most doubting of scientists have stated their willingness to keep their mind open to the
possibility of a God — so long as it is a God “worthy of [the] grandeur”* of the Universe. For example, the
well-known skeptic Richard Dawkins stated: “If there is a God, it’s going to be a whole lot bigger and a whole
lot more incomprehensible than anything that any theologian of any religion has ever proposed.”** Similarly,
Elder Neal A. Maxwell approvingly quoted the unbelieving scientist Carl Sagan, noting that he:*

perceptively observed that “in some respects, science has far surpassed religion in delivering awe. How is it
that hardly any major religion has looked at science and concluded, ‘This is better than we thought! The
Universe is much bigger than our prophets said — grander, more subtle, more elegant. God must be even
greater than we dreamed’? Instead, they say, ‘No, no, no! My god is a little god, and I want him to stay that

299

way.

Joseph Smith’s God was not a little god. His God was a God that required our minds to “stretch as high as the
utmost heavens, and search into and contemplate the darkest abyss, and the broad expanse of eternity”*® — that
is more of a stretch than the best of us now can tolerate. Although the Ninth Article of Faith says explicitly that
God “will yet reveal many great and important things pertaining to the Kingdom of God,”*’ the general rule is
that such revelation will come only “when we’re able to understand it.”*® The Prophet mourned that “things that
are of the greatest importance are passed over by the weak-minded men without even a thought” — a
phenomenon that made him want to “hug [truth] to [his] bosom” all the more.” “I believe all that God ever
revealed,” said he, “and I never hear of a man being damned for believing too much; but they are damned for
unbelief.”*® He complained that he had tried “for a number of years to get the minds of the Saints prepared to
receive the things of God” but that they would frequently “fly to pieces like glass as soon as anything comes
that is contrary to their traditions.””' He compared the “difficulty in getting anything into the heads of this
generation” to splitting the hardest of logs with the flimsiest of tools.*>

The Prophet ran into that kind of trouble when he received section 76 of the Doctrine and Covenants. Many
were shaken and some apostatized because they could not broaden their narrow sectarian notions of heaven and
hell to encompass the glorious doctrine of the multiple gradations of glory.”> More recently we have seen this
same phenomenon at work in the unwillingness of some Saints to give up the outmoded idea that the Book of
Mormon peoples were confined to the boundaries of North America.*

With these precedents in mind, we come to the topic of this talk. When considered in light of the findings of
science, Genesis and the book of Moses invite us not only to stretch our minds to consider how God’s work
extends beyond our own earth to include the salvation of “worlds without number,”*” but also stretch our minds
to consider the vastness, comprehensiveness, and wonder of God’s plan for all creatures who have lived and
will live on this earth.



Noél Pisano: Negative of Hand and Red Dots, Cavern of Pech-Merle, Cabarets, France, ca. 2004

This beautiful copper engraving’® by Noél Pisano was made from meticulous observation of one of the many
prehistoric paintings in the caves of Pech-Merle, in the heart of the massif central of southern France.’’
Although the cave walls and ceilings contain many images of greater sophistication, this simple tracing of a
single hand appeals to me. Its original is solidly dated to 25,000 years ago, yet in standing to examine it in close
quarters the gap of time between oneself and the skilled artist is suddenly erased, and we are brought to admire
the beauty and subtlety of his technique. To create this work, the artist would have had to crawl into the cavern
by candlelight. After contemplating his design and choosing the ideal place for its execution, he placed his hand
on the wall to serve as a stencil. To create the colored outline, he projected pigment onto the rock by blowing,
perhaps with the help of a sprayer held tight in his lips.*® This well-honed technique allowed a negative of the
hand, surrounded by symbols whose meaning is now is lost to us, to be preserved tens of thousands of years
later as an ancient snapshot, the sole remaining memory of the life of this individual.



In another chamber, we find what is undoubtedly a portrait of a family group. Fourteen hands of adults and
children are found together here, in a deep, submerged section of the cavern now accessible only during periods
of drought. The creators of such relics “almost certainly intended them to last for generations.”’ Elsewhere in
the cave, visitors are moved to discover a dozen footprints of an adolescent boy drawn into this place by
unknown rites, hostile forces of nature, or the mere boldness of curiosity — and preserved intact for twelve
thousand years in the clay of the cavern floor.*
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Hugh Nibley, with his great love of God’s creation,”' had great sympathy for these ancient individuals and
pondered long and hard about how their stories fit in with those of Adam and Eve. For a thoughtful perspective
on this issue, we can do no better than to cite him directly:*

The philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, in his Essay on the Christian System, said that the two fatal flaws of
Christianity were (1) denying spirit and mind to any other creatures but ourselves and (2) allowing life on no
other world but our own ....

This ... should be no concern [for us] ....

Do not begrudge existence to creatures that looked like men long, long ago, nor deny them a place in God’s
affection or even a right to exaltation — for our scriptures allow them such. Nor am I overly concerned as to
just when they might have lived, for their world is not our world. They have all gone away long before our
people ever appeared. God assigned them their proper times and functions, as He has given me mine — a
full-time job that admonishes me to remember His words to the overly eager Moses: “For mine own purpose
have I made these things. Here is wisdom and it remaineth in me.”*



Michelangelo B otti, 1475-1564: The Creation of Adam, 1510

It is Adam as my own parent who concerns me. When he walks onto the stage, then and only then the play
begins. He opens a book and starts calling out names. They are the sons of Adam, who also qualify as the

sons of God, Adam himself being a son of God. This is the book of remembrance from which many have
been blotted out ....

[Adam’s] family line ... sets him [and his descendants] off from all other creatures.



Termaad-Auns Piessre (Carmeni, 1451924 Coin, Based om Victor Hago's Poem, 1830

From this same perspective, it is significant that the Book of Mormon, as a history of those who were Nephites
by lineage or “adoption,” records only incidentally the story of the Lamanites and their associates.** So also the
book of Moses tells us very little about the history of the Cainites or of the children of Adam that were born
before Cain and Abel* who “followed Satan by choice and were disqualified as sons of God.”*® The account
instead focuses on the inauguration of temple ordinances among the righteous, which began, as Nibley
indicates, “when God set them apart, gave them a blessing, gave them a new name, [and] registered them in the
new Book of the Generations of Adam.”*’

Also significant is that results of genetic studies indicate that both the most recent common male and female
ancestors of mankind each lived long before Adam and Eve entered mortality48 — or, for that matter, at a
vanishingly more distant period than Noah, whose sons traditionally have been understood to be the sole male
survivors of the Flood. Some biblical scholars have studied ancient manuscripts that seem to provide support for
the idea that there were “other people ‘out there’ when God created Adam and Eve, but they ... weren’t
[considered to be] fully human in the sense that Adam and Eve were.”* Drawing on the richer sources of
scripture produced through modern revelation, Nibley raises a series of questions with an eye to finding
scriptural support for surviving non-Noachian lineages that might help explain such findings:

What about those people who lived before Cain and Abel?”® What about those who disappeared from
sight?’! What about those who were not even warned of the Flood? ... What about the comings and goings
of Enoch’s day between the worlds?”® What about his own status as “a wild man ... a strange thing in the
land.”>* Who were his people, living in a distant land of righteousness, who never appear on the scene?” ...
What about the creatures we do not see around us?’® What about the Cainites?’’ What about the nations
among whom Noah will have surviving progeny?®

Speaking of Noah, ... “the Lord said: Blessed is he through whose seed Messiah shall come.”” Methuselah
boasted about his line as something special.”” Why special if it included the whole human race? These
blessings have no meaning if all the people of the earth and all the nations are the seed of Noah and Enoch.
What other line could the Messiah come through? Well, there were humans who were not invited by
Enoch’s preaching.®!

Nibley no doubt was wondering whether some of these shadowy peoples described in scripture might be neither
descendants of Noah nor of Adam but rather distantly related contemporaries whose descendants may have
mixed at various times with the Adamic lineage.®* Of relevance is the reminder by Ryan Parr that promised
blessings from patriarchs such as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are of necessity driven by covenant and lineal
descent, not by genetics, since specific “nuclear DNA finding its way from any one of these progenitors to any
descendent of today is extremely unlikely from a biological perspective.”® Happily, the promises made to the
faithful covenant posterity are not about inheriting fragments of Abrahamic DNA, but rather about receiving a
fulness of Abrahamic blessings, assured through faithfulness. Otherwise, the doctrines that describe the
possibility of adoption into the Abrahamic lineage would be meaningless.**



God’s Greatest Understatement

e “I am able to do mine own work” (2 Nephi
27:20, 21)

e “Brothers and sisters, that is about as nice a

way as God could say to us that He can handle
it!” (Elder Neal A. Maxwell)

I am humbled as I read the first chapters of Genesis and the book of Moses and contemplate the vastness,
comprehensiveness, and wonder of God’s plan for all His creatures. It is too grand for the human mind to grasp,
but not too great for God. Elder Neal A. Maxwell frequently referred to what we might call “God’s greatest
understatement.” He spoke of the fact that “in two adjoining verses, the Lord said tersely, ‘I am able to do mine
own work.””®® Then he commented: “Brothers and sisters, that is about as nice a way as God could say to us
that He can handle it!”®



Some Lessons Learned from
(zenesis 111

e God’s plan is more vast, comprehensive, and
wonderful than we might imagine

e Scripture is a product of a particular point
of view

Lesson 2: Scripture is a product of a particular point of view.
Nibley illustrates this idea:®’

The Latter-day Saints, [like other Bible readers,] are constantly converting statements of limited application
to universal or at least sweeping generalities. To illustrate, I was told as a child that the Rocky Mountains,
the Appalachians, and the Andes all came into existence overnight during the great upheavals of nature that
took place at the time of the Crucifixion — an absurdity that plays into the hands of critics of the Book of
Mormon. But what we find in the [Third] Nephi account when we read it carefully is a few sober, factual,
eyewitness reports describing an earthquake of 8-plus on the Richter scale in a very limited area. Things that
appear unlikely, impossible, or paradoxical from one point of view often make perfectly good sense from
another.
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know that the sun neither rises nor sets except from a particular point of view, the time of the event being
strictly dependent on the exact location. From that point of view and that only, it is strictly correct and

The Nautical Almanac gives the exact time of sunrise and sunset for every time of the year, yet astronauts

scientific to say that the sun does rise and set. Just so, the apparently strange and extravagant phenomena

described in the scriptures are often correct descriptions of what would have appeared to a person in a

particular situation ...



Thomas Cole, 1801-1848: The Subsiding Waters of the Deluge, 1829

So with Noah in the Ark. From where he was, “the whole earth”®® was covered with water as far as he could
see ... But what were conditions in other parts of the world? If Noah knew that, he would not have sent
forth messenger birds to explore.

But doesn’t Genesis 7:19 say that “the waters prevailed exceedingly upon the earth; and all the high hills, that
were under the whole heaven, were covered”? Explaining his understanding of this verse, Walter Bradley
observes:"”

The Hebrew word eretz used in Genesis 7:19 is usually translated “earth” or “world” but does not generally
refer to the entire planet. Depending on the context, it is often translated “country” or “land” to make this
clear ... [For example, i]Jn Genesis 12:1, Abram was told to leave his eretz. He was obviously not told to
leave the planet but rather to leave his country... [Another] comparison to obtain a proper interpretation of
Genesis 7:19 involves Deuteronomy 2:25, which talks about all the nations “under the heavens” being
fearful of the Israelites. Obviously, all nations “under the heavens” was not intended to mean all on planet
Earth.

Elder John A. Widtsoe, writing in 1943, summed up the important idea of taking point of view into account
when interpreting scripture:”’

We should remember that when inspired writers deal with historical incidents they relate that which they
have seen or that which may have been told them, unless indeed the past is opened to them by revelation.

[For example, t]he details in the story of the Flood are undoubtedly drawn from the experiences of the writer
... The writer of Genesis made a faithful report of the facts known to him concerning the Flood. In other
localities the depth of the water might have been more or less.



Joseph Brickey, 1973-: Lehi Studying the Brass Plates

An additional area where point-of-view comes into prominent play is in consideration of the authorship of the
Old Testament. An impressive array of evidences for the seeming heterogeneity of sources within the first five
books of the Bible have converged to form the basis of the Documentary Hypothesis, a broad scholarly
consensus whose most able popular expositor has been Richard Friedman.”' However, even those who find the
Documentary Hypothesis — or some variant of it’> — compelling have good reason to admire the resulting
literary product on its own terms. For example, in the case of the two Creation chapters, Friedman himself
concludes admiringly that in the scriptural version of Genesis we have a text “that is greater than the sum of its
parts.”” Sailhamer aptly summarizes the situation when he writes that “Genesis is characterized by both an
easily discernible unity and a noticeable lack of uniformity.””*

The idea that a series of individuals may have had a hand in the authorship and redaction of the Old Testament
should not be foreign to readers of the Book of Mormon, where inspired editors have explicitly described the
process by which they wove separate, overlapping records into the finished scriptural narrative. The authors and
editors of the Book of Mormon knew that the account was preserved not only for the people of their own times,
but also for future generations,”” including our own.”

With this understanding in mind, it should not be disturbing to Latter-day Saint (LDS) readers that events such
as the story of the Flood, in the form we have it today, might be read not only as an actual occurrence but also
“as a kind of parable””’ — its account of the historical events shaped with specific pedagogical purposes in
mind. “If this is so,” writes Blenkinsopp, “it would be only one of several examples in P [one of the presumed
sources of the Genesis account] of a paradigmatic interpretation of events recorded in the earlier sources with
reference to the contemporary situation.”’® More simply put, Nephi plainly declared: “I did liken all scriptures
unto us, that it might be for our profit and learning.”” Indeed, Nephi left us with significant examples where he
deliberately shaped his explanation of Bible stories and teachings in order to help his hearers understand how
they applied to their own situation.*

Of course, in contrast to the carefully controlled prophetic redaction of the Book of Mormon, we do not know
how much of the editing of the Old Testament may have taken place with less inspiration and authority.®’
Joseph Smith wrote: “I believe the Bible as it read when it came from the pen of the original writers. Ignorant
translators, careless transcribers, or designing and corrupt priests have committed many errors.”™



Lesson 3: It is profitable to read these chapters “literally,” though not in the way people usually think about the
word.



“Joseph Smith — Volume 1: Plates of Gold,” 2011

The Prophet Joseph Smith held the view that scripture should be “understood precisely as it reads.”™ It must be

realized, however, that what premoderns understood to be “literal” interpretations of scripture are not the same
as what most people understand them to be in our day. Whereas modernists®* typically apply the term “literal”
to accounts that provide clinical accuracy in the journalistic dimensions of who, what, when, and where,
premoderns were more apt to understand “literal” in the sense of “what the letters, i.e., the words say.” These
are two very different modes of interpretation. As James Faulconer observed: ““What x says’ [i.e., the
premodern idea of “literal”] and ‘what x describes accurately’ [i.e., the modernist idea of “literal”’] do not mean
the same, even if the first is a description.”’

Consider, for example, Joseph Smith’s description of the Book of Mormon translation process. An emphasis
consistent with modernist interests appears in the detailed descriptions given by some of the Prophet’s
contemporaries of the size and appearance of the instruments used and the procedure by which the words of the
ancient text were made known to him. These kinds of accounts appeal to us as modernists — the more physical
details the better — because we want to know what “actually happened” as he translated. Note, however, that
Joseph Smith declined to relate such specifics himself even in response to direct questioning in private company
from believing friends.* The only explicit statement he made about the translation process is his testimony that
it occurred “by the gift and power of God,”®" a description that avoids reinforcing the misleading impression
that we can come to an understanding of “what really happened” through “objective” accounts of external
observers. Of course, there is no reason to throw doubt on the idea that the translation process relied on
instruments and procedures such as those described by Joseph Smith’s contemporaries. However, by restricting
his description to the statement that the translation occurred “by the gift and power of God,” the Prophet
disclaimed the futile effort to make these sacred events intelligible to the modernist literalist. Instead he pointed
our attention to what mattered most: that the translation was accomplished by divine means.*®



Faulconer argues that insistence on a “literal” interpretation of such sacred events, in the contemporary clinical
sense of the term, may result in “rob[bing that event] of its status as a way of understanding the world.”"
Elaborating more fully on the limitations of modernist descriptions of scriptural events, he observes that the
interest of premoderns:”

... was not in deciding what the scriptures portray , but in what they say. They do not take the scriptures to
be picturing something for us, but to be telling us the truth of the world, of its things, its events, and its
people, a truth that cannot be told apart from its situation in a divine, symbolic ordering.”’

... A bare description of the physical movements of certain persons at a certain time is not history (assuming
that such bare descriptions are even possible).

“Person A raised his left hand, turning it clockwise so that .03 milliliters of a liquid poured from a vial in
that hand into a receptacle situated midway between A and B” does not mean the same as “Henry poured
poison in to Richard’s cup.” Only the latter could be a historical claim (and even the former is no bare
description).
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Of course, none of this should be taken as implying that precise times, locations, and dimensions are
unimportant to the stories of scripture. Indeed, details given in Genesis about, for example, the size of the Ark,
the place where it landed, and the date of its debarkation are crucial to its interpretation. However, when such
details are present, we can usually be sure that they are not meant merely to add a touch of realism to the
account, but rather to help the reader make mental associations with scriptural stories and religious concepts
found elsewhere in the Bible.



Chaos (flood) Creation (exodus) Covenant

Genesis Genesis 1:2 Genesis 1:3-25 Genesis 1:26-31
Genesis Genesis 7:17-8:9 Genesis 8:10-19 Genesis 8:20-9:17
Exodus Exodus 1:22, 2:3-5 Exodus 14-15 Exodus 19-24, 32-34

Deutero-Isaiah Isaiah 43:2, 48:10, 54:7-9 Isaiah 40, 41:18, 43:19, 46:6-8, Isaiah 51:3, 52:7-12, 54 passim,

50:2, 51:9-11, 51:15 55 passim (esp. v. 3)
Pseudepigrapha  Jubilees 5:20-6:3, 4 Ezra13:1-13 Jubilees 6:4-16
T. Naphtali 6:10-10, 1 Enoch 89:10-40

1 Enoch 65-66, 83, 89:1-9 2 Enoch 24-30

Gospels John 1:1-5, 14-16 Baptism: Matthew 5-7
Matthew 3, Mark 1:3-8, Luke
3:2-17, John 1:6-8, 19-28
Stilling Storm:
Matthew 8:18, 23-27; Mark
4:35-41, Luke 8:22-25
Walking on Sea:
Matthew 14:22-33, Mark 6:47-52
John 6:15-21, (21:1-14)
Revelation 12:7-9, 21:1-22:5

In the case of Noah, for example, these associations might echo the story of Creation or might anticipate the
Tabernacle of Moses. It is precisely such backward and forward reverberations of common themes in disparate
passages of scripture, rather than a photorealistic rendering of the Flood, that will provide the understanding of
these stories that we seek. Though we can no more reconstruct the story of Noah from the geology of flood
remains than we can re-create the discourse of Abinadi from the ruins of Mesoamerican buildings, we are
fortunate to have a scriptural record that can be “understood precisely as it reads.””



Lesson 4: There is a deep relationship between Genesis 1-11 and the liturgy and layout of temples.
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The Latter-day Saints have four basic Creation stories. In contrast to versions of the Creation story that
emphasize the planning process of the heavenly council or the work involved in setting the physical processes
in motion, the companion accounts in Genesis and the book of Moses provide a structure and a vocabulary that
seem deliberately designed to highlight temple themes.

Louis Ginzberg’s reconstruction of ancient Jewish sources is consistent with this overall idea,” as well as with
the proposal that Genesis 1 may have been used as part of Israelite temple liturgy:**

God told the angels: On the first day of creation, I shall make the heavens and stretch them out; so will
Israel raise up the tabernacle as the dwelling place of my Glory.”” On the second day I shall put a division
between the terrestrial waters and the heavenly waters, so will [my servant Moses] hang up a veil in the
tabernacle to divide the Holy Place and the Most Holy.”® On the third day I shall make the earth to put forth
grass and herbs; so will he, in obedience to my commands, ... prepare shewbread before me.”” On the fourth
day I shall make the luminaries;”® so he will stretch out a golden candlestick [menorah] before me.”” On the
fifth day I shall create the birds; so he will fashion the cherubim with outstretched wings.'”® On the sixth day
I shall create man; so will Israel set aside a man from the sons of Aaron as high priest for my service.'"'

Carrying this idea forward to a later epoch, Exodus 40:33 describes how Moses completed the Tabernacle. The
Hebrew text exactly parallels the account of how God finished Creation.'* Genesis Rabbah comments: “It is as
if, on that day [i.e., the day the Tabernacle was raised in the wilderness], I actually created the world.”'®?
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A number of scholars have found parallels in the layout of the Garden of Eden and that of Israelite
sanctuaries.'” To appreciate how the stories told in the book of Moses relate to the temple, one must first
understand how the layout of the Garden of Eden parallels that of Israelite temples. Each major feature of the
Garden (e.g., the river, the cherubim, the Tree of Knowledge, the Tree of Life) corresponds to a similar symbol
in the Israelite temple (e.g., the bronze laver, the cherubim, the veil,'” the menorah'®).

Moreover, the course taken by the Israelite high priest through the temple can be seen as symbolizing the
journey of the Fall of Adam and Eve in reverse. In other words, just as the route of Adam and Eve’s departure
from Eden led them eastward past the cherubim with the flaming swords and out of the sacred garden into the
mortal world, so in ancient times the high priest would return westward from the mortal world, past the
consuming fire, the cleansing water, and the woven images of cherubim on the temple veils — and, finally,
back into the presence of God. Likewise, in both the book of Moses and the modern temple endowment, the
posterity of Adam and Eve trace the footsteps of their first parents — first as they are sent away from Eden, and
later in their subsequent journey of return and reunion.'"’
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Also recalling the parallels between the layout of the Garden of Eden and Israelite Houses of God, Gary
Anderson points out that “the vestments of the priest matched exactly those particular areas of the Temple to
which he had access ... Each time the high priest moved from one gradient of holiness to another, he had to
remove one set of clothes and put on another to mark the change.”'”® These changes in clothing mirror details of
the nakedness and clothing worn by Adam and Eve in different parts of their garden sanctuary.'”

According to Brock, the imagery of clothing in the story of Adam and Eve is “a means of linking together ...
the place of each individual Christian’s [ordinances] within the divine economy as a whole.”' "
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Not only the Garden of Eden, but also Noah’s Ark seems to have been “designed as a temple”''" — more

specifically a prefiguration of the Tabernacle, as argued so well in a recent book by Michael Morales.'' In fact,
a few ancient accounts go so far in promoting the motif of the temple as to describe the Ark not as a floating
watercraft but rather as a stationary, land-based place of protection,'”® where Noah and “many other people”
from his generation “hid in a bright cloud” of glory.'"*

The Ark’s three decks suggest both the three divisions of the Tabernacle and the threefold layout of the Garden
of Eden.""” Indeed, each of the decks of Noah’s Ark was exactly “the same height as the Tabernacle and three
times the area of the Tabernacle court.”''® Note that Noah’s Ark is shaped, not as a typical boat, but with a flat
bottorrlléike a box or coffer. The ratio of the width to the height of both Noah’s Ark and the Ark of the Covenant
is 3:5.



Enoch Window, Ancestors of Christ Windows, Canterbury Cathedral, ca. 1178-1180

The story of Enoch is also fraught with temple themes.''® Enoch is shown here with upraised hands in the
traditional attitude of prayer. The right hand of God emerges from the cloud to grasp the right wrist of Enoch
and lift him to heaven. Having mastered the law of consecration, which is “the consummation of the laws of
obedience and sacrifice, ... the threshold of the celestial kingdom, [and] the last and hardest requirement made
of men in this life,”'"” Enoch’s whole city is taken to the bosom of God, the heavenly temple.



Mario Larrinaga, 1895-1972: The Hanging Gardens of Babylon (Tower of Babel in the Distance), 1959-1962

A few chapters later we encounter the Tower of Babel, which can be seen as a sort of anti-temple wherein the
Babylonians attempt to “make ... a name” for themselves.'*

What has all this got to do with the topic of this presentation? In short, I would suggest that the kind of
knowledge that will help us best understand the first chapters of Genesis and the book of Moses is not scientific
or historic knowledge, but rather knowledge of ancient and modern temples and temple worship.

Without a firm grasp on the teachings and ordinances of the temple, we will miss the gist of the primeval
history. True, we may “race along with the seductively captivating narratives,” feeling that we are “largely
grasping what is going on, even if some exotic or minor details are not immediately apparent.”'*' However, this
mode of reading scripture — an approach that focuses on an interpretation of the stories only as presentations of
historical characters and events — misses the point. Though the authors of scripture “must have actually
experienced ... the meaning of ... ‘the sacred world,”” their writings are “not exactly in a manner of a scientific-
ethnographic description and report”'?* but rather are composed representationally'> “as foundations for
collective practices and identity.”'** The characters and events of the stories of Noah, Enoch, and the Tower of
Babel, like the story of Adam and Eve, are “incorporated into the sacred world”'% of rites and ordinances and
must be understood accordingly. On the other hand, insight into the meaning of these stories “is obscured by the
recontexualization of the tradition in a [merely] ‘historical’ account.”*°

Does abandoning the primacy of the historical and scientific world in the interpretation of these scriptures mean
that we are left with only fantasy in its place? Not according to Elder Douglas L. Callister, who said: “When
you enter the temple, you leave the world of make-believe.”'?’



Lesson 5: There is more in these chapters than meets the eye.

The more I study the scriptures, the more I have learned to trust them.'”® When I come to a puzzling verse, I do
not automatically assume the passage is wrong, because there have been many times that further study has
shown me that I was mistaken in my initial assumptions or conclusions.
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I ran into such a problem when David Larsen and I were studying the call of Enoch in the book of Moses,'*” a
topic that had been explored insightfully by Stephen Ricks.'*’

Curiously, the closest biblical parallel to the wording of the opening verses of this passage is not to be found in
the call of any Old Testament prophet but rather in the New Testament description of events following Jesus’
baptism. The detailed resemblances between Moses 6:26-27 and the accounts of the baptism of Jesus seemed an
obvious case of borrowing from the Gospels by Joseph Smith. However, as I studied and prayed about the issue,
as a rels3ullt of what I consider to be a process of inspiration, I came across an obscure article by Samuel
Zinner.

Zinner argues from traces in extrabiblical writings that the ideas behind the description of Jesus’ baptism in the
Gospel “arose in an Enochic matrix.” In other words, the verses from Joseph Smith’s writings on Enoch that I
thought had been derived from the New Testament were thought instead by Zinner to have originated in ancient
Enoch traditions that eventually made their way into the New Testament. Hence, the unexpected parallel to
Jesus’ baptism in the book of Moses account of the calling of Enoch — which in a cursory analysis might have
been looked upon as an obvious anachronism — is a passage with plausible Enochic affinities and possible
Enochic origins.'*



More of a puzzle from a scientific perspective is the Tower of Babel story. On the one hand, the details of the
Babylonian setting and construction techniques check out quite plausibly, even if the time frame for the story is
difficult to pin down definitively. On the other hand, in light of what is known about evolutionary linguistics the
story of the confusion of languages at the Tower of Babel seems patently ridiculous.

Building on the leads of Hugh Nibley, Brant Gardner, and other scholars, a credible alternative can be proposed
to the idea that the story explains the origin of multiple languages. Instead, we might imagine that the story
describes the dissolution of a lingua franca that had enabled cooperative work among the people who came
together from throughout the empire to execute the building project.'” “From such a mixing of people who
were attempting to build a [false] temple to the heavens, Yahweh removed some of His believers [e.g., the
Jaredites and, at some point, Abram] for His own purposes.”'**

If we take the “one language” of Genesis 11:1 as being Sumerian, Akkadian, or even Aramaic'* rather than a
supposed universal proto-language, some of the puzzling aspects of the biblical account become more
intelligible. “In addition to the local languages of each nation,'”° there existed ‘one language’"’ which made
communication possible throughout the world”"*®* — or, perhaps more accurately, throughout the land.'*
“Strictly speaking, the biblical text does not refer to a plurality of languages but to the ‘destruction of language
as an instrument of communication.””'*’

In my years of acquaintance with the book of Genesis and the book of Moses, I have been astonished with the
extent to which their words reverberate with the echoes of antiquity found elsewhere in scripture — and, no less
significantly, with the deepest truths of my personal experience. Indeed, I would not merely assert that these
books hold up well under close examination, but rather that, like a fractal whose self-similar patterns become
more wondrous upon ever closer inspection, the brilliance of their inspiration shines most impressively under
bright light and high magnification: there is glory in the details.'"'

That said, J. D. Pleins reminds us that:'*?

. we should acknowledge that not all questions can be answered definitively. This is the nature of the
human quest, whether in the realm of science or religion. The answers we have are merely provisional. The
search for any final truths is an all-consuming, lifelong task. Faith should not shun the historian’s
discoveries, but neither will faith expect the historian to solve all questions. Faith can certainly benefit from
seeing in the archaeologist’s persistent probing a kindred spirit in the search for elusive truths. Historical
truth is a moving target, not a rock upon which to build faith. Faith, likewise, has its own work to do and
cannot wait for the arrival of the latest issue of Near Eastern Archaeology before trying to sort things out.

We should avoid the example of the man who found himself in a burning building and said: “I’m not leaving
this spot until someone tells me exactly how all this got started.”



Left: President Henry B. Eyring. Right: Henry Eyring at the Blackboard. From Eaton, Robert I., and Henry
J- Eyring. I Will Lead You Along: The Life of Henry B. Eyring. Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book, 2013, p. 49.

The characteristic of awe mentioned by Carl Sagan — so vital to the pursuit of knowledge in both science and
religion — has been equated by Elder Maxwell with the scriptural term “meekness.”'* Illustrating this attitude
of meekness with an anecdote about his scientist father, President Henry B. Eyring wrote:'*

Some of you have heard me tell of being in a meeting in New York as my father presented a paper at the
American Chemical Society. A younger chemist popped up from the audience, interrupted, and said:
“Professor Eyring, I’ve heard you on the other side of this question.” Dad laughed and said, “Look, I’ve
been on every side of it I can find, and I’ll have to keep trying other sides until I finally get it figured out.”
And then he went on with his lecture. So much for looking as though you are always right. He was saying
what any good little Mormon boy would say. It was not a personality trait of Henry Eyring. He was a
practicing believer in the Lord Jesus Christ. He knew that the Savior was the only perfect chemist. That was
the way Dad saw the world and his place in it. He saw himself as a child. He worked his heart out, as hard
as he could work. He was willing to believe he didn’t know most things. He was willing to change any idea
he’s ever had when he found something which seemed closer to the truth. And even when others praised his
work, he always knew it was an approximation in the Lord’s eyes, and so he might come at the problem
again, from another direction.



Georges Prosper Remi (Hergé), 1907-1983: Tintin’s Rocket to the Moon, ca. 1953

Some take the fact that science reverses its positions from time to time as a disturbing thing. On the contrary, I
feel that we should take such events as encouraging news. In this regard, I side with those who locate the
rationality of science not in the assertion that its theories are erected upon a consistent foundation of irrefutable
facts, but rather in the idea that it is at heart a self-correcting enterprise.'* The payload of a mission to Mars
precisely hits its landing spot not because we can set its initial course with pinpoint accuracy but rather because
we can continue to adjust its trajectory as the rocket advances to its target. The same thing is true with religion
— as Paul says, now we see only in part, now we know only in part'*® — that is why we have continuing
revelation, and that is why we won’t understand some things completely until we meet the Lord face-to-face.

Brother Henry Eyring said that it is the people who can tolerate “no contradictions in their minds [that] may
have [the most] trouble.” As for himself, he continued: “There are all kinds of contradictions [in religion] I
don’t understand, but I find the same kinds of contradictions in science, and I haven’t decided to apostatize from
science. In the long run, the truth is its own most powerful advocate.”'*’

This is my experience and my testimony.



Questions on Science and Scripture

Below are some common questions about scriptural verses in Genesis that bear on questions of science. For
more detailed discussion of these verses, see J. M. Bradshaw, God's Image I, J. M. Bradshaw, et al., God's
Image 2.

Moses 1:38-39: Are there other inhabited planets?
In a vision recorded in the Pearl of Great Price, Moses is given a glimpse of the extent of God’s work:'**

37 And the Lord God spake unto Moses, saying: The heavens, they are many, and they cannot be numbered
unto man; but they are numbered unto me, for they are mine.

38 And as one earth shall pass away, and the heavens thereof even so shall another come; and there is no
end to my works, neither to my words.

39 For behold, this is my work and my glory—to bring to pass the immortality and eternal life of man.

In his scriptural account of the vision of the three degrees of glory, Joseph Smith affirmed that God’s children
people other worlds:'*

23 For we saw him, even on the right hand of God; and we heard the voice bearing record that he is the
Only Begotten of the Father—

24 That by him, and through him, and of him, the worlds are and were created, and the inhabitants thereof
are begotten sons and daughters unto God.

That the worlds were not only created by the Son but also redeemed by him is made clear by the Prophet’s
poetic paraphrase of D&C 76:23-24:"°

19. And I heard a great voice, bearing record from heav’n,
“He’s the Savior, and only begotten of God—

By him, of him, and through him, the worlds were all made,
Even all that career in the heavens so broad,

20. Whose inhabitants, too, from the first to the last,
Are sav’d by the very same Savior of ours;

And, of course, are begotten God’s daughters and sons,
By the very same truths, and the very same pow’rs.”

Elder Neal A. Maxwell said:"!

Through [Joseph Smith’s] multiple revelations and translations ... came a description of a universe far, far
exceeding the astrophysics of the 1830s, a cosmos containing “worlds without number” and advising us
further that the “inhabitants thereof are begotten sons and daughters [of] God.”'>

Moses 2:1: Was the earth created from nothing?

Whereas the idea of God organizing the world from preexisting matter was a part of many ancient cosmologies,
Jewish scholars began to articulate the alternative doctrine of creation ex nihilo'> by the later part of the second
temple period.">* Ex nihilo Creation subsequently became the prevalent interpretation in the Christian
tradition.'



By way of contrast, Joseph Smith stated that the word “created” should be rendered “formed, or organized.”'*®
This is because, said he, the term “does not mean to create out of nothing; it means to organize — the same as a
man would organize materials and build a ship. Hence we infer that God had materials to organize the world out
of ... chaotic matter.”"’ In his analysis of the subject, Kevin Barney concludes that historical and scientific
evidence “strongly favors Joseph Smith’s rejection of creatio ex nihilo.”"*®

Moses 2:3-4: What was nature of the light created in the beginning?

The nature of the light referred to in Moses 2:3 is not explained. Several possibilities have been suggested.
Some interpreters see this event as consonant with the prevailing scientific view that describes the birth of our
universe as a sudden burst of light and energy of unimaginable scale. Others see this phrase as referring to a
“local” event whereby the natural light of the sun was created.'” It is, of course, a given that the sun was
created prior to the fourth day, though from the vantage point of earth no light will “appear in the firmament”
until that later time.'®’

In contrast to such naturalistic readings, Hugh Nibley’s interpretation seems more consistent with related
scriptural passages—namely, that the light referred to was the result of God’s presence: “All this time the Gods
had been dwelling in light and glory, but the earth was dark ... This was not the first creation of light. Wherever
light comes into darkness, ‘there is light.””'®' Consistent with this view, President John Taylor wrote that God:

... caused light to shine upon [the earth] before the sun appeared in the firmament; for God is light, and in
him there is no darkness.'®* He is the light of the sun and the power thereof by which it was made; he is also
the light of the moon and the power by which it was made; he is the light of the stars and the power by
which they are made.”'®?

D&C 88:12-13 continues this description to make it clear that this “light” is something over and above mere
physical light as generally conceived, since it not only “enlighteneth your eyes” but also “quickeneth your
understandings,” governs and “giveth life to all things,” and “proceedeth forth from the presence of God to fill
the immensity of space.”'®* As Isaac Watts expressed in one of his hymns: “In vain the bright, the burning sun /
Scatters his feeble light; / *Tis Thy sweet beams create my noon; / If Thou withdraw, ’tis night.”'®’

The idea of God Himself as the source of this special “light” is consistent with many ancient sources.'*® For
example, rabbinical commentators saw the light at the beginning of Creation as the splendor of God Himself,
who “cloaked himself in it as a cloak” and it “shone forth from one end of the world to the other.”'®” A
corresponding light was said to fill the place of God’s presence in the temple:

The brightness of the Holy of Holies was the light of Day One, before the visible world had been created...
Those who entered the Holy of Holies entered this place of light, beyond time and matter, which was the
presence of “the King of kings and Lord of lords who alone has immortality and dwells in unapproachable
light.”'® This was the place of glory to which Jesus knew he would return after the crucifixion, “the glory
which I had with thee before the world was made.”'®” In the Gospel of Thomas,'”® Christians are described
as the new high priesthood who enter the light, and Jesus instructed his disciples to say to the guardians (the
cherub guardians of Eden?) “We came from the light, the place where the light came into being on its own
accord and established [itself]...”"""

Moses 2:5: How did day and night appear before the sun and moon were created?
A first notion of “time” appears only after the primeval unity was first divided. Note that evening and morning

signify respectively, not the earth’s daily sunset and dawning, but rather the suspension and resumption of
distinct “times” of divine creativity, corresponding to groups of works performed.'”



Note that like the Egyptian practice (and unlike the system that governs the current Jewish religious calendar)
each “day” of Creation begins with the dawn.'”® Thus Cassuto translates: “And there was evening and there was
morning, one day,” and then comments: “When daytime had passed, the period allotted to darkness returned
(and there was evening), and when night-time came to an end, the light held sway a second time (and there was
morning), and this completed the first calendar day (one day), which had begun with the creation of light.”'"*
Abraham’s account of the Creation follows the same scheme, though with a difference in how it is formulated.

The Hebrew expression means “Day One,” differing from subsequent periods of Creation that are described
using cardinal numbers (e.g., second, third). According to Margaret Barker, some Jewish sages “remembered
this as the Day (or the State) in which the Holy One was one with his universe. Day One was thus the state of
unity underlying (rather than preceding) all the visible creation ... Those who entered the Holy of Holies[, the
place in the temple representing both the state before Creation and the state of oneness that would eventually
prevail again,' ] understood how that original unity had become the diversity of the visible creation ... [where]
everything was created distinct, according to its kind.”'"®

Moses 2:5: How long was each day of creation?

The Hebrew term for day, yom, is not only used to refer to a fixed twenty-four-hour period but also to a period
of indeterminate length, as in the expression the “day of the Lord”'”’ or in Moses 3:4 where it is used to signify
the entire period of Creation.'”® Thus, we are not limited to supposing that the Creation was accomplished in six
solar days or six thousand years but rather can view the “week” of Creation as part of seemingly overlapping
periods of potentially long and varying length.'”

Moses 2:6-7: What are the “waters” referred to here? What is meant by the word “firmament”?

The most obvious implication of Abraham 4:2 is that the “waters” corresponded to the terrestrial seas that
covered the earth following its initial creation. However some have associated the term “water” in its singular
form with unorganized matter — the unexplained unity that existed prior to the creation process of demarcation,
distinction, separation, and naming.'®® Summarizing the opinion of Jewish sages, Zlotowitz writes: “The ‘water’
mentioned in this verse is not the water that is in the ‘seas.”'®' It is clear that there was a certain common matter
which was called ‘water.” Afterwards, it was divided into three forms; a part of it became ‘seas,” another part of
it became ‘firmament’; a third part became that which is above the ‘firmament’—entirely beyond the earth.'®*
Perhaps this is why. .. water is invariably in the plural form—suggestive of this pluralistic division.”'® Genesis
Rabbah suggests that a “watery” origin of all things is behind the etymology of the plural term “heavens”: “And
God called the firmament heaven (sha ).”'®* Rav said: Shamayim is a

composite of esh (‘fire’) and mayim (‘water’). The Holy One took fire and water, and worked them into each
other, and out of the two, heaven was made.”'®’

From the point of view of the physical Creation, Moses 2:6-7 seems to be describing how the waters were
““divided’ between the surface of the earth and the atmospheric heavens that surround it.”'*® However, in the
temple symbolism of Creation, the “firmament” that separated heaven from earth symbolizes the veil that
divided off the Holy of Holies in the temple.'®’

The Prophet’s translation of Abraham 4:6 (which reads “expanse” instead of “firmament”) may have been
informed by his study of Hebrew in Kirtland, where a more precise rendering of Genesis into English would be:
“And Elohim said, Let there be an expanse in the midst of the waters and let it divide the waters and the
waters.”'® Joshua Seixas’ Grammar, which was the basis of Joseph Smith’s study, notes “expanse” as the
meaning of the corresponding Hebrew term for the KJV “firmament.”'® “The verbal form is often used for
hammering out metal or flattening out earth, which suggests a basic meaning of ‘extending.””"”



Abraham 4:10, 12, 18, 21, 25: Do the words “the Gods watched those things which they had ordered until
they obeyed” (4:18) imply that every created thing exercised its own volition in complying with divine
governance?

With respect to mankind, the theme of obedience to the commandments of God is introduced in Abraham 3:24-
25: “We will go down, for there is space there, and we will take of these materials, and we will make an earth
whereon these may dwell; And we will prove them herewith, to see if they will do all things whatsoever the
Lord their God shall command them.” Elsewhere in scripture, the perfect compliance of the elements is
contrasted to the disobedience of man:'”' “O how great is the nothingness of the children of men; yea, even they
are less than the dust of the earth. For behold, the dust of the earth moveth hither and thither, to the dividing
asunder, at the command of our great and everlasting God.”

That said, it should be noted that the definition of “obey” Noah Webster’s 1828 Dictionary, a near-
contemporary publication to the scriptures and revelations of Joseph Smith, includes a sense that describes the
“obedience” of inanimate elements in terms of the effects of natural law by which such objects of necessity
comply:'** “To yield to the impulse, power or operation of; as, to obey stimulus. ‘Relentless time, destroying
power, Whom stone and brass obey.”” Thus, in the context of scripture, the idea that the elements “obeyed”
need mean no more than that they were subject to divinely ordained laws that governed their operations, without
requiring the idea that there was an exercise of volition on their part.

Moses 2:11, 12, 21, 24, 25: What are we to understand by the expression that each result of Creation was
to multiply “after his kind”?

Elder Boyd K. Packer has written: “No lesson is more manifest in nature than that all living things do as the
Lord commanded in the Creation. They reproduce ‘after their own kind.”"”* They follow the pattern of their
parentage.”'”* The Prophet Joseph Smith said that it is a “fixed and unalterable ... decree of the Lord that every
tree, fruit, or herb bearing seed should bring forth after its kind, and cannot come forth after any other law or
principle.””” This “decree” is expressed within the elegant economy of the laws of genetics and the effects of
natural selection, all in conformance with the foreknowledge and governing power of God.

Abraham 4:21, 24: What is the significance of the passages in the Book of Abraham that say that “the
Gods prepared the waters that they might bring forth great whales” (4:21) and that “the Gods prepared
the earth to bring forth the living creature” (4:24)?

Hugh Nibley explains:'*®

[W]hat they ordered was not the completed product, but the process to bring it about, providing a scheme
under which life might expand ... Note the future tense: the [earth is] so treated that [it] will have the
capacity. The Gods did not make [grass] on the spot but arranged it so that in time they might appear. They
created the potential.

Moses 3:2-3: What are we to understand by the fact that God “rested on the seventh day from all [his]
work”?

In the Bible, as well as in other ancient Near East creation accounts, rest is conceived the happy end that follows
Creation as the culminating event of the triumphant victory of order and divine dominion over chaos. In the
biblical account, as in Enuma Elish,"””’ God rests when His work is finished.'”® When He does so, taking His
place in the midst of creation and ascending to His throne, a temple made with divine hands comes into full
existence as a functional sanctuary'®’ — a “control room of the cosmos,”**’ as John Walton terms it. This
current scholarly understanding of the process outlined in Genesis 1 as the organization®’' of a world fit to serve
as a dwelling place for God is in contrast to the now scientifically*”> and theologically*” discredited traditional
view that the biblical story merely describes in poetic terms the discrete steps of an ex nihilo material creation



followed by a simple cessation of activity. Instead, from this updated perspective we can regard the seventh day
of creation as the enthronement of God and the culmination of all prior creation events.*** True rest is finally
achieved only when God rules supreme in His divine temple — and His righteous and duly-appointed king rules
on earth.

Moses 3:5: What is meant by the scripture that says that God “created all things, of which I have spoken,
spiritually, before they were naturally upon the face of the earth”?

By “spiritual creation” is meant the premortal creation of “all things” in their spiritual state, including the
creation of Eden, and everything in it. This is consistent with the view of Elder Bruce R. McConkie, who
“conceded that the word ‘spiritual”” in Moses 3 has “a dual meaning and applies to both the premortal life and
the paradisiacal creation ... [while emphasizing] that the ‘more pointed and important meaning’ is that of a
‘paradisiacal creation.”*"

Some readers see the planning process for the formation of the heavens and the earth as resulting in a
“blueprint” that can be taken as constituting a sort of spiritual creation.””® Though advance planning doubtless
took place, such a process is never referred to in scripture as a form of spiritual creation.

Moses 3:5: What do we know from scripture about the creation of mankind?

Joseph Smith taught that there is some aspect of the spirit’s existence that was not created, although the exact
nature of this eternal part of man has not been authoritatively settled.””’ In the Book of Moses, we are told very
little about the premortal creation of human spirits and the physical creation of the human body. The fact that all
mankind existed as spirits in “heaven” before they came to earth is stated in simple terms.*”® The formation of
man’s physical body from the “dust of the earth” and woman’s from the “rib” of the man are described in
figurative terms.””” Additionally, the book of Abraham makes it clear that when God breathed the “breath of
life” into man, it meant that He took Adam’s spirit and placed it into his body.*'

With respect to the premortal life of man’s spirit, the phrase “and all the host of them” that follows the
statement that “the heaven and the earth were finished” has long been a subject of discussion and speculation.
The belief that “angels,” “sons of God,” and/or “the souls of humanity” were part of that “host” and that they
were created prior to everything else appears in the book of Job,?'! in extracanonical books such as Jubilees,*'?
and in the teachings of Elder Joseph Fielding Smith.*"?

The Prophet summarized: “The organization of the spiritual and heavenly worlds, and of spiritual and heavenly
beings, was agreeable to the most perfect order and harmony: their limits and bounds were fixed irrevocably,
and voluntarily subscribed to in their heavenly estate by themselves, and were by our first parents subscribed to
upon the earth.”*'* Thus, “Father Adam, the Ancient of Days and father of all, and our glorious Mother Eve,”
among the “noble and great ones” who excelled in intelligence in their premortal life, were foreordained to their
mortal roles.”'” Having received perfect physical bodies, Adam and Eve were placed in a specially prepared
proving ground where, until the time of their transgression, they would live in a spiritual state.

Moses 3:6: What is meant by the phrase “there went up a mist from the earth”?

Moses 3:5 says that “the Lord God had not caused it to rain upon the face of the earth ... and not yet a man to
till the ground.” Apparently, water in the Garden was to be provided by natural irrigation and not by rain.

The English term “mist” seems out of place here, however evidence exists for a connection between the obscure
Hebrew ‘ed and the Akkadian edu, “flood, waves, swell.”*'® Thus one might translate this phrase alternately as:
“a flow [or ‘spring”*'’] would well up from the ground and water the whole surface of the earth.””'® This is
consistent with being told later that “the Lord God caused a river to go out of Eden to water the garden.”*"’
Unlike the uncertain flows of the desert wadi that swelled when God provided rain and dried up when rain was



withheld, the continuous flow of water from the deep assured the garden of unfailing fertility.*** Moreover, in
connection with the figurative account of man’s creation in v. 7, some commentators conclude that the resulting
mixture of soil and water provided, poetically, “the raw material with the proper consistency for being molded
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Into man.

Moses 3:7: What does the term “living soul” mean? Does everything that God created possess an
individual spirit?

D&C 88:15 explains that “the spirit and the body are the soul of man.” The book

of Moses explains that man,*** the trees,”> and the animals®** in the Garden became “living souls” once the
result of their prior spiritual creation was combined with natural elements. However, the fact that the trees of the
garden became “living souls” does not necessarily imply that each tree possessed an individual spirit in the

same sense that man and animals do.

The Book of Moses says nothing directly about the process of the creation of individual spirits. Later revelation
and teachings of Church leaders have made it clear that both humans and animals** possess individual spirits
that predated their physical bodies.**® The Prophet Joseph Smith taught: “There is no such thing as immaterial
matter. All spirit is matter, but it is more fine or pure, and can only be discerned by purer eyes.”’

D&C 77:2 states that “the spirit of man [is] in the likeness of his person, as also the spirit of the beast, and every
other creature which God has created.”**® On this matter, there can be little disagreement. However, what
constitutes a “beast”*’ or a “creature”**” in the context of D&C 77:2 has sometimes been debated. For example,
Stephens and Meldrum ask whether the fact that everything was created spiritually in the beginning necessarily
implies that every form of microscopic life possesses an individual spirit, an idea that on the face of it seems
absurd.”' Moreover, though some early Church leaders believed that there was some sense in which there is
“life” in all matter “independent of the spirit given of God to undergo this probation,”*** we need not conclude
that elemental matter possesses “intelligence” or individual volition. Moreover, the idea that every instance of
plant life possesses an individual spirit in the likeness of its physical form seems unreasonable.”>> Notably, in
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Moses and Abraham, the compound term “living creature” is reserved for animals.

Note that some LDS commentators have interpreted the account of Moses 2 as referring to the creation of all
things in spirit form.>>> In a more limited way, others have associated Moses 2:26-27 with the creation of the
spirits of all mankind.**® Such ideas, however, have fallen into general disfavor. In any case, LDS teachings
seem to be in agreement that the account given in Moses 3:6-7 describes, though in a figurative manner, the
creation of a perfect physical body for Adam. Following the creation of his body, Adam was placed in the
Garden of Eden, a “spiritual” realm of the terrestrial order.

Moses 3:7: Does the description of Adam as being “the first flesh upon the earth, the first man also”
imply that he was created before any living creature? Does it necessarily imply “special creation” of
man?

This verse has long been an interpretive problem for LDS readers, since at face value the phrase seems to be
saying that man’s appearance on earth preceded that of the animals — and thus implying that man’s body was
formed through “special creation.”**’ However, adopting the most common way this verse has been understood
in recent times, Draper et al., comment: “‘Flesh’ here, of course, refers to mortality — Adam was the first
mortal human being on the earth.”**® This interpretation is consistent with the majority of scriptural references
to the term “flesh.”** Elder Joseph Fielding Smith agreed, arguing that the phrase should not be interpreted to
mean that animal life was not present on earth prior to Adam’s coming to live there.**’

Moses 3:8: What is meant by the phrase “eastward in Eden”?



There is reason to believe that “eastward” may refer to the Garden of Eden’s position relative to the Creator.
The initial separation of Adam and Eve from God occurs when they are removed from His presence to be
placed in the Garden “eastward in Eden” —that is, east of the “mountain” where, in some representations of the
sacred geography of Paradise, He is said to dwell.**' Such an interpretation also seems to be borne out in later
events, as eastward movement is repeatedly associated with increasing distance from God.*** For example, after
God’s voice of judgment visits them “from the west,”**> Adam and Eve experience an additional degree of
separation when they are expelled through the Garden’s eastern gate.*** Cain was “shut out from the presence of
the Lord” as he resumed the journey eastward to dwell “in the land of Nod, on the east of Eden,”*** a journey
that eventually continued “from the east” to the “land of Shinar” where the Tower of Babel was constructed.**’
Finally, Lot traveled east toward Sodom and Gomorrah when he separated himself from Abraham.**” On the
other hand, Abraham’s subsequent “return from the east is [a] return to the Promised Land and... the city of
Salem,”**" ‘tz)seoing “directed toward blessing.”>*’ The Magi of the Nativity likewise came “from the east” to
Bethlehem.

To an ancient reader in the Mesopotamian milieu, the phrase “eastward in Eden” could be taken in a deeper
sense as meaning that the garden sits at the dawn horizon — the meeting place of heaven and earth. The
pseudepigraphal Conflict of Adam and Eve with Satan skillfully paints such a picture: “On the third day, God
planted the Garden in the east of the earth, on the border of the world eastward, beyond which, towards the sun-
rising, one finds nothing but water, that encompasses the whole world, and reaches unto the borders of
heaven.”>' This idea corresponds to the Egyptian akhet , the specific place where the sun god rose every
morning and returned every evening, and also to the Mandaean “ideal world” which was held to hang “between
heaven and earth.”*** The Chinese K un-lun also “appears as a place not located on the earth, but poised
between heaven and earth.”*** The gardens of Gilgamesh and the Ugaritic Baal and Mot were liminally located
at the “edges of the world” or, in other words, “at the borders between the divine and the human world.”**
Similarly, 2 Enoch locates paradise “between the corruptible [earth] and the incorruptible [heaven].”*

By its very nature, the horizon is not a final end point, but rather a portal, a place of two-way transition between
the heavens and the earth. Writes Nibley: ““Egyptians... never... speak of [the land beyond the grave] as an
earthly paradise; it is only to be reached by the dead.’ ... [It] is neither heaven nor earth but lies between them
... In a Hebrew Enoch apocryphon, the Lord, in visiting the earth, rests in the Garden of Eden and, moving in
the reverse direction, passes through ‘the Garden to the firmament’>° ... Every transition must be provided with
such a setting, not only from here to heaven, but in the reverse direction in the beginning.”*’

“The passage from world to world and from horizon to horizon is dramatized in the ordinances of the temple,
which itself is called the horizon.”**® Situating this concept with respect to the story of Adam and Eve, the idea
is that the Garden “was placed between heaven and earth, below the firmament [i.e., the celestial world] and
above the earth [i.e., the telestial world], and that God placed it there... so that, if [Adam] kept [God’s]
commz;rslgis He might lift him up to heaven, but if he transgressed them, He might cast him down to this

earth.”

Moses 3:8: Where was the Garden of Eden located?

While it would be presumptuous to speak of any final solution to the problem of reconciling science and
scripture on specifics relating to the Garden of Eden and the nature of life before the Fall, three groups of
general possibilities are briefly considered below.

1. Eden located on the earth as a place where special conditions prevailed. This scenario, advocated by Draper
et al., posits that Eden existed at a specific location on the earth, and that “spiritual” conditions governed life in
the Garden before the Fall while, at the same time, “natural” conditions prevailed elsewhere on the earth.*®
Such a proposal accords well with a common LDS view that attributes a continuous identity of the physical
earth from its creation in a spiritual state, to its “Fall” to a telestial one, to its eventual transformation to a
paradisiacal millennial state, and ultimately to a glorified celestial status.*®' It also provides an explanation for



ancient fossil remains by allowing for death and disease to have taken place for an indefinite period of time
outside the Garden, while deathless conditions are seen as having prevailed before the Fall for Adam and Eve
and all else within Eden’s precincts.’®> On the other hand, nothing in the scriptural description of the Garden’s
four rivers springing from one head seems to correlate easily with the geography of Missouri (or anywhere else
on the earth, for that matter), either present or past. Moreover, it seems awkward to speak of a single earth
existing in a hybrid state—partly spiritual and partly natural.”*> Finally, this proposal offers no guidance about
how to reconcile current scientific thinking with statements from scripture and early Church leaders that seem to
imply that the earth was moved from one location in the universe to another (see the following question below).

2. Eden situated in a different place or “state” than the earth as we know it. A second possibility is that the
events of the Fall did not take place on the earth as we know it. For example, the bodies of Adam and Eve could
have been prepared in some manner beforehand on the earth®** and afterward the couple could have been
temporarily placed in a terrestrial environment to experience the events of the Garden of Eden.”®> As with the
first possibility discussed above, this interpretation of the story would be consistent with the implication of
Moses 3:8 that the bodies of Adam and Eve were created outside the Garden (i.e., on the earth?**®) and only
later placed in Paradise (“there I put the man whom I had formed”*’).

In this view, special conditions, perhaps paralleling those that characterize worlds where translated beings
dwell,**® would have been required as part of the design of the Garden of Eden.**® An important consequence of
this view is that the subsequent Fall would not have required the movement of an entire planet from one place to
another, but only the removal of Adam and Eve from the state or place of Eden to the telestial earth (a form of
“reverse translation””) — an earth where natural conditions (including death and “time”) had already prevailed
from the beginning of its creation.”’”’ A strong point of this proposal is that it allows for an earth consistent with
scientific findings of a long and continuous biological, geographical, and planetary history. Finally, several
ancient parallels can be taken as suggesting the idea that the Garden was not on the earth but rather in a place of
a higher order or “sphere” to which Adam and Eve were “transplanted” from the earth.””'

3. Eden as a place whose description includes figurative elements. The blend of figurative elements in the
stories of the Creation, the Fall, and the Garden of Eden provides a powerful means to teach complex ideas that
would be difficult to comprehend and recall if presented in purely abstract terms. Though affirming the identity
of Adam and Eve as historical figures, the reality of the Fall, and the tangible nature of the “sacred space” of
Eden, Joseph Fielding McConkie is not troubled by the presence of symbols and metaphors in scriptural
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What, then, do we conclude of the Eden story? Was it figurative or literal? We answer by way of
comparison. It, like the temple ceremony, combines a rich blend of both. Our temples are real, the
priesthood is real, the covenants we enter into are real, and the blessings we are promised by obedience are
real; yet the teaching device may be metaphorical. We are as actors on a stage. We role-play and imagine.
We do not actually advance from one world to another in the temple, but rather are taught with figurative
representations of what can and will be .... In the story of man’s earthly origin we find the rich blend of
figurative and literal that is so typical of the Bible, of the teachings of Christ, and of our daily experience—
this that the story might unfold according to the faith and wisdom that we bring to it. Like all scriptural
texts, its interpretation becomes a measure of our maturity and our spiritual integrity.

In support of this view, which is not necessarily incompatible with the other interpretations discussed above, it
can be easily admitted that the scriptural details of locations and specific events in Moses 3-4 are obscure, and
that there is a strong symbolic component of many of the descriptions of the places, characters, props, and
events of Eden. In fact, Faulconer explains that reading scripture “typologically, figurally, anagogically, or
allegorically” is not what a premodern would have done:*”

... instead of or in addition to reading literally. Such readings are part and parcel of a literal reading.
Premodern understanding does not reduce the biblical story to a reference to or representation of something



else, though it also does not deny that there may be an important representative element in scripture.*’*
Instead, premoderns believe that to understand the story of Israel is essentially to understand history—actual
history, the real events of the world—as incarnation, a continuing incarnation, as types and shadows.

Moses 3:9: After the Fall, was the earth physically moved from a place near Kolob to its current
location?

In a single brief enigmatic reference, Moses 3:9 elaborates on the spiritual state of existence that applied to all
things in the Garden: “... it was spiritual in the day that I created it; for it remaineth in the sphere in which I,
God, created it.” The use of “for” to introduce the dependent clause of this verse seems to imply that the
spiritual state of the Garden was due to the fact that it had remained in a particular “sphere.” This raises the
question as to what is meant by the term “sphere.”

The first thing to notice is that the Prophet Joseph Smith never used “sphere” in the
contemporary English sense of a “globe” or a “celestial body,” preferring the terms “world” or “planet” when
that meaning was intended. In his revelations and teachings, “sphere” always refers to one of three things:

1. the orbit or order of a heavenly body;*"
2. adomain of thought;*"®
3. arealm of activity, power, or influence.””’

In the context of Moses 3:9, only the first and third of the senses could reasonably apply. However, since the
book of Abraham®’® strongly correlates increases in proximity of orbit with higher orders of celestial
governance, these two senses, in fact, converge. Taken together with Abraham 5:13 and D&C 130:4 — which
imply that the “reckoning” of time of the Garden in its spiritual state was “after the Lord’s time, which was after
the time of Kolob”*”® — the implication seems to be that the prelapsarian Garden of Eden was “nigh unto
Kolob,”** with events after the Fall occurring in another sphere—and hence in a different state.”'

This interpretation immediately raises serious issues. For one thing, a view that the earth was physically
transported from one position in space to another is impossible to harmonize with current planetary science
unless one makes the very doubtful assumption, as does Hyrum Andrus,*** that under the special conditions
prevailing at the time of Creation “it may have been possible to move the earth in space at a great speed without
the disruption that might otherwise accompany such a move.” For such a view to be plausible, not only would
the movement of Earth itself have to be considered, but also the fact that “the solar system is a multiple body
system with many complex interactions taking place.”*** Equally problematic is the fact that all lines of
scientific evidence support the conclusion that both the sun and the earth were created at about the same time
from the same source, and that the earth was part of our solar system from its beginning.

2 Nephi 2:22-23: Does the Book of Mormon imply that there was no death before the Fall?

Scriptural descriptions of the Garden of Eden not only seem to imply that something about its “time,” but also
its “state,” and “sphere,” differed from the postlapsarian environment of Adam and Eve. Lehi explained that had
it not been for the Fall, “All things which were created must have remained in the same state in which they were
after they were created; and they must have remained forever, and had no end.””** Some readers take this verse
as an argument that death did not occur before the Fall. However, there are other ways of interpreting this
passage of scripture. In this connection, Stephens and Meldrum ask:**’

What does the term “all things” refer to? Verse 23 appears to refer to Adam and Eve only, and verse 24 uses
the term “all things” twice to refer to concepts. Can we be certain that “all things” in verse 22 means Adam,
Eve, all the animals, and all the plants? Could the term “things” simply mean conditions? ... If Adam had
not transgressed, his condition of immortality in the Garden would have continued indefinitely.



Perhaps more plausibly, Robert W. Clayton observes:**

The meaning of [2 Nephi 2:22-23] must be carefully evaluated. “The state in which they were after they
were created” (for plants and animals) is not defined anywhere in scripture. “And had no end” does not
necessarily mean eternal life, just a continuation of state. It could mean the creations were mortal and would
have continued mortal forever, with no hope of eternal continuance. The word “they” refers to Adam and
Eve throughout the chapter, but the meaning of “they” is grammatically unclear in verse 22. Verse 23 picks
right back up with “they” referring to Adam and Eve, suggesting that it is Adam and Eve in verse 22 who
would have “remained forever and had no end.”

I would punctuate the verses this way:

22 And now, behold, if Adam had not transgressed he would not have fallen, but he would have
remained in the garden of Eden, and all things which were created must have remained in the same state
in which they were after they were created.

23 And they must have remained forever, and had no end, and they would have had no children;
wherefore they would have remained in a state of innocence.

Expressing a related idea, Moses 3:9 says that “all things which I prepared for the use of man” were “spiritual”
when they were created, for they remained “in the sphere in which I, God, created [them].” Everything placed in
the Garden of Eden was, of course, also considered “spiritual.” We are told in Moses 3 that man, the trees, and
the animals became “living souls” when they were formed from a combination of spiritual and natural
elements.”®” All these things were considered “spiritual” in the sense that they were in a state of relative
perfection before the Fall.**®

There is a wide spectrum of beliefs in the Church regarding the question of how death entered the world.**
President Harold B. Lee gave the following description of the effects of Adam and Eve’s transgression on the
rest of creation:*”’

Besides the Fall having had to do with Adam and Eve, causing a change to come over them, that change
affected all human nature, all of the natural creations, all of the creation of animals, plants—all kinds of life
were changed. The earth itself became subject to death.... How it took place no one can explain, and anyone
who would attempt to make an explanation would be going far beyond anything the Lord has told us. But a
change was wrought over the whole face of the creation, which up to that time had not been subject to death.
From that time henceforth all in nature was in a state of gradual dissolution until mortal death was to come,
after which there would be required a restoration in a resurrected state.

President Lee’s clear statement about the effects of the Fall is difficult to reconcile with the presence of ancient
fossils predating man’s arrival, arranged in progressive complexity in the earth’s strata. Elder James E. Talmage
of the Quorum of the Twelve, a geologist by training, expressed the following observations in 1931:*"!

The oldest... rocks thus far identified in land masses reveal the fossilized remains of once living organisms,
plant and animal... These lived and died, age after age, while the earth was yet unfit for human habitation.
From the fossilized remains of plants and animals found in the rocks, the scientist points to a very definite
order in the sequence of life embodiment, for older rocks, the earlier formations, reveal to us organisms of
simplest structure only, whether of plants or animals. These primitive species were aquatic; land forms were
of later development.

Those who, like President Lee, have made statements strongly expressing the view that no death existed on
earth before the Fall should not be portrayed as intrinsically unsympathetic to science, but more fundamentally
as resisting any views that compromise authoritatively expressed doctrines relating to the Creation, the Fall, and



the Atonement. Likewise, scientifically-minded people of faith such as Elder Talmage are not seeking to
subordinate the claims of faith to the program of science, but naturally desire to circumscribe their
understanding of truth—the results of learning by “study and also by faith”*** — into “one great whole.”*”
In 1910, the First Presidency affirmed that to the extent that demonstrated scientific

findings can be harmonized with “divine revelation [and] good common sense,” they are accepted “with joy.
In this regard, Elder Lee spoke approvingly of a story recounted by LDS scientist Harvey Fletcher about
President Joseph F. Smith’s reply to questions posed to him at BYU about the topic of evolution:*
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After listening patiently he replied: “Brethren, I don’t know very much about science. It has not been my
privilege to study... deeply... any of the sciences, but this I do know, that God lives, and that His Son
instituted this church here upon the earth for the salvation of men. Now Brethren, you have that testimony,
and I’ve heard you bear it. It’s your job to try and see how these seeming difficulties can be overcome.”

Moses 3:9: What kind of fruit grew on the “Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil”?

The Hebrew expression “knowledge of good and evil” can mean knowledge of what is good and bad, or of
happiness and misery—or, most arguably, of “everything,” if “good and evil” can be taken to mean the totality
of all that is, was, or is yet to be.””® The kind of understanding implied by the phrase “knowledge of good and
evil” is, as Claus Westermann®’ concludes:

... concerned with knowledge (or wisdom) in the general, comprehensive sense. Any limitation of the
meaning of “the knowledge of good and evil” is thereby excluded. It can mean neither moral nor sexua
nor any other partial knowledge, but only that knowledge which includes and determines human existence
as a whole, [the ability to master]... one’s own existence.
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Consistent with this reading of the phrase, LDS scripture refers to the ability to know “good fiom evil,”**
which presupposes “man’s power to choose the sweet even when it is harmful and reject the bitter even when
beneficial "’

LDS teachings about the nature of the “forbidden fruit” include a wide variety of opinions. For example, while
President Brigham Young®' and Elder James E. Talmage®”* understood the scriptures as describing a literal
ingestion of “food” of some sort, Elder Bruce R. McConkie left the door open for a figurative interpretation:
“What is meant by partaking of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of good and evil is that our first parents
complied with whatever laws were involved so that their bodies would change from their state of paradisiacal
immortality to a state of natural mortality.”"

Given the pervasiveness of the temple themes in the early chapters of Genesis, it would be surprising if temple
symbolism were not somehow connected to the Tree of Knowledge. Whether speaking of the heavenly temple
or of its earthly models, the theme of access to revealed knowledge is inseparably connected with the passage
through the veil.*** Consistent with this general idea about the nature of the forbidden fruit, Islamic traditions
insist that the reason Satan was condemned after the Fall was because he had claimed that he would reveal a
knowledge of certain things to Adam and Eve.**” Hugh Nibley succinctly summed up the situation: “Satan
disobeyed orders when he revealed certain secrets to Adam and Eve, not because they were not known and done
in other worlds, but because he was not authorized in that time and place to convey them.”*’® Although Satan
had “given the fruit to Adam and Eve, it was not his prerogative to do so—regardless of what had been done in
other worlds. (When the time comes for such fruit, it will be given us legitimately.)”"’

Moses 3:9: Did the “Tree of Life” confer biological immortality on Adam and Eve?

Since the Tree of Life is not specifically prohibited to Adam and Eve, readers have often speculated on the
question of whether Adam and Eve can be presumed to have eaten from it to prolong their lives so long as they



remained in the Garden. However, a careful reading of Genesis itself seems to run counter to this view. For
example, the use of the term “also” in Genesis 3:22 (Hebrew gam; “and take also of the tree of life”’) suggests
that they had not yet partaken of the fruit of the Tree of Life at the time these words were spoken. Evidence for
the use of gam in the sense of “new and additional activity” is provided in Genesis 3:6 as well (“and also gave
to her husband”).’*® Additionally, Barr studied 131 cases of “lest” (Hebrew pen; “lest he put for his hand... and
eat”) in the Bible “and found none which means ‘lest someone continue to do what they are already doing.””"
Specifically affirming such a reading is a unique Samaritan exegesis of Genesis 2:16 that specifically excludes
the Tree of Life from the original permission given to Adam and Eve to eat from the trees of the Garden.’'°

In contrast to the common idea that eating the fruit of the Tree of Life was merely a way to provide biological
immortality, Elder Bruce R. McConkie maintained that its purpose was to confer the glory of “eternal life*''—
the kind of life that God lives—in whatever degree, of course, those who partake are qualified to receive it.>'?
Non-Mormon scholar Vos concurs, concluding that “the tree was associated with the higher, the unchangeable,
the eternal life to be secured by obedience throughout the probation.”"* According to this view, Adam and Eve
would not have been permitted to partake of the fruit of the Tree of Life at their own discretion. Like each one
of us, Adam and Eve’s only approach to the Tree of Life was by way of leaving the Garden of Eden to pass into
mortality, and finally returning at last to take of the sweet fruit only when they had completed their probation
and were authoritatively invited to do so.”"*

Moses 3:22: Was Eve created from a rib?

President Spencer W. Kimball taught that: “The story of the rib, of course, is figurative.””'”> As Sarna describes:
“The mystery of the intimacy between husband and wife and the indispensable role that the woman ideally
plays in the life of man are symbolically described in terms of her creation out of his body. The rib taken from
man’s side thus connotes physical union and signifies that she is his companion and partner, ever at his side.”'®

In Mesopotamian literature, Ea , the god of wisdom, is “described as ‘the ear of [the god] Ninurta’ because the
ear was regarded as the seat of intelligence. In Greek mythology, Athena, the goddess of wisdom, sprang from
the forehead of Zeus, the seat of the brain.””'” In the Bible, by way of contrast, the use of the word rib
“expresses the ultimate in proximity, intimacy, and identity.””'® Writes Nibley: “The rib in Arabic is the urka or
silka . Tt is the expression for anything as close to you as a thing can possibly be.”'* Note that in the Sumerian
myth of Enki and Ninhusag, Ninti is the name of a deity who cures Enki’s rib — her name meaning both “the
lady of the rib” and “the lady who makes life.”**

Moses 7:21: By what means was the whole city of Zion “taken up into heaven”?

Though some early Church leaders taught that a physical city of Zion was taken up into heaven,’*' it should also
be remembered that the primary definition of Zion is as a people.’** When Moses 7:63 describes the return of
the “city” of Zion, it speaks of the warm fellowship of affection between its heavenly and earthly inhabitants,
not of a restoration of ancient buildings, streets, and gardens.

Moses 7:48: Does the fact that Enoch hears a voice from the bowels of the earth mean that it is alive?

The Book of Mormon prophet Jacob makes a clear distinction between those parts of God’s creation that act,
and those that are merely acted upon.’*® Unlike the earth and other inanimate objects, men “are redeemed from
the fall they have become free forever, knowing good from evil; to act for themselves and not to be acted upon,
save it be by the punishment of the law at the great and last day.”***

The verse in question should be taken as a poetic reference to the mourning of all creation at mankind’s
destructive and self-destructive tendencies.”*> O. Glade Hunsaker notes the beauty of the imagery:**° “the poetry
of Moses is striking. For example, Enoch hears and describes the personified soul of the earth alliteratively as



the ‘mother of men’ agonizing from the bowels of the earth that she is ‘weary” of “wickedness.”*>’ The tension
of the drama resolves itself as the voice uses assonance in pleading for ‘righteousness’ to ‘abide’ for a season.”

Moses 8:13, 21; Genesis 6:4: What is to be understood by references to the “sons of God” in Genesis and
the Book of Moses? Were they divine beings that married human women?

The term, “sons of God,” as it occurs in the enigmatic episode of mismatched marriages in the Bible’*® and in
passages in / Enoch’* has been the source of no end of controversy among scholars.”*’ Contradicting traditions
that depict these husbands as fallen angels, the book of Moses and some ancient exegetes portray them as mere
mortals.”®' Following what became the standard tradition in the Syriac Church, that saw the “sons of God” as
Sethites and the “daughters of men” as Cainites,”> Ephrem the Syrian interpreted these traditions to mean that:
“[TThose who lived on higher ground,’*® who were called ‘the children of God,’ left their own region and came
down to take wives from the daughters of Cain down below.”*** An Islamic source likewise asserted: “But one
errs and misunderstands [if] he says that ‘angels’ descended to ‘mortal women.” Instead, it is the sons of Seth
who descend from the holy mountain to the daughters of Cain the accursed. For it was on account of their
saintliness [chastity?] and dwelling place upon the holy mountain that the sons of Seth were called banu
‘elohim; that is, ‘sons of God.””**°

Adam’s acceptance of the ordinance of baptism of the water and the Spirit is explicitly described in the Book of
Moses,>*® as are allusions to subsequent priesthood ordinances that were intended to lead him — and his
posterity — to the glorious end of the pathway of exaltation. Thus, we are told that Adam was “after the order
of him who was without beginning of days,” and that he was “one” in God, “a son of God.” Through this same
process — both having received every priesthood ordinance and covenant, and also having successfully
completed the probationary tests of earth life — all may become sons of God.>*’

Moses 8:30: Did God actually “destroy all flesh from off the earth” in the flood of Noah?
Walter Bradley summarizes some of the difficulties in the idea of a universal flood:*®

The fundamental question is whether the Noachian flood was global or local. The terminology used in
Genesis 6-9 seems to favor a global flood... [However, t]he use of such biblical language in other stories
may help us to understand the intention here. In Genesis 41:56, we are told, “The famine was spread over all
the face of the earth.” We normally interpret this famine as devastating the lands of the ancient Near East
around Egypt and do not assume that American Indians and Australian Aborigines came to buy grain from
Joseph. 1 Kings 10:24 states that “the whole world sought audience with Solomon to hear the wisdom God
had put in his heart.” Surely Inca Indians from South America or Maoris from New Zealand had not heard
of Solomon and sought his audience.

The Hebrew word eretz used in Genesis 7:19 is usually translated “earth” or “world” but does not generally
refer to the entire planet. Depending on the context, it is often translated “country” or ‘land’ to make this
clear. References to the entire planet are found in Genesis 1:1; 2:1; and 14:22, for example. However, more
typical references might be Genesis 1:10; 2:11; or 2:13, where eretz is translated ‘land.” In Genesis 12:1,
Abram was told to leave his eretz. He was obviously not told to leave the planet but rather to leave his
country... A final helpful comparison to obtain a proper interpretation of Genesis 7:19 involves
Deuteronomy 2:25, which talks about all the nations “under the heavens” being fearful of the Israelites.
Obviously, all nations “under the heavens” was not intended to mean all on planet Earth.

The Hebrew word translated “covered” in Genesis 7:19 is kasah. It can mean “residing upon,” “running
over,” or “falling upon.” Twenty feet of water running over or falling upon the mountains (or hills) is quite
different from that amount residing upon them, although either event could destroy human and animal life in
its path ....



If the entire Mesopotamian valley was flooded and the water receded slowly, then Noah might have seen
only water, with distant mountain ranges being over the horizon. God’s use of wind in Genesis 8:1 to cause
the flood to subside would be reasonable for a local flooding of this huge valley. It would not make sense
for a flood that left water to a depth of thirty thousand feet, sufficient to cover Mount Everest. Genesis 8:4
indicates that the Ark came to rest on the hills or mountains of Ararat, not specifically Mount Ararat, which
is seventeen thousand feet tall. This complex mountain range extends north and east of Mount Ararat down
to the foothills skirting the Mesopotamian plain. If the Ark had landed near the top of Mount Ararat, it is
difficult to imagine how Noah and his family as well as the animals would have been able to descend to the
base of the mountain, given the considerable difficulty mountain climbers have today attempting to reach
the locations where the Ark is thought (I believe, incorrectly) to have landed.

Further evidence for a local flood is found in Genesis 8:5, where it is noted that the water receded until the
tenth month when the tops of the mountains (or hills) became visible for the first time. The reference here
seems to be what Noah could see, not the entire world.

In Genesis 8:11, the dove returns with an olive leaf. Since olive trees don’t grow at higher elevations, a
flood that covered all the mountains would not give this type of evidence of receding. One can estimate the
total amount of water that would be needed to cover all the mountains on the face of the earth and compare
this to the total water reserves that we know of on planet Earth, both in lakes and oceans and in subterranean
aquifers. A flood that covered all the mountains on earth would require 4.5 times the total water resources
that exist on planet Earth.

Addressing the question of the Flood, Elder John A. Widtsoe, writing in 1943, wrote:”’

We should remember that when inspired writers deal with historical incidents they relate that which they
have seen or that which may have been told them, unless indeed the past is opened to them by revelation.

[For example, t]he details in the story of the Flood are undoubtedly drawn from the experiences of the writer
... The writer of Genesis made a faithful report of the facts known to him concerning the Flood. In other
localities the depth of the water might have been more or less.

Genesis 6:14-16: How are we to understand the large size and strange shape of Noah’s Ark?

The story of the Flood replays with significant variation many of the themes found in the earlier chapters of
Genesis, including stories of a creation, a garden, and a fall.**’ Predictably, it also resonates with temple motifs.

It is significant that, apart from the Tabernacle of Moses®*' and the Temple of Solomon,’** Noah’s Ark is the
only man-made structure mentioned in the Bible whose design was directly revealed by God.** Noah’s Ark
seems to have been “designed as a temple,** specifically a prefiguration of the Tabernacle, as argued so well
in a recent book by Michael Morales.**

The Ark’s three decks suggest both the three divisions of the Tabernacle and the threefold layout of the Garden
of Eden.**® Indeed, each of the decks of Noah’s Ark was exactly “the same height as the Tabernacle and three
times the area of the Tabernacle court.”>*’ Note that Noah’s Ark is shaped with a flat bottom like a box or
coffer. The ratio of the width to the height of both Noah’s Ark and the Ark of the Covenant is 3:5.°*"

The biblical account makes it clear that the Ark “was not shaped like a ship and it had no oars,” “accentuating
the fact that Noah’s deliverance was not dependent on navigating skills, [but rather happened] entirely by God’s
will,”** its movement solely determined by “the thrust of the water and wind.”**° Likewise, whether the
dimensions of the seven-storied ark (or “temple”*") in the Mesopotamian story of Gilgamesh>>* are imagined to

. . 353 . . . . . .
represent the shape of “a sea-going ziggurat™>> or instead a “floating microcosm™>* in the form of a gigantic



cube, the nautical improbability of such a vessel is meant to affirm the miraculous nature of the rescue in the
context of temple symbolism.

Genesis 9:16: First Rainbow?
About the rainbow that betokened the covenant between God and Noah, Hugh Nibley asked:**®

Why do Christians insist on calling it the first rainbow, just because it is the first mentioned? Who says that
water drops did not refract light until that day? Well, my old Sunday School teacher, for one, used to say it.

The rainbow, like the sunrise, is strictly the product of a point of view, for which the beholder must stand in
a particular place while it is raining in another particular place and the sun is in a third particular place, if he
is to see it at all. It is a lesson in relativity.

Genesis 9:19: Were there others besides Noah and his family that survived the Flood?

Results of genetic studies seem to indicate that both the most recent common male and female ancestors of
mankind each lived long before Adam and Eve entered mor‘[ality356 — or, for that matter, at a more distant
period than Noah, whose sons traditionally have been understood to be the sole male survivors of the Flood.
Some biblical scholars have studied ancient manuscripts that seem to provide support for the idea that there
were “other people ‘out there” when God created Adam and Eve, but they ... weren’t [considered to be] fully
human in the sense that Adam and Eve were.”””’

Drawing on the richer sources of scripture produced through modern revelation, Hugh Nibley has raised a series
of questions with an eye to finding scriptural support for surviving non-Noachian lineages that might help
explain such findings.”® Nibley no doubt was wondering whether some of these shadowy peoples described in
scripture might be neither descendants of Noah nor of Adam but rather distantly related contemporaries whose
descendants may have mixed at various times with the Adamic lineage.” Of relevance is the reminder by Ryan
Parr that promised blessings from patriarchs such as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are of necessity driven by
covenant and lineal descent, not by genetics, since specific “nuclear DNA finding its way from any one of these
progenitors to any descendent of today is extremely unlikely from a biological perspective.”®

Genesis 10:25: What does the phrase mean that says the earth was divided in the days of Peleg?

Concerning the meaning of the statement that “the earth [was] divided,” LDS scholar B. Kent Harrison
observes:**' “This division ... is, of course, suggestive of continental drift,’** but the time scales are all wrong
... It has also been suggested that the splitting is only political.”*®> Something like the latter interpretation is
suggested by the wording of the Joseph Smith Translation (JST), which seems to posit a causal connection
between Peleg’s might and the division of the earth: “Peleg was a mighty man, for in his days was the earth
divided.”*® The description of Peleg as “a mighty man™® recalls the figure of Nimrod.?®

Genesis 11:9: How are we to understand the Lord’s confounding the language of the builders of the
Tower of Babel in light of historical linguistics?

If we take the “one language” of Genesis 11:1 as being Sumerian, Akkadian, or even (as a long shot)
Aramaic®® rather than a supposed universal proto-language,’®® some of the puzzling aspects of the biblical
account become more intelligible. For example, “Genesis 10 and 11 would make linguistic sense in their current
sequence. In addition to the local languages of each nation,’® there existed ‘one language’®’® which made
communication possible throughout the world*’" — or, perhaps more accurately, throughout the land.’”*
“Strictly speaking, the biblical text does not refer to a plurality of languages but to the ‘destruction of language
as an instrument of communication.””””?



Hamilton’”* presents a reasonable view when he writes that it ““is unlikely that Genesis 11:1-9 can contribute
much, if anything, to the origin of languages ... [T]he diversification of languages is a slow process, not
something catastrophic as Genesis 11 might indicate.”””* The commonly received interpretation of Genesis 11
provides “a most incredible and naive explanation of language diversification. If, however, the narrative refers
to the dissolution of a Babylonian lingua franca, or something like that, the need to see Genesis 11:1-9 as a
highly imaginative explanation of language diffusion becomes unnecessary.”’°

Brant Gardner summarizes the take home lesson of the Tower of Babel story:>”’ “[T]he confounding of
languages is related to the mixing (confounding) of different peoples in creating this great tower in Babylon.
From such a mixing of people who were attempting to build a temple to the heavens, Yahweh removed some of
His believers [e.g., the Jaredites and, at some point, Abram] for His own purposes.”
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Endnotes

1 Thus Malcolm Muggeridge’s poignant question, “Would something like the miracle of Bethlehem even be allowed to happen in our
day?” (M. Muggeridge, Jesus, p. 19):

In humanistic times like ours, a contemporary virgin ... would regard a message from the Angel Gabriel that she might expect to
give birth to a son to be called the Son of the Highest as ill-tidings of great sorrow ... It is, in point of fact, extremely improbable,
under existing conditions, that Jesus would have been permitted to be born at all. Mary’s pregnancy, in poor circumstances, and
with the father unknown, would have been an obvious case for an abortion; and her talk of having conceived as a result of the
intervention of the Holy Ghost would have pointed to the need for psychiatric treatment, and made the case for terminating her
pregnancy even stronger. Thus our generation, needing a Savior more, perhaps, than any that has ever existed, would be too
humane to allow one to be born; too enlightened to permit the Light of the World to shine in a darkness that grows ever more
oppressive.

2 Already in 1905, George Chesterton could write: “Atheism itself is too theological for us today” (G. K. Chesterton, Heretics, p. 40).
Likewise, Charles Taylor provides an eloquent discussion of the process and consequences of the loss of “immediate certainty” of the



moral/spiritual in Western culture (C. Taylor, Secular Age—see, e.g., pp. 11ff. See also T. Asad, Construction, pp. 47-52). This point
is illustrated by Dan Peterson in his discussion of an essay by Jacob Weisberg that views “reliance upon religious faith in general, not
merely Mormonism, ‘as an alternative to rational understanding of complex issues’... Weisberg regards all religious doctrines as
‘dogmatic, irrational, and absurd. By holding them, someone indicates a basic failure to think for himself or see the world as it is.’
[See Asad for a view that “the reasons for a person’s attachment to a given way of life, or conversion to another, cannot be reduced to
an idealized model of scientific theory building” (ibid., p. 235).] More commonly held creeds have simply been granted an unmerited
patina of respectability by the sheer passage of time. ‘Perhaps Christianity and Judaism are merely more venerable and poetic versions
of the same. But a few eons makes a big difference’” (D. C. Peterson, Reflections pp. xxiii-xxiv. See J. Weisberg, Romney's
Religion.) Peterson also cites a critical review of Bushman’s biography of Joseph Smith, which implied that Bushman was
overreaching himself in crafting a book that tries to make a place for “both inspiration and rational discourse.” Peterson notes the
“apparent assumption that rational discourse and inspiration are radically incompatible” and cites the reviewer’s declaration “that, in
order to earn a secular historian’s acceptance, ‘Smith’s revelations would need to be explained materially as a product of his cultural
or physical environment’ (D. C. Peterson, Reflections p. xxx. See L. F. Maffly-Kipp, Who's That, p. 11).

Nonmember historian Jan Shipps’ experiences in responding to media questions about Mormonism illustrate the kinds of issues that
arise for believers of all faiths in our day (J. Shipps, Sojourner, pp. 282-283; cf. R. L. Bushman, Mormonism pp. 113-114):

I remember very well how the voice of one reporter coming across the telephone wire expressed both exasperation and
astonishment. “How,” he wailed, “can perfectly sane people believe all this crazy stuff?”” Because I had spent the first half of the
1980s writing a book designed to answer that very question, I had a ready reply... It usually began with my pointing out that the
idea that Joseph Smith found golden plates and had revelations was not any more absurd than the idea that Moses and the
Hebrews walked across the Red Sea without getting wet or that Jesus, who was dead, is now alive.

That debates about the reality of Jesus’ resurrection are not a new phenomenon of the age of science is emphasized by N. T. Wright,
who reminds us: “We didn’t need Galileo and Einstein to tell us that dead people don’t come back to life” (N. T. Wright, Surprised, p.
294).

Getting to the nub of the problem, Jacob Neusner concludes that “among our colleagues are some who do not really like religion in its
living forms, but find terribly interesting religion in its dead ones. That is why an old Christian text, one from the first century for
example, is deemed a worthy subject of scholarship. But a fresh Christian expression (I think in this connection of the Book of
Mormon) is available principally for ridicule, but never for study. Religious experience in the third century is fascinating. Religious
experience in the twentieth century is frightening or absurd” (J. Neusner, Vocation, p. 117).

While not accepting the historicity of the Book of Mormon, non-Mormon scholar Thomas O’Dea is one who at least took the book
seriously “as a legitimate work of religious literature” and acknowledged that most of the theories of its origin advanced by its critics
were unconvincing (A. L. Mauss, Near-Nation, p. 307). He observed with irony that “the Book of Mormon has not been universally
considered by its critics as one of those books that must be read in order to have an opinion of it” (T. F. O'Dea, Mormons, p. 26).

3 Dickens later spoke admiringly of an uneducated but orderly group of Mormon emigrants he observed in Liverpool, concluding to
his own surprise that if he hadn’t have known who they were: “I should have said they were in their degree, the pick and flower of
England” (C. Dickens, Traveler, 22, 4 July 1863, p. 262). “Dickens related his experience to Richard Monckton Milnes, Lord
Houghton, who said that he had himself written on the topic of the Latter-day Saints in the Edinburgh Review in January 1862. In his
article Milnes refers to a House of Commons inquiry in 1854 ... : ‘The Select Committee of the House of Commons on emigrant ships
for 1854 summoned the Mormon agent and passenger-broker before it, and came to the conclusion that no ships under the provisions
of the ‘Passengers Act’ could be depended upon for comfort and security in the same degree as those under his administration ....
[T]he Mormon ship is a Family under a strong and accepted discipline, with every provision for comfort, decorum and internal
peace’” (P. E. Kerry, Carlyle, pp. 266-267).

Dickens’ contemporaries John Stuart Mill and Thomas Carlyle also wrote sympathetically about the Mormons. In his 1859 essay On
Liberty, Mill decried “the language of downright persecution which breaks out from the press of this country, whenever it feels called
on to notice the remarkable phenomenon of Mormonism.” While characterizing the religion as “the product of palpable imposture,” all
the more incredible because of its appearance “in the age of newspapers, railways, and the electric telegraph,” Mill was not at all
partial to the teachings of the Church. However, it deeply concerned him that “its prophet and founder was, for his teaching, put to
death by a mob; that others of its adherents lost their lives by the same lawless violence; that they were forcibly expelled, in a body,
from the country in which they first grew up; while, now that they have been chased into a solitary recess in the midst of a desert,
many in this country openly declare that it would be right (only that it is not convenient) to send an expedition against them, and
compel them by force to conform to the opinions of other people.” That legitimate means of persuasion could be used to counter its
teachings seemed acceptable. “But when the dissentients have conceded to the hostile sentiments of others, far more than could justly
be demanded; when they have left the countries to which their doctrines were unacceptable, and established themselves in a remote
corner of the earth, which they have been the first to render habitable to human beings; it is difficult to see on what principles but
those of tyranny they can be prevented from living there under what laws they please, provided they commit no aggression on other
nations, and allow perfect freedom of departure to those who are dissatisfied with their ways” (J. S. Mill, Liberty, pp. 163-166).

In the 1854 draft of his Essay on the Mormons, Carlyle described Mormonism as “a gross physical form of Calvinism... but in this
one point incommensurably (transcendently) superior to all other forms of religion now extant. That it is believed, that it is practically



acted upon from day to day and from hour to hour; taken as a very fact, the neglect or contradiction of which will vitiate and ruin all
other facts of the day and of the hour. That is its immeasurable superiority” (cited in (P. E. Kerry, Carlyle, pp. 266-267, p. 270).

4 Thomas W. Merrill describes the prevailing attitudes of contentious believers and unbelievers as follows (T. W. Merrill, Children of
Skeptics, pp. 238-239):

In the absence of a more satisfying refutation on the merits, ... published attacks on orthodoxy [have often taken] the form of
mockery. Mockery — still a dominant mode of critique of religion among today’s avowed atheists — insinuates that religious
belief is mere prejudice, mere unthinking habit that has been shed by all forward thinking persons, who cannot help but have
contempt or condescending pity for those stick-in-the-mud believers. In turn, those believers cannot help but resent the evident
contempt of the intellectuals. Enlightenment thus understood is necessarily divisive: even to this day in all Western democracies,
believers and unbelievers confront each other with the haughtiness of contempt on the one side and an understandable resentment
on the other.

5 J. Hannay, Smith, p. 385, cited in R. J. Dunn, Dickens, p. 4. A non-LDS observer similarly wrote of the Mormons in 2009: “What
would do you do if you met people you admired greatly, who reminded you of the best examples of your fellow believers, yet whose
faith rested on what you saw as patent absurdities” W. Lobdell, Losing, pp. 121-122). He goes on to concede, however: “Yet what’s so
strange about Mormonism compared to traditional Christianity ... The details of Mormonism are fresher, but not much more strange
and mythical” ibid., pp. 126, 127).

Elder Neal A. Maxwell expressed his “special appreciation for my friends who, though resolutely irreligious themselves, were not
scoffers. Instead, though doubtless puzzled by me and their other religious friends, they were nevertheless respectful. I admire the day-
to-day decency of such men and women. Though detached from theology, their decency is commendable” (N. A. Maxwell,
Inexhaustible, p. 216). Among the many religious non-Mormon friends is historian Jan Shipps. She put her finger on part of the
problem that people encounter in understanding LDS beliefs when she observed that “Mormonism is a really complex theological
system ... All its parts fit together beautifully. But if you just know a little bit about one of them, or part of them, it seems weird” (M.
Luo, Test. For an insightful essay charting the historical evolution of charges that Mormonism is not Christian, see J. Shipps,
Sojourner, pp. 335-357. For general overviews of changes in public perceptions of the Mormons in America, see T. L. Givens, Viper;
J. Shipps, Sojourner, pp. 51-123).

The well-known Vatican astronomer, Guy Consolmagno, found that two religions were universally dismissed by the subjectively
selected sample of scientists and engineers he interviewed as “obviously wrong”: Scientology and Mormonism. However, he also
notes a difference between the two: “... no scientist of my acquaintance has ever had something good to say about Scientology —
rather ironic, given its name. But as it happens, I know a number of techies who are Mormons, including my thesis advisor at MIT”
(G. Consolmagno, God's Mechanics, p. 98). Consolmagno’s masters thesis advisor was John S. Lewis, a speaker at this event, who
joined the Church in Boston while teaching at MIT and, among many other accomplishments, was an internationally-respected
professor of planetary science at the University of Arizona.

As one who has experienced both the perplexity and the generosity of spirit of his non-LDS colleagues, prominent Mormon historian
Richard L. Bushman shared the following (R. L. Bushman, R. L. Bushman, pp. 79-80):

I have lived an academic life ever since I graduated from Harvard College in 1955 and then later received a Ph.D. in the history of
American civilization from that same institution. Since then I have taught at Brigham Young University, Boston University, and
the University of Delaware, been visiting professor at Brown and Harvard universities, and now am Gouverneur Morris Professor
of History at Columbia University. In these many years as an academic, I have never been belittled for my religious beliefs or felt
excluded. I have published books, contributed to conferences, entered into scholarly controversies, and had my share of honors
without once feeling that my well-known faith raised a barrier. Only now and then have I caught a glimpse of the wonder my
colleagues must feel that a rational, modern man believes the stories and doctrines of the Latter-day Saints. Soon after I was hired
as professor of history and chair of the department at the University of Delaware, a member of the search committee invited me to
lunch. While we were driving along, I mentioned my work on a biography of Joseph Smith, the founder of the Latter-day Saint
Church. My colleague, doubtless to reassure me, turned quickly and said, “Dick, we took all that into account and decided it
didn’t matter.” Apparently he was thinking of the peculiar tic in my intellectual makeup that allowed me to hold these strange
beliefs. A similar reaction greeted me on coming to Columbia in 1989. Introduced to a member of the faculty, he said jovially,
“Oh, you’re the Mormon,” an entirely amiable remark meant to make me feel at home. But one can imagine the repercussions if a
new faculty member at Brigham Young University was greeted with “Oh, you’re the Jew,” or “Oh, you’re the Catholic.”

The extravagant nature of the Latter-day Saint religion probably accounts for the perplexity of my colleagues. Christian and
Jewish doctrines, weathered by time, no longer strike people as bizarre or unusual. One can hold to one of the moderate versions
of these ancient religions without startling one’s friends. But Joseph Smith saw the angel Moroni less than two hundred years ago
and then brought home gold plates and translated the Book of Mormon. These miraculous events, happening so close to home,
strain one’s credulity. How can anyone in this day of science and skepticism believe that God sends angels to speak to humans
and requires such unlikely acts as the translation of an ancient history with the aid of a Urim and Thummim? My sophomore
tutor, the distinguished historian of science, I. B. Cohen, once coyly mentioned to me that many people thought LDS beliefs were
pure garbage. He doubtless was trying gently to bring me to my senses after my sheltered upbringing as a member of the Church.



While Mormons regard many of the doctrinal elaborations that occurred during the early centuries of Christianity as unwarranted
intrusions of Greek philosophy into the straightforward historical truths of the Gospel, some non-Mormons see LDS theology merely
as simplistic and naive. For example Thomas Cahill writes that Mormonism resembles Manichaeism in its philosophical
impoverishment, being “full of assertions, but [yielding] no intellectual system to nourish a great intellect” (T. Cabhill, Irish, p. 49).
While a strong rebuttal of Cahill’s claim could be buttressed with arguments from a long line of scholars, both Mormon and non-
Mormon, who have recognized the unique riches of the LDS tradition, such an argument would distract attention from a more central
point: Like all religious traditions with which I am personally acquainted, the primary interest of Mormonism is in developing a
universal community of saints not an elite cadre of scholars (see J. E. Faulconer, Tracy; J. Siebach, Response). In his essay on the
Difference between a Genius and an Apostle, Kierkegaard eloquently captures this distinction between what he calls a “genius” and an
“apostle” (S. Kierkegaard, Purity, from Translator’s Introduction, p. 21):

The genius, an aristocrat of the spirit, has had gifts lavished upon him by nature that distinguish him from his fellows. The apostle
may be a commoner, a fisherman, a one-talent man by nature, or he may have ten talents—yet all that he has is dedicated to the
service of the Eternal and as such is lifted up. The genius speaks with brilliance and charm. The apostle speaks with authority.
The way of the genius is a way closed to all but a few. The way of the apostle is a way open to all as individuals—even to the
genius himself if he can forsake the absorbing satisfactions of a brilliant self-sufficiency and be ready to will one thing.

For a similar point of view, see H. W. Nibley, Prophets. See also J. S. Tanner, Men and Mantles, pp. 159-160; J. L. Kugel, How to
Read, pp. 679-689.
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8 LaCocque observes: “To consider [such stories as tales] for children is only possible when the story is vaguely known, when it is
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While it provides a fine example of source divisions for introductory biblical classes, exciting scholarly work seems to lie elsewhere”
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demanded by so many fundamentalists today does not ring true to those who take the geological and evolutionary sciences
seriously. Yet is there a place for religion at the table of the sciences? The culture war that creationists are waging has pushed
many scientifically minded people away from interest in religion. Many secular scientists join the creationists in thinking that
religion and science must ever be in conflict with one another. While rightly wishing to keep creation science out of the biology
classroom, those who erect a barrier between modern science and religion run the risk of throwing the baby out with the bath
water. Believers in the Bible have not always had a siege mentality when it comes to the sciences. In fact, the popularity of flood
geology and creation science serves to conceal the many and varied attempts to bring religious realism and a scientific sensibility
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