Asherah and Wisdom
A Mystery

Daniel C. Peterson - Nephi's vision of the tree of life, among the best-known passages in the Book of Mormon, expands upon the vision received earlier by his father, Lehi.

And it came to pass that the Spirit said unto me: Look! And I looked and beheld a tree; and it was like unto the tree which my father had seen; and the beauty thereof was far beyond, yea, exceeding of all beauty; and the whiteness thereof did exceed the whiteness of the driven snow.

And it came to pass after I had seen the tree, I said unto the Spirit: I behold thou hast shown unto me the tree which is precious above all.  And he said unto me: What desirest thou?  And I said unto him: To know the interpretation thereof … (1 Nephi 11:8-11)
Since Nephi wanted to know the meaning of the tree that his father had seen and that he himself now saw, we would expect "the Spirit" to answer Nephi's question.  But the response to Nephi's question is surprising.  (Read 1 Nephi 11:12-21, which tells of the “virgin, most beautiful and fair.”)

Then "the Spirit" asks Nephi the question that Nephi himself had posed only a few verses before:

Knowest thou the meaning of the tree which thy father saw?  (1 Nephi 11:21)
Strikingly, though the vision of Mary seems irrelevant to Nephi's original question about the significance of the tree—for the tree is nowhere mentioned in the angelic guide's response—Nephi himself now replies that, yes, he knows the answer to his question.

And I answered him, saying: Yea, it is the love of God, which sheddeth itself abroad in the hearts of the children of men; wherefore it is the most desirable above all things.

And he spake unto me, saying: Yea, and the most joyous to the soul.  (1 Nephi 11:22-23)
How has Nephi come to this understanding? Clearly, the answer to his question about the meaning of the tree lies in the virgin mother with her child.  It seems, in fact, that the virgin is the tree in some sense.  Even the language used to describe her echoes that used for the tree.  Just as she was "exceedingly fair and white," "most beautiful and fair above all other virgins," so was the tree's beauty "far beyond, yea, exceeding of all beauty; and the whiteness thereof did exceed the whiteness of the driven snow." Significantly, though, it was only when she appeared with a baby and was identified as "the mother of the Son of God" that Nephi grasped the tree's meaning.

Why would Nephi see a connection between a tree and the virginal mother of a divine child? 

Asherah

Bible Dictionary, “Grove” - In Hebrew, called Asherah (of which the plural is Asherim or Asheroth), either a living tree or a tree-like pole, set up as an object of worship, being symbolical of the female or productive principle in nature.  Every Phoenician altar had an asherah near it.  The word is often translated “green trees” or “grove.”  This “nature worship” became associated with gross immorality, and so the practice of setting up such “groves” or idols was forbidden by Hebrew prophets.

John A. Tvedtnes - The Bible has very little information on Canaanite beliefs and practices, except insofar as it condemns them.  Until a little more than half a century ago, only a few extrabiblical texts were available to provide supplementary information on the subject.  These included some Phoenician (Canaanite) and Punic inscriptions and the Phoenician history written by a priest from Beirut named Sanchoniathon. 

But in 1929, at Ras Shamra, Syria (ancient Ugarit), a fourteenth- to thirteenth-century b.c. library was discovered that has shed a great deal of light on the beliefs of the peoples who lived in Syro-Palestine before the Israelites.  By combining what we now know of Canaanite beliefs from biblical, classical, and Ugaritic texts, we now understand certain biblical events, such as Elijah’s contest with the priests of Baal, better than ever before.  It is, therefore, at the Canaanite religion that we must first look to see its numerous details in Elijah’s famous contest.

The Canaanite pantheon [group of gods] comprised a large number of nature deities, each one responsible for his or her segment of the universe.

According to Canaanite mythology, the king of the gods was El (meaning “god” or “strong one”), who is depicted in the Ugaritic texts as a bearded, graying old man, dwelling on an island and noted for his wisdom.  His wife was Asherah, a fertility goddess whose name means “grove.”  The groves (generally of oak or terebinth trees) condemned so frequently in the Bible were dedicated to her worship.

Myths concerning four of the children of El and Asherah are also important to our understanding of the story of Elijah:

Baal is a title meaning “lord,” but also “husband.”  He also bore the name Hadad, “thunderer,” for he was the weather god, responsible for lightning, thunder, wind, and rain.

Anath is sometimes called “the virgin,” but as the “mother of nations” she is often depicted as the wife of her brother Baal.  Her name means “surface (of the earth),” and as such she received the rains sent down by Baal to produce vegetation.  She is therefore a fertility goddess, like her mother, Asherah.  Considered a very powerful being, Anath was also the goddess of war, much like the Greek goddess Athena.

Yamm (“sea”) was the god of the waters on and under the earth.  Many natural phenomena were interpreted in terms of his struggle with Baal for power.  For example, sea storms were thought to occur when Yamm cast his waves up toward Baal.  Baal would respond by throwing down winds, rain, and lightning and shouting with his voice of thunder.  In the end, of course, the clouds, wind, and rain would disappear, leaving the calm sea the victor.

Mot (“death”) was the god of the underworld, where the spirits of the dead were sent.  He was the antithesis of Baal, the god of life-giving processes, and though brothers, they were enemies ...  

Elijah designated the summit of Mount Carmel as the site for the encounter.  The name Carmel comes from Hebrew/Canaanite karm-El, meaning “vineyard of El,” and was probably considered by the Canaanites to be sacred to the old Canaanite God, as well as to Baal and to the Canaanites’ two chief goddesses.  Atop the mount there still exists today one of the largest forests of oak trees in Israel, these being the symbol of Asherah.  As the most prominent piece of land in the area, it was considered part of the body of Anath, the earth goddess.  Furthermore, because it is the highest mountain in the region, during thunderstorms it receives more lightning strikes than other points; probably this was thought to indicate Baal’s presence.  The mountain also receives more rainfall than any other spot in Israel, making it an even more suitable representation of Anath, on whom Baal sends his rain.

Elijah invited 450 prophets of Baal to represent their god, while another 400 came to speak for his mother, Asherah—she of “the groves.”  (See 1 Kgs. 18:19.)  Elijah asked that two bullocks be provided, one for Baal and another for Jehovah. While sheep or goats were most often sacrificed in Israel, the bullock was the symbol of El, whose full title in the Ugaritic literature is “Father Bull El.”  Again, everything seemed to favor the prophets of Baal.  

… [Elijah] did several things to illustrate that Jehovah was Israel’s only God.  First, he rebuilt the altar of Jehovah, which had been torn down, using “twelve stones, according to the number of tribes of Jacob, unto whom the word of the Lord came, saying, Israel shall be thy name.” (1 Kgs. 18:30–32.)
Next, Elijah dug a trench around the altar and placed wood (probably from the native oak trees) and the bullock atop the altar.  He then ordered that twelve barrels of water—again, the number of the tribes of Israel—be poured atop the sacrifice, drenching the altar and filling the trench.  (1 Kgs. 18:32–35.)  The use of the water, which would inhibit ignition, was another of the steps he took to make the contest more favorable to Baal.

Elijah then addressed God … The reply from heaven was spectacular: “Then the fire of the Lord fell, and consumed the burnt sacrifice, and the wood, and the stones, and the dust, and licked up the water that was in the trench.”  (1 Kgs. 18:38.)
The true and full nature of Elijah’s contest with the prophets of Baal eludes most Bible readers … Jehovah had shown that it was he, and not Baal, who was able to cast down lightning from heaven (in this case, out of a clear blue sky) and that it was he and not the fictitious Baal who had brought three years of famine into the land.

But the divine lightning had an even greater significance.  It destroyed the bullock, symbol of El, as well as the wood, symbol of El’s wife Asherah, thus making Jehovah more powerful than any of the Canaanite deities.  The fire also destroyed the water, symbol of Yamm, who, as the destroyer of Baal, was more powerful than Baal.  More powerful even than Yamm, however, was Anath, the goddess of war, who had slain Yamm.  Jehovah’s lightning bolt consumed not only the stones of the altar, but also the dust—both elements sacred to this earth goddess.  There could be no doubt in the minds of those who observed this great miracle: Jehovah was the God!  (“Elijah: Champion of Israel’s God,” Ensign, Jul 1990, p. 52)
Daniel C. Peterson - I believe that Nephi's vision reflects a meaning of the "sacred tree" that is unique to the ancient Near East, and that, indeed, can only be fully appreciated when the ancient Canaanite and Israelite associations of that tree are borne in mind.  (From his chapter titled “Nephi and His Asherah: A Note on 1 Nephi 11:8-23”, in the book Mormons, Scripture, and the Ancient World: Studies in Honor of John L. Sorenson, p. 191-243.)
Teachers’ Note - Brother Peterson goes on to describe the female deity named Asherah, meaning "happy" or "blessed",  known anciently in the Middle East.  In the Old Testament the concept of Asherah seems to have been accepted under some of the prophets but idolatrous Asherah "grove" worship was stamped out.  Asherah was often portrayed anciently with, or symbolically represented as, a beautiful tree bearing delicious fruit.  He suggests that a correspondence between the tree of life and the virgin mother of the Son of God would have seemed quite normal because the concept of Asherah was commonly known.  

This is not to say that Asherah is a real person or that Mary is Asherah.  In fact Nephi's guide carefully stressed that she is "the mother of the Son of God, after the manner of the flesh.”  More points adapted from Brother Peterson -

· Proverbs is one of the “wisdom” books of the Bible.  Proverbs 1-9 represents wisdom as a female person.  

· The apocryphal book of Ecclesiasticus, which is also known as Wisdom of Ben Sira, uses various trees to symbolize Wisdom – "Wisdom is rooted in the fear of the Lord, and long life grows on her branches." (1:20, New English Bible).  

· Proverbs 3:18 uses the image of "taking hold" and "hold[ing] her fast" which recalls the iron rod of Lehi and Nephi's visions.  

· In Proverbs 8:19 Wisdom declares, "My fruit is better than gold, yea, than fine gold."  3:15 says, "She is more precious than rubies:  and all the things thou canst desire are not to be compared unto her." (Compare 1 Nephi 8:10, 12, 15; 11:22.)  
· Wisdom must face "scorners," which must surely remind the reader of 1 Nephi of those in "the large and spacious building".  Nephi records that it symbolizes "the world and the wisdom thereof" (1 Nephi 11:35).

· Ecclesiasticus 4:19 says of Wisdom and of the individual who "strays from her" that "she will desert him and abandon him to his fate."  In Lehi's vision, those who rejected the fruit of the tree "fell away into forbidden paths and were lost" (1 Nephi 8:28) or "were drowned in the depths of the "fountain" (1 Nephi 8:32).  

· Lehi was "desirous that [his] family should partake of it also" (1 Nephi 8:12).  In a parallel vein, Ecclesiasticus 4:15-16 tells us that Wisdom's "dutiful servant … will possess her and bequeath her to his descendants."

· The symbols of fountain and tree of life are frequent in wisdom literature too.  1 Nephi 11:25 actually equates the "tree of life" with "the fountain of living waters," "which waters," he relates, "are a representation of the love of God." 

· The historical symbols of Asherah and Wisdom existed before 600 b. c.  The fact both appear together in the Book of Mormon is strong evidence of its authenticity.  

(Lesson by Elder and Sister Larsen)

Extra Material

Teachers’ Comment - This all simply means that anciently there was a common mental image of a tree mixed with a goddess that represented wisdom.  This is no weirder than the image of a bald eagle painted in red, white and blue that represents patriotism for us - let alone a tiger on a box of frosted corn flakes or a green giant on a can of corn.  (
The Nephi material is 1 Nephi 11:8-23.

The Elijah material is 1 Kings 18:17-39.

1 Nephi 11 - 

12.  And it came to pass that he said unto me: Look!  And I looked as if to look upon him, and I saw him not; for he had gone from before my presence.

13.  And it came to pass that I looked and beheld the great city of Jerusalem, and also other cities.  And I beheld the city of Nazareth; and in the city of Nazareth I beheld a virgin, and she was exceedingly fair and white.

14.  And it came to pass that I saw the heavens open; and an angel came down and stood before me; and he said unto me:  Nephi, what beholdest thou?

15.  And I said unto him:  A virgin, most beautiful and fair above all other virgins.  And he said unto me:  Knowest thou the condescension of God?

16.  And I said unto him:  I know that he loveth his children; nevertheless, I do not know the meaning of all things.

17.  And he said unto me: Behold, the virgin whom thou seest is the mother of the Son of God, after the manner of the flesh.  And it came to pass that I beheld that she was carried away in the Spirit; and after she had been carried away in the Spirit for the space of a time the angel spake unto me, saying: Look!

18. And I looked and beheld the virgin again, bearing a child in her arms.  And the angel said unto me:  Behold the Lamb of God, yea, even the Son of the Eternal Father!

Peterson Quote in Full

Daniel C. Peterson - Biblical scholars recognize a genre of writing, found both in the standard, canonical scriptures (e.g., Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Solomon) and outside the canon, that they term "wisdom literature."  Among the characteristics of this type of writing, not surprisingly, is frequent use of the term wisdom.  But also common to such literature, and very striking in texts from a Hebrew cultural background, is the absence of typical Israelite or Jewish themes.  We read nothing there about the promises to the patriarchs, the story of Moses and the Exodus, the covenant at Sinai, or the divine promise of kingship to David.  There is, instead, a strong emphasis on the teachings of parents, and especially on instruction by fathers.  Careful readers will note that all of these characteristics are present in the accounts of the visions of Lehi and Nephi as they are treated in the Book of Mormon.

… Wisdom itself is represented in Proverbs 1-9 as a female person.  Indeed, here and elsewhere in ancient Hebrew and Jewish literature, Wisdom appears as the wife of God, which can hardly fail to remind us of ancient Asherah.  She may even have played a role in the creation: "The Lord by wisdom hath founded the earth," says Proverbs 3:19.  "Like the symbol of the asherah, Wisdom is a female figure, providing life and nurturing."  In fact, as Steve A.  Wiggins observes of Asherah herself, "She is Wisdom, the first creature of God."  

… Another noteworthy fact is that "the 'tree of life,' which recalls the asherah, appears in Israelite tradition as a metaphorical expression for wisdom" …  The apocryphal book of Ecclesiasticus, which is also known as Wisdom of Ben Sira, uses various trees to symbolize Wisdom –.  "Wisdom is rooted in the fear of the Lord," says Ecclesiasticus 1:20 (New English Bible), "and long life grows on her branches."  "She is a tree of life to them that lay hold upon her: and happy [me’ushshar] is every one that retaineth her" (Proverbs 3:18).

Several parallels between the language of Proverbs 1-9 and the language of the visions in 1 Nephi will be apparent to careful readers.  Note, for example, in Proverbs 3:18, quoted above, the image of "taking hold," which recalls the iron rod of Lehi and Nephi's visions.  The New English Bible translation of Proverbs 3:18 speaks of "grasp[ing] her" and "hold[ing] her fast" - in very much the same way that Lehi and Nephi's visions speak of "catching hold of" and "holding fast to" the rod of iron.  

Proverbs 4:13 advises us to "take fast hold of instruction; let her not go: keep her; for she is thy life."  Apocryphal Baruch 4:1 declares that "all who hold fast to [Wisdom] shall live, but those who forsake her shall die."  Both the advice of Proverbs and the images of Lehi's dream, furthermore, are expressly directed to youths, to sons specifically or to children.  ("O, remember, my son," says Alma 37:35, echoing this theme, "and learn wisdom in thy youth; yea, learn in thy youth to keep the commandments of God.")  Both Proverbs and 1 Nephi constantly use the imagery of "ways," "paths," and "walking" and warn against "going astray," "wandering off," and "wandering in strange roads." 

Proverbs 3:17 declares that "her [Wisdom's] ways are ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace."  In subsequent Nephite tradition, King Benjamin speaks of "the Spirit of the Lord" that "guide[s] … in wisdom's paths" (Mosiah 2:36), and Mormon laments "how slow" people are "to walk in wisdom's paths" (Helaman 12:5).

Proverbs represents Wisdom's words as "plain," an attribute that is lauded repeatedly throughout 1 Nephi, notably in the narrative of Nephi's vision, and throughout 2 Nephi.  The phrase plain and precious, recurrent in Nephi's account of his experience with the angelic guide, could serve as an excellent description of biblical "Wisdom."  Even more apt is the phrase plain and pure, and most precious in 1 Nephi 14:23.  

In Proverbs 8:19 Wisdom declares, "My fruit is better than gold, yea, than fine gold."  "She is more precious than rubies," says Proverbs 3:15, "and all the things thou canst desire are not to be compared unto her." "Wisdom," declares Ecclesiasticus 4:11, "raises her sons to greatness."  Similarly, Lehi and Nephi's tree was "precious above all" (1 Nephi 11:9)—"a tree, whose fruit was desirable to make one happy" (1 Nephi 8:10), "desirable above all other fruit" (1 Nephi 8:12, 15; compare 11:22).  
… Yet, for all her exalted status, Wisdom must face "scorners," which must surely remind the reader of 1 Nephi of those in "the large and spacious building" who point the finger of scorn at the saints coming forward to partake of the tree of life.  This building seems to represent a human alternative to the true wisdom, the divine wisdom of God: Nephi re cords that it symbolizes "the world and the wisdom thereof" (1 Nephi 11:35).

… Ecclesiasticus 4:19 says of Wisdom and of the individual who "strays from her" that "she will desert him and abandon him to his fate."  In Lehi's vision, those who rejected the fruit of the tree "fell away into forbidden paths and were lost" (1 Nephi 8:28) or "were drowned in the depths of the "fountain" (1 Nephi 8:32).  "Many were lost from his view, wandering in strange roads" (1 Nephi 8:32).  It was for fear of this possible outcome that, after partaking of the fruit of the tree, Lehi was "desirous that [his] family should partake of it also" (1 Nephi 8:12).  In a parallel vein, Ecclesiasticus 4:15-16 tells us that Wisdom's "dutiful servant … will possess her and bequeath her to his descendants."

In 1 Nephi 8:13-14, Lehi's tree is associated with a river and spring of water.  "The symbols of fountain and tree of life are frequent" in wisdom literature too.  Nephi himself, in 1 Nephi 11:25, actually equates the "tree of life" with "the fountain of living waters," "which waters," he relates, "are a representation of the love of God."  "And I also beheld," he continues, "that the tree of life was a representation of the love of God."

The inclusion in 1 Nephi of two authentically pre-exilic [before being conquered by Babylon] religious symbols (Asherah and Wisdom) that could scarcely have been derived by the New York farm-boy Joseph Smith from the Bible strongly suggests that the Book of Mormon is, indeed, an ancient historical record in the Semitic tradition.

(All of the material from Brother Peterson is from his chapter titled “Nephi and His Asherah: A Note on 1 Nephi 11:8-23”, in the book Mormons, Scripture, and the Ancient World: Studies in Honor of John L. Sorenson, p. 191-243.  This chapter is mentioned in the footnotes of an article in the Ensign, also by Brother Peterson, called “Mounting Evidence for the Book of Mormon”, Jan. 2000, p. 19. The Asherah article is available online at the Maxwell Institute - http://maxwellinstitute.byu.edu/display.php?table=jbms&id=223)



While going through the middle of the lesson about the Canaanite gods and result of the contest, perhaps fill out the following chart as the details are stated –

	Mythical God
	Position
	Associated With
	Elijah’s Usage
	Result

	El
	Father
	Father Bull El, strength, advanced age, wisdom
	Event on mount karm-EL, bulls
	Destroyed bull

	Asherah
	Mother
	Groves, oak trees, wisdom
	Wood probably from nearby oaks
	Destroyed wood

	Baal
	Son
	Weather god – lightning, thunder & rain
	Mt. Carmel was probably thought to be home of Baal because of lightning strikes.
	Showed up by God’s fire from heaven

	Anath
	Daughter
	Fertility, surface of earth. Godess of war.
	Mt. Carmel also represented her because of it’s prominence
	Consumed stones and dust.

	Yamm
	Son
	Sea, oceans, water
	12 barrels of water poured on offering,
	Destroyed water

	Mot
	Son
	Underworld, death 
	
	Priests killed


