Cultural Insights 
into the Book of Mormon
A Maori View by Louis Midgley 
1. The Maori [in New Zealand] were a tribal people with genealogies and accompanying accounts of noted ancestors.  Much of Maori lore was directly or indirectly related to tales of family and tribal conflicts.  The Maori were known for the ease with which they gave and received insults, and the passion with which they kept alive over many generations real or assumed offenses by others, in the manner of the Lamanites and Nephites.  The LDS Maori saw a dire warning against this sort of thing when they read the Book of Mormon.

2. They also noticed that some of the success of Nephite religious teachers seemed to depend on their skill in dealing through distant kin and hence involved subtle matters of kin relationships [e.g. Alma with Amulek in Alma 8:18-23].
The Maori read the Book of Mormon differently than I did… They saw it as a tragic story of families in conflict and sub-tribes and tribes quarreling with each other and bent on revenge for personal insults and factional quarrels. 

3. The Maori were also astonished by certain Book of Mormon events that I took for granted.  For example, they were stunned by the audacity of Nephi in challenging his older brothers, when he claimed to be the rightful interpreter of the revelations his father had received.  Age and birth order were still powerful qualifications in Maori society, so the actions of young Nephi in challenging his elders were shocking.

4. I would tell them that the gospel had been restored through Joseph Smith and that the Book of Mormon was the word of God; therefore they should come into the church.  They explained that their problems were not with our message but with sin.  I was stunned by their candor.  They explained in painful detail that they were too weak, too addicted to beer or other vices, to join the church. 

They pointed out that they were very much like the people described in the Book of Mormon; they lacked the spiritual strength to stay on a righteous path for long. 

5. They saw stories of ambitious rivals to traditional authority trying to carve out positions of power and territory for themselves.   They perceived how ambition led to quarrels within families and between extended families and tribes. 

6. They tended to focus on story instead of just the sermons, on the reports of evils inflicted on communities by pride and ambition …

7. They understood the atonement as an exchange of gifts between our Heavenly Father and his children, somewhat in the way their own relationships were marked by exchanging acts of hospitality as manifestations of love. 

8. These people also found nothing surprising in how rapidly individuals and communities of Lehi’s descendants forgot their duties.  This was exactly what they considered the reality of their own lives and the history of their people. 

They also saw themselves replicating the tragic tale told in the Book of Mormon of a disobedient covenant people upon whom woes and darkness had come. 

9. The Book of Mormon supplies them with a way of holding on to certain noble portions of their traditional culture as they become a belief-centered people.  (“A Maori View of the Book of Mormon”, recollections of his mission, Journal of Book of Mormon Studies, v. 8, no. 1)
Arab Views
Hugh Nibley – [Regarding some young Arab men at BYU.]  Those sons of the desert who came to Provo found themselves taking a required class in the Book of Mormon [from me].  Naturally [I] was more than curious to see how these young men would react to the Book of Mormon treatment of desert themes, and invited and even required them to report frankly on their impressions.  To date, with only one exception, no fault has been found with Nephi on technical grounds.  The one exception deserves the attention of all would-be critics of the Book of Mormon.

It was in the first class ever held in "Book of Mormon for Near Eastern Students”, and the semester had barely begun when of course we ran smack into the story of how Nephi found Laban dead drunk in a dark alley and cut off his head—a grisly tale that upsets Nephi himself in telling it.  As we rehearsed the somber episode, I could detect visible signs of annoyance among the Arab students—whispered remarks, head-shakings, and frowns of dissent. Finally, toward the end of the hour, a smart young man from Jordan could hold out no longer.  "Mr. Nibley," he said, plainly speaking for the others, "there is one thing wrong here.  It doesn't sound right.  Why did this Nephi wait so long to cut off Laban's head?"  

Since I had been expecting the routine protests of shock and disgust with which Western critics react to the Laban story, I was stunned by this surprise attack—stunned with a new insight into the Book of Mormon as a message from another age and another culture.  (An Approach to the Book of Mormon, 3rd edition, p. xii)

Ehab Abunuwara - I first learned about the Book of Mormon 22 years ago from the back of an insert that the church used to put in Reader's Digest …
I remember reading Alma 32, where Alma discusses faith in terms of an experiment of planting a seed.  Those were among the few verses that I underlined in the book.  At some point I decided to follow Alma's words, so without telling anyone, I began the experiment.  A short time later I received my spiritual witness of the truth of the church and knew that God wanted me to become a member of it.  The Book of Mormon was now a part of my life, my story.  But Alma 32 is not the part of the book that speaks to me as an Arab …
Still, those few verses [in 1 Nephi] on the desert experience bring about intimate, personal, and emotive images.  I believe that even though these events took place millennia ago, their socio-geographical and cultural context seems to transcend the passage of time.  I am intrigued when I reflect how much these Middle Eastern cultural themes of desert travel, grief, bonds of oaths, and family structure impressed themselves on Joseph Smith's mind.

1. The most sympathy [Laman and Lemuel] receive from the average Book of Mormon reader is a shake of the head at their "stiffneckedness."  But I read their story as a tragedy and overturning of the family structure.  The status of eldest brother within a Middle Eastern family is culturally entrenched and derives its strength from the culture's patriarchal structure.  The eldest brother is the father-in-waiting and demands equal respect with the father.  I think that it would have been even more so in the preindustrial society of Lehi's time, when the first son would most likely have followed his father's career as he grew into the family's business or trade. 

Lehi was surely troubled by the tensions between his sons.  He understood [both] his elder sons' need for respect, especially Laman's need in that regard.  After leaving Jerusalem and traveling in the wilderness near the Red Sea for three days, the group camped.  Lehi named the river there "Laman" after his oldest son and the valley "Lemuel" after his second son.  I see this as a sign of Lehi's offering proper respect to these brothers as well as trying to subdue their resistance to his plans. 

Laman and Lemuel's resistance to Nephi's leadership is disastrous to them and their children for generations to come, but is it much different from the conflicts between Cain and Abel, Esau and Jacob, and Joseph and his brothers?  I wonder whether those stories of earlier sibling rivalry did not weigh heavily on Laman and Lemuel and fuel their sense of injustice and resentment as they saw themselves evolving into the role of the rejected, displaced elder brothers …
2. …In 1st Nephi we read the story of Zoram, the servant of Laban … From any rational consideration, Zoram was under great duress, and whatever he agreed to do at that moment [when Nephi tackled him] could not be seen as binding.  Still, Nephi wrote that "when Zoram had made an oath unto us, our fears did cease concerning him" (1 Nephi 4:37).  After that oath, Zoram's loyalty to Nephi was never in question, even in the most dire of situations when Laman and Lemuel physically turned against Nephi.  I think that Zoram remained loyal to Nephi at least in part because of his oath with him …

3. Recently, as I was reading in the Book of Mormon, I came across the story of Amalickiah, a king of the Lamanites who was a Nephite by origin.  When Amalickiah heard of his army's defeat at the hands of the Nephites, he was "exceedingly wroth, and he did curse God, and also Moroni, swearing with an oath that he would drink his blood" (Alma 49:27).  As I read, I found myself translating the words into Arabic as if that were how they were intended to be written.  I have known English for many years now, but still I am not sure that I know how to curse God in English or that I have ever heard anybody do that.  Nor have I heard anyone make an oath to drink someone's blood.  But in Arabic both expressions are common, and, unfortunately, I have heard both.  On a preconscious level, that verse was more meaningful to me in Arabic than in English.

4. One of the sharpest cultural differences I have experienced between American culture and mine is the attitude toward grief for the dead.  My culture's personal and outward expression of grief over death is very intense, and for women it is accompanied with symbols and restrictions that can last for years.  When Ishmael died during the desert journey, his daughters "did mourn exceedingly" (1 Nephi 16:35).  Their grief and anguish intensified the pain they had felt during the months of desert travel to such an extent that they drove the men to another rebellion against Lehi and Nephi and to another threat to return to Jerusalem.  It is interesting that Nephi did not make a distinction between his wife and her sisters at this point.  It seems that the grief and anger were so intense that only the intervention of the Lord's voice was able to quell the rebellion.  The Lord chastised them and brought about repentance, followed by blessings and food (see 1 Nephi 16:39).  It seems that the Lord also brought much comfort to the group, so that the place where they buried Ishmael, Nahom (a name derived from the Hebrew root NHM, "to comfort"), carried meaning for them thereafter. 

In a somewhat parallel situation, the only time that Sariah murmured against her husband was when she thought her sons were dead after Lehi sent them back to Jerusalem for the brass plates.  In the words of Nephi, she "truly had mourned" for them (1 Nephi 5:1).  It was in her sorrow and grief that she complained against Lehi and called him a visionary man who had brought about the death of her sons.  The point is that her sorrow was deeply personal and very intense, for if she were to lose her sons, she would see her own life as having no more worth …

5. When Lehi led his family out of Jerusalem, he wisely left his gold and silver behind.  Such wealth would only have marked them as an easy and profitable target …

6. These trials and difficulties underscore a sharp Middle Eastern demographical division between city dwellers and nomads.  I imagine that Lehi and his people were, like me, city dwellers who only wanted to survive the desert … 

7. If there is a theme that has dominated the psyche of the Middle East for the last 55 years, it has been the Arab-Israeli conflict.

[After listing various references,] in all these writings it is clear that God welcomes the return of Jews to their ancient homeland.  It is also clear that he does so with conditions, including a belief in Christ … But in the Book of Mormon, there is not a chosen people but chosen peoples—the Jaredites, the Nephites, the Lamanites, and the Mulekites, among others …

The principle of being chosen is a universal one in the Book of Mormon, which makes clear that it is not who I am but my relationship with God that is important.  Whenever Book of Mormon peoples were righteous, the divisions of the "-ites" disappeared, only to reappear in times of wickedness (see 4 Nephi 1:17).  This is a very important message for people in the Middle East, where Moslems, Christians, and Jews with their sects and divisions live side by side.  It reminds me of one of the great sayings in Islam—"No virtue to an Arab over non-Arab except in piety"—which means that no person is better than another and that the highest worth of a human being comes in living a truly religious life …

As Midgley observed, the Book of Mormon can impress on its readers different messages, depending on their cultural backgrounds and life experiences.  As I have considered the Book of Mormon in that light, I have come to appreciate more its richness and depth.  (“Into the Desert: An Arab View of the Book of Mormon”, article at http://maxwellinstitute.byu.edu)  
(Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen, http://lessons.elarsen.net)

Presentation Notes

Have the students take turns reading the sections.  Do it in pairs.  One person reads and then the other person comments on the highlights.  List the highlights on the board.
When done with the Nibley section, ask the students if any of them have insights from their own culture, or from that of people on their missions, or from other people they have known.  Positioning the discussion in the middle make the time at the end of class more manageable.  If it came after the whole sheet is finished there may not be enough time.  Alternately if they have nothing to say it would then require a song and dance routine to fill the remaining time. 
Then again, this kind of discussion may happen naturally and on its own as the students go through the items in the sheet and are reminded of things they’ve observed themselves.

This lesson, taken in chunks, can spark a lot of comments as students share what they’ve seen in others.



Maori #2 – Kin connections 
· The students do not usually get this right away.  Read the passage in Alma and point out Amulek’s response “I am a Nephite”, which for him to say that must mean he lived in an area where most of the people were not descendants of Nephi.  And being a member of the same tribe meant for Alma that he could receive hospitality there.

Maori #5 – Ambitious villains
· Amlici – 80 BC, wanted to be king of Zarahemla, started a war, joined with Lamanites, fought Alma face to face.  (Alma 2)
· Amalickiah – 70 BC, Nephite enemy to Captain Moroni, became leader of the Lamanites by murder and lies, killed by Teancum.  (Alma 46-49)
· Ammoron – 65 BC, brother of Amalickiah, succeeded , slain by Teancum.  (Alma 52-62)
· Seantum – 20 BC, murdered his brother who was the chief judge, denied and then confessed. (Helaman 8-9)
· Zemnarihah – 20 AD, appointed leader of the Gadianton band.  (3 Nephi 4)
· Morianton – Jaredite, gathered army and established himself as king.  (Ether 10)
Maori #6 – Focus on story instead of just sermons

· Neal A. Maxwell - Only by searching the scriptures, not using them occasionally as quote books, can we begin to understand the implications as well as the declarations of the gospel.  (Ensign, May 1986, p. 34)   (May want to have this already written on the board.)
· Neal A. Maxwell - Some try to get by with knowing only the headlines of the gospel, not really talking much of Christ or rejoicing in Christ, and esteeming lightly His books of scripture which contain and explain His covenants (see  2 Nephi 25:26).  (Ensign, May 1987, p. 70)
Arab #7 – Chosen peoples
· 3 Nephi 11: 32 - And this is my doctrine, and it is the doctrine which the Father hath given unto me; and I bear record of the Father, and the Father beareth record of me, and the Holy Ghost beareth record of the Father and me; and I bear record that the Father commandeth all men, everywhere, to repent and believe in me.
