Lehi’s Dream 

A Dozen Snapshots from Arabia
1.  The lone wanderer lost in the darkness.  Of all the images that haunt the early Arab poets this is by all odds the most common.  It is the standard nightmare of the Arab; and it is the supreme boast of every poet that he has traveled long distances through dark and dreary wastes all alone … That the poetry is born of grim reality may be seen from the inscriptions … [for example,] in the year in which he walked the whole night in the mire.”  
2.  “A large and spacious field as if it had been a world.”  This in Arabic is the symbol of release from fear and oppression, the state of being … spread out.  … Heroic literature is full of it.

3.  “A tree - the beauty thereof was far beyond, yea, exceeding of all beauty; and the whiteness thereof did exceed the whiteness of the driven snow", "whose fruit was desirable to make one happy, … most sweet, above all that I ever before tasted; …  the fruit thereof was white, to exceed all the whiteness that I had ever seen, …  desirable above all other fruit.”  Many hundreds of books and articles have been written on the Tree of Life as a symbol and a cult-object, but in no land on earth is the sight of a real tree, and especially a fruit-bearing one, greeted with more joy and reverence than in treeless Arabia, where certain trees are regarded as holy because of their life-giving propensities.

4.  “Discover my family.”  Perhaps the most common and most touching theme in the vast corpus of Arabic desert inscriptions is the theme of longing and looking for one's family.  When the writer comes to water and rests, he wishes for his family, and is usually smitten with terrible longing to see them.  
5.  A spring and a river of water.  This is the authentic "scenery of a desert oasis, with its rivers springing miraculously from nowhere and emptying themselves again perhaps in the desert sands.”  The expression "river of water" is used only for small, local streams, and here Lehi is so near the source of the little stream that he can recognize people standing there.

6.  A mist of darkness.  In the many passages of Arabic poetry in which the hero boasts that he has traveled long distances through dark and dreary wastes all alone, the main source of terror (the heat and glare of the day, though nearly always mentioned, are given second place), and the culminating horror is almost always a "mist of darkness," a depressing mixture of dust, and clammy fog, which, added to the night, completes the confusion of any who wander in the waste.  Quite contrary to what one would expect, these dank mists are described by travelers in all parts of Arabia, and Al-Ajajj, one of the greatest of early desert poets, tells how a mist of darkness makes it impossible for him to continue a journey to Damascus.  In its nature and effect Lehi's mist of darkness conforms to this strange phenomenon most exactly, always bearing in mind that this dream-mist was a super-mist, "exceedingly great."

(See 1 Nephi 12:17, 1 Nephi 12:4, 3 Nephi 8:22, Alma 19:6, Helaman 5:28, 2 Peter 2:17 and JS-History 1:15.)

7.  “A great and spacious building; and it stood as it were in the air, high above the earth.”  By now most of us have seen photographs of those wonderful ancient Arab houses …, "ten-and twelve-story skyscrapers that … represent genuine survivals of ancient Babylonian architecture," with their windows beginning, for the sake of defense, twenty to fifty feet from the ground.  At night these lighted windows would certainly give the effect of being suspended above the earth.  The eighth book of Hamdani's al-Iklil is devoted to describing the early castles of Arabia, "great and spacious buildings" which "stood as it were in the air, high above the earth.”  … In Arabic parlance the prime index of elegance and ease in any house or dwelling (including tents) is always "spaciousness."

8.  "It was filled with people … their manner of dress was exceedingly fine; ...  mocking and pointing their fingers.”  What is more natural than that the "city Arabs" should "mock their desert cousins [whom they secretly envy] with every show of open contempt"?  "The million are educated in the towns and they have always despised the Bedouins [nomads], like a certain inhabitant of Jericho whom I met in 1947, who, though quite uneducated himself, made fun of certain poor desert Arabs who were passing by with all their baggage: women, children, camels, chickens, and the rest," a funny sight indeed.”  … "Both sides would consider themselves degraded" by a marriage between the desert people and the dwellers in houses of clay.  In town the Arab is, so to speak, on enemy ground, and keenly sensitive to his position.  Nobody likes mockery—least of all the proud and touchy Arab.

9.  “They fell away into forbidden paths.”  Need we say that to get lost in the desert is the chief waking dread and most common nightmare of the Arab?  “The desert however could not be said to be pathless, for the many camel-tracks showed that we were on a great road.”  To stray from that broad way, to become separated from one's party, is fatal.  … Sad little reminder of how families could get separated forever in the desert.  Many of the personal inscriptions in the huge collection [by a scholar named] Littmann are messages left behind in the desperate attempt to get in touch with relatives.  
10.  "A great and a terrible gulf.”  A tremendous chasm with one's objective (the tree of life) maddeningly visible on the other side; all who have traveled in the desert know the feeling of utter helplessness and frustration at finding one's way suddenly cut off by one of those appalling canyons with perpendicular sides—nothing could be more abrupt, more absolute, more baffling to one's plans, and so will it be with the wicked in a day of reckoning.  … It is very much like the red-rock country of [the American] Southwest.

11.  "Fountain of filthy water" - This was a typical desert sayl, a raging torrent of liquid filth that sweeps whole camps to destruction.  … A large band of pilgrims returning from Mecca "encamped in the bed of a brook in which water had not flowed for a long time.  And during the night, whilst they were sleeping, a flood of water poured down upon them all, and it swept them and all their possessions out into the Great Sea, and they all perished.”  Even a mounted rider, if he is careless, may be caught off guard and carried away by such a sudden spate of "head water.”  One of the worst places for these gully-washing torrents of liquid mud is in "the scarred and bare mountains which run parallel to the west coast of Arabia … The rainstorms break against this long ridge and produce almost in a moment raging torrents … "This was the very region through which Lehi traveled on his great trek.

12.  “The water… was filthiness”  On May 18, 1913, there occurred a typical flash-flood in which "people from the Bedouin camps, camels, sheep, and also wild animals were swept away and killed by the terribly rapid rising of the floodwaters.”  [An] engineer visiting two valleys two days later was impressed more than anything else by the filthiness and mess of the thing.  "Thick yellow mud, mixed with desert sand, clung to the bushes on the bank … In the freshly-dried desert mud I found dead snakes, lizards, grasshoppers, beetles, shreds of blue cloth that belonged to the Bedouins, a piece of woolen rope and elsewhere small, half-petrified animals.”  (These snapshots were condensed from chapter 20 of Hugh Nibley’s An Approach to the Book of Mormon)
John W. Welch - I attended Duke University in North Carolina, where I participated in a graduate seminar studying a body of Jewish and Christian writings dating from the time of Jesus, known as the Pseudepigrapha.  During the course of the seminar, I had mentioned the Book of Mormon from time to time, but my comments were not taken seriously by others around the table.  Toward the end of the semester, the distinguished professor, who has an impressive reputation in his field, asked the seminar to tackle one particularly puzzling writing, the little-known “Narrative of Zosimus.”  It tells of a righteous family that God had led away from Jerusalem prior to its destruction by the Babylonians around 600 b.c.  and how this group escaped to a land of blessedness where they kept records on metal plates soft enough that they could inscribe them with their fingernails.  In the story, Zosimus was allowed to visit these people in vision.  In order to get to their land, Zosimus had to journey through wildernesses, pass through impenetrable mists of darkness, cross the ocean, and come to a tree that bore pure fruit and gave forth water sweet as honey.  
After discussing some of the technical aspects of this Near Eastern document, the professor put it to the class, “Well, what do we make of the Narrative of Zosimus?  Is it Jewish or Christian?”  The seminar had little to say, and the members of the class were about to conclude that the writing could not be classified, since the Narrative was so unlike anything else they had ever seen.  By then I could wait no longer.  I told the seminar the history of Lehi and his family and more about the Book of Mormon.  When I had spoken, the group had even less to say.  Then the teacher said, “Class, let me tell you a few more things about this Book of Mormon.”  He then described the Book of Mormon’s use of chiasmus, of Melchizedek in Alma 13, and other things that the two of us had discussed privately, and then he asked, “Well, class, what do we make of the Book of Mormon?”  Although some of the members of the seminar ultimately concluded that the most convenient solution to their problem might be found in identifying Joseph Smith as a reincarnated Jewish scribe; it was significant to me that the student who had been most caustic toward the Book of Mormon earlier was now the one who asked if he could learn more.  (Ensign, Sep.  1977, p. 45)
Parallels Between the Early Chapters of 1st Nephi 
and the Narrative of Zosimus

1. Dwelling in the desert.

2. Being led by prayer and faith.  
3. Wandering through a dark and dreary waste.  
4. Being caught away to the bank of a river.  
5. Crossing to the other side of a river or abyss and passing through a great mist.

6. Coming to a tree whose fruit is sweet above all other fruit.  
7. Eating from the tree, which also gave forth a fountain of living waters.  
8. Being greeted by an escort in the dream.  
9. Being interrogated as to desires in the dream.  
10. Beholding a vision of the Son of God or of those like sons of God.  
11. Keeping records on soft metal plates or tablets.  
12. Recording the history of a group of people who escaped the destruction of Jerusalem at the time of Jeremiah.  
13. Being led to a land of promise and of great abundance because of righteousness.  
14. Practicing constant prayer.

15. Keeping high standards of chastity and piety.

16. Receiving revelations concerning the wickedness of the people of Jerusalem and the Old World.  
17. Obtaining assurances of the mercy to be extended to the inhabitants of Jerusalem and the world who repent and enter into covenants with God.

18. The nearly identical name the angel in the dream uses for the Lord: “The Most High God Over All.”

19. Impending destruction.

20. The need for repentance.

21. The righteous prophet or father who leads the group away.
22. The obedience and sacrifice of the righteous followers.

23. Deliverance by an angel.
24. The journey across the sea to the land of promise in relation to the scattering of Israel.

25. Both Lehi and Zosimus give special attention to Adam and Eve.

26. Glorious garments.

(From Jack Welch’s chapter in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited: The Evidence for Ancient Origins.  Br. Welch adds, “There is no evidence that any knowledge about the Narrative of Zosimus existed in any English-speaking land prior to the publication of the Book of Mormon.”  The Narrative of Zosimus is available at www.newadvent.org/fathers/1009.htm)

Tree of Life

Neal A. Maxwell - In Lehi's vision of the rod of iron, a most interesting outcome was described.  Some Church members, "after they had tasted of the fruit … were ashamed”.  Why?  For some objective reason?  No.  Simply "because of those that were scoffing at them.”  We see a few around us who simply can't stand to be separated from the "politically correct" multitudes in the great and spacious building.  These multitudes are "in the attitude of mocking and pointing their fingers towards those who had come and were partaking of the fruit").  The "finger of scorn" has its own way of separating the faithful from those who have little or no faith.  (Lord, Increase Our Faith, p. 99)
 (Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen, http://lessons.elarsen.net)
Presentation Notes
Depending on the number of comments, there can more material than there is time for a 50-minute class.  

Regarding the scripture passages below the section on the mists of darkness, be prepared just to recap a few of them rather than reading each one.

Likely everyone can use a refresher on Lehi’s dream. 

1. Write a matching quiz on the board of symbols and their meaning.  (Charting the Book of Mormon, chart #80.  Note that for two items have there is no interpretation given.  That can be a good point for the matching quiz – to identify which two they are.)

2. After the quiz, read selected parts of the dream to lay the foundation for some of the dozen “snapshots” in the sheet – 

a. 1 Nephi 8:5-8 – White robe (temple), hours spent in darkness.

b. 1 Nephi 8:12-13 – Looked for family.

c. 1 Nephi 8:31-32 – Drowned, wandering in strange paths.

d. 1 Nephi 11:8 – Not just the fruit but the tree was white also.

The whole dream is in 1 Nephi 8:4-33.  

Nephi’s interpretation is in 1 Nephi 11-12.

Extra Material

Mists of Darkness

1 Nephi chapter 8 describes the mists of darkness in Lehi’s dream.  The same chapter in 3 Nephi describes the mists of darkness in the destruction preceding the Lord’s coming.  In 1 Nephi 12:4 Nephi foresees those mists.  In verse 17 the angel gives the symbolic meaning of mists in Lehi’s dream.

Passages containing “mist of darkness”

1 Nephi 8:23 - And it came to pass that there arose a mist of darkness; yea, even an exceedingly great mist of darkness, insomuch that they who had commenced in the path did lose their way, that they wandered off and were lost.

1 Nephi 8:24 - And it came to pass that I beheld others pressing forward, and they came forth and caught hold of the end of the rod of iron; and they did press forward through the mist of darkness, clinging to the rod of iron, even until they did come forth and partake of the fruit of the tree.

1 Nephi 12:4 - And it came to pass that I saw a mist of darkness on the face of the land of promise; and I saw lightnings, and I heard thunderings, and earthquakes, and all manner of tumultuous noises; and I saw the earth and the rocks, that they rent; and I saw mountains tumbling into pieces; and I saw the plains of the earth, that they were broken up; and I saw many cities that they were sunk; and I saw many that they were burned with fire; and I saw many that did tumble to the earth, because of the quaking thereof.

2 Peter 2:17 - These are wells without water, clouds that are carried with a tempest; to whom the mist of darkness is reserved forever.

Passages containing “mists of darkness”

1 Nephi 12:17 - And the mists of darkness are the temptations of the devil, which blindeth the eyes, and hardeneth the hearts of the children of men, and leadeth them away into broad roads, that they perish and are lost.

3 Nephi 8:22 - And there was not any light seen, neither fire, nor glimmer, neither the sun, nor the moon, nor the stars, for so great were the mists of darkness which were upon the face of the land.

Passages containing “cloud of darkness”

Alma 19:6 - … [Ammon] knew that king Lamoni was under the power of God; … the cloud of darkness having been dispelled …

Helaman 5:28 - And it came to pass that they were overshadowed with a cloud of darkness, and an awful solemn fear came upon them.  [This amazing phenomenon continues through verse 43.]

[There is no mention of “clouds of darkness” in the scripture.]

Thick Darkness

JS-History 1:15 … Thick darkness gathered around me, and it seemed to me for a time as if I were doomed to sudden destruction.  [“Thick darkness” is mentioned multiple times in the Old Testament and in 3 Nephi 8:20.]

Rods and Swords

 [In Lehi’s vision], those who “caught hold of the end of the rod of iron” and clung to it through the “mist of darkness” were able to “come forth and partake of the fruit of the tree” (1 Nephi 8:24; compare 8:30).

The term rod of iron is found in Psalm 2:9 and in three passages in the book of Revelation.  The first of these (Revelation 2:27) paraphrases the psalm, while the others (Revelation 12:5; 19:15) build on it.  All of them imply that the rod is a symbol of ruling power.

Anciently, the rod was used both for correction and for gentle guidance.  This dual role came from the world of the shepherd as pastor and defender of the flock.  Most familiar to us is the description of the Lord as a shepherd, in which David wrote, “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me” (Psalm 23:4)  The use of the rod and staff for care of the flock and for inflicting injury on predators was carried over in the ancient Near East to rulers.  Israel’s rulers are termed shepherds in Ezekiel 34:2, 23 and Jeremiah 2:8.  The kings of Egypt are frequently depicted with a flail in one hand and a small shepherd’s crook in the other.  The [rod], staff or crook, which ultimately became the scepter used by royalty (and by bishops in various Christian churches), represented the king’s responsibility to care for his people, while the flail or whip symbolized his role as punisher of criminals.

The use of the rod or staff as a symbol of rule is mentioned in a number of Bible passages (see Psalm 110:2; Isaiah 14:5; Jeremiah 48:17; Ezekiel 19:11-12, 14; compare D&C 85:7).  The crown prince Jonathan, son of King Saul, carried a rod (1 Samuel 13:27, 43).  Ezekiel 19:11 equates rods with scepters…Later Jewish tradition indicates that possession of the rod denotes rule over the world (Midrash Ba-Midbar Rabbah 13:14).

It is interesting that when Laman and Lemuel were stopped from beating their younger brothers Sam and Nephi with a rod, the angel said to them, “Why do you smite your younger brother with a rod?  Know ye not that the Lord hath chosen him to be a ruler over you, and this because of your iniquities?” (1 Nephi 3:29; compare 1 Nephi 2:22; 2 Nephi 5:19).  It is possible that the elder brothers deliberately selected the rod to punish their brother to symbolize their claim of ruling authority in the family.
Another symbol of power in the ancient world was the sword, still used by monarchs for conferring knighthood…the sword, like the rod, symbolizes the word of God in the scriptures.

Because of the scarcity of iron in the early kingdom of Israel, in Saul’s day only he and his son Jonathan had a sword (see 1 Samuel 13:19-22).  Jonathan, acknowledging David as the rightful king (see 1 Samuel 23:16-17), gives him his royal garments, his sword, and his bow (see 1 Samuel 18:4).

Significantly, the sword and the rod appear together in some Bible passages (see Ezekiel 21:9-10, 13; Revelation 19:15).  In Jeremiah 51:19-20, the rod is paralleled by weapons of war.

Nephi explained “that the rod of iron, which my father had seen, was the word of God, which led to the fountain of living waters, or to the tree of life; which waters are a representation of the love of God; and I also beheld that the tree of life was a representation of the love of God” (1 Nephi 11:25).  When his brothers asked about the meaning of the rod, he explained that “it was the word of God; and whoso would … hold fast unto it, they would never perish; neither could the temptations and the fiery darts of the adversary overpower them unto blindness, to lead them away to destruction” (1 Nephi 15:24).
This makes the rod both a source of support (as the word of God) and a weapon of defense against the devil’s “fiery darts,” which, in Ephesians 6:16, are warded off by the shield of faith.  As such, the rod reminds us of the admonition to don the “armour of God,” including the “sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (Ephesians 6:13, 17; compare Romans 13:12; 2 Corinthians 6:7; 1 Thessalonians 5:8; 2 Nephi 1:23).  The passage is paraphrased in Doctrine and Covenants 27:15-17.)
[We find in the scriptures that] the Lord threatens to punish the unrepentant with “the rod of my mouth” (D&C 19:15) … [and he] placed a sword in the mouth of God, while noting that Christ is to rule “with a rod of iron” (Revelation 2:27; 12:5).  In this, he follows the Old Testament precedent, where the mouth, words, tongue, and even teeth are frequently compared to a sword.

The sword has two edges, reminding us that the word of the Lord can bring either salvation or destruction, depending on whether we wield it or are judged by it (see Revelation 1:16; 2:12, 16).  This is explained in Hebrews 4:12, which is one of the most frequently quoted biblical passages in the early revelations given to Joseph Smith (see D&C 6:2; 11:2; 12:2; 14:2; 33:1):

For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.  
The epistle to the Hebrews probably quoted a more ancient source, which was also borrowed in Helaman 3:29-30:

Whosoever will may lay hold upon the word of God, which is quick and powerful, which shall divide asunder all the cunning and the snares and the wiles of the devil, and lead the man of Christ in a strait and narrow course across that everlasting gulf of misery which is prepared to engulf the wicked – And land their souls, yea, their immortal souls, at the right hand of God in the kingdom of heaven.  
The inclusion of the “strait and narrow course” and the “gulf of misery,” along with the “snares and the wiles of the devil,” clearly ties this passage to Lehi’s vision, where it is the rod or the word of God that brings people safely past Satan’s obstacles (the mist of darkness, the gulf, the fiery darts of the adversary, and the forbidden paths) to the tree of life (see 1 Nephi 8:19-24, 28; 12:17-18; 15:24, 28).  In the Helaman passage, however, the word of God seems to be compared to a sword.

The power of the word of God was emphasized by Alma; he noted that “it had had a more powerful effect upon the minds of the people than the sword, or anything else, which had happened unto them” (Alma 31:5 compare 61:14; Ecclesiastes 9:18).

By comparing the word of God with a sword and a rod, the prophets have shown us that there is both strength and love in obedience to the Lord.  With the word of the Lord, we can fight off sin and temptation as with a sword and nurture our families and ourselves as did ancient shepherds with the rod.  In the end, the word of God will also serve to judge us, meting out justice to those who disobey and justifying those who follow its precepts.  In this, too, it is like both a sword and the rod.  [Taken from “Rod and Sword as the Word of God” by John A. Tvedtnes, Pressing Forward with the Book of Mormon, p. 32-39]

Great and Spacious Building
Buildings were and still are made from clay and clay bricks.  They do not handle earthquakes well.  Nowadays modern buildings in more developed countries get their strength from steel girders.  Without such supports buildings become deathtraps to their occupants with even comparatively small earthquakes.  Is there any symbolism there?  (A great and spacious building’s pride is easily shattered; whereas a stronger character is based upon iron or steel.)

 Miscellaneous
Stephen E. Robinson - … The History of the Rechabites, also called the Narrative of Zosimus, preserves an ancient but mixed-up tradition about people leaving Jerusalem at the time of the prophet Jeremiah and being led by the Lord across the ocean to a land of promise.  (Ensign, Dec.  1982, p. 25)

Neal A. Lambert - Although not a literal object or event, the whole tree of life complex contains the basic pattern of Book of Mormon typological events.  Lehi finds himself in a dark and dreary wilderness; through prayer and faith, however, plus leadership by a man in a white robe (a Moses-Christ figure), he is led to the tree of life (akin to the heavenly destination).  Many are drowned in the depths of the fountain or lost in the mists of darkness, connected for Nephi with the "mist of darkness on the face of the land of promise," which was part of the great destruction preceding the appearance of the Lamb of God (1 Ne.  12:4).  The vision foretells the antitype of Christ's appearance, being in himself a fruit white and pure, upon which, Alma says in his version of the tree of life, "ye shall feast .  . .  even until ye are filled, that ye hunger not, neither shall ye thirst" (Alma 32:42; see "John 6:35John 6:35).  The vision also projects figuratively the destruction of the Nephite people as a result of pride and temptations, but the full sweep of history on the promised land leads to the restoration of other scripture and to Christ manifesting himself to all nations (see 1 Ne.  12:17-19; 13:38-42).  (Literature of Belief: Sacred Scripture and Religious Experience, p. 241)
