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0 ur present understanding of the Book of Mormon tury are different than our own. We must understand the 
is shamefully inadequate. Although recent break- original audience to understand the book. That is the first 

throughs have been promising, serious and fruitful step. We must listen with the ears of the 19th century 
exegesis is only just beginning. Why has it taken 150 begore we can apply it to the mind of the 20th. 
years to begin seriously listening to a book of sacred From Ancient.. . 
mana? Part of the reason is that we have not applied all of There are three types of letters in the Book of Mormon: 
the twls of intpretation at our disposal. One set of tools is 1) war epistles; 2) narrative letters; 3) dochinal letter. rhetoric. Rhetoric is an to literature that Moroni 8 is the only one is the latter category - it stands 
attempts to see how the writer makes lolown his vision to alone. But its form is not original. It follows the pattern of the reader and persuades him of its validity. "Rhetoric" the Greco-Roman letter of antiquity (a widely used Hel- 
in this sense is not a term' We have not lenistic form).' Even the Apostle Paul used it in his New 
understood the Book of Momon infight of its important Testament letters. The form was flexible, but its normal rhetorical claims (and it is very much concerned with is outlined below on the left. A corresponding rhetoric). The Book of Mormon claims to be an ancient outline of Moroni is on the right. 
text that addresses a modem audience - an ancient 
speaker, a modem auditor. Regardless of one's belief 
concerning the historicity of the book, one must under- 
stand the interpretive significance of this claim. 

Nephi formulates the rhetorical principle used 
throughout the book: God always speaks to his audience 
in plainness "according to their language, unto their 
understanding."' And the book never lets us forget that 
it is compiled and its narratives interpreted in view of the 
audience: "when these things shall come forth" (viz. 
1830 America).' At times sermons are directed explicitly 
to that audience. The concern for the audience is so 
pervasive that Nephi and Moroni slip into present tense 
verbs when speaking about the "latter day". The most 
astonishing of all is when Jesus reveals two chapters of 
scripture to a Nephite gathering and then tells them what 
he just gave them was for the benefit of modem readers! 

How does this speaking "from ancient to modem" 
help us interpret a specific passage - Moroni, chapter 8? 
First, we must see how the passage portrays itself as 
ancient, scriptural authority. Second, we must under- 
stand the original audience. Words have changed since 
1830. Also, the religious concerns of the early 19th cen- 

MARK THOMAS is currently working on a longer literary-historical 
approach to the Book of Mormon. 

1 - "greetings" 
(Greek; lit to re- 
joice) 

2 - thanksgiving 
and mention of 
prayers for the 
well being of the 
addressee 

3 - central message 

4 - conclusion 

(8:l Moroni's introduction to the 
letter) 

8:2 My beloved son, Moroni, 
(this is not a greeting. It merely 
addresses the letter. Contrast 
with I Thes 1:l and Barrett f.n. 4) 

I rejoice exceedingly that your 
Lord. . .hath been mindful of 
you. . . 
8:3 I am mindful of you always in 
my prayers, continually praying 
unto God. . .that he. . .will keep 
you.. . 
8:4 ff  And now, I speak unto 
you. . .For, if I have learned the 
truth, there have been disputa- 
tions among you concerning the 
baptism of your little children 
(the letter is a discussion of this 
practice) 

8:27-29 Behold, my son, I will 
write unto you again.. .(he con- 
cludes with a historical update 
and an exhortation) 
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5 - final greeting 8:30 Farewell, my son , until I 
and "farewell" shall write unto you. . .Amen. 
(See Acts 15: 29 
and 23:30) 

The typical form of greeting is missing in Moroni 8. 
But, as I mentioned even Paul uses this form with flexi- 
iability. For example, he deletes the thanksgiving and 
prayer in his letter to the Galatians. This form of letter 
writing was used as personal communication and stands 
in contrast to an ancient epistle (a deliberate literary 
creation intended for wide distribution). The Book of 
Romans is an example of an epistle. Today, the equiv- 
alent of an epistle would be a journal or newspaper. 
When reading the preceeding chapter (Moroni 7), we 
find the same contrast. (It is an abstract theological dis- 
cussion on faith, hope and charity.) The form of Moroni 8 
reveals its nature - a personal communication to a part- 
icular problem existing in the church. This concreteness 
gives this letter the element of existential confrontation 
so characteristic of genuine Pauline letters. The form also 
adds a sense of Biblical verisimilitude. The Biblical veri- 
similitude is also increased by the use of the language of 
the King James Bible, along with biblical phrases and 
proof texts: (Luke 5:31-32; Moroni 8:8; Heb. 9:14, 8:23; 
Heb. 13:6; I John 4:18, 8:16; Acts 4:30, 8:3, Acts 8:23, 
8:14).' All of the above loads weight on the Book of 
Mormon as an authoritative word of God, an American 
Bible. The voice that we hear is a familiar spirit, a familiar 
voice from the dust. 

. . .To Modem 
In Mormon's letter to his son we are given an original 

ancient setting (8:4-5). Yet the letter argues powerfully 
and with great emotion from the language and premises 
of its modem audience. 

The letter condemns infant baptism. There had been at 
least scattered opposition to infant captism in America 
since the days of Roger Williams at Salem. 

During the revivals of Joseph Smith's time there was a 
good deal of bitter controversy and doctrinal debate. One 

issue debated widely in speech and pamphlet was infant 
baptism. Baptists were the chief opponents of the prac- 
tice. Since infants could not repent or have faith prior to 
baptism, they could receive neither forgiveness of sins 
nor the sign of Christ's fellowship (both of which they 
believed baptism ~ignified).~ 

Mormon supports the Baptist stand: "little children 
cannot repent" and "the first fruits of repentance is bap- 
tism; and baptism cometh by faith unto the fulfilling of 
the commandments; and the fulfilling of the command- 
ments bringeth remission of sins."' Most of the other 
churches of the time stayed within the Christian tradition 
of infant baptism. 

Methodists, Congregationalists and Presbyterians all 
saw infant baptism as the New Testament equivalent of 
circumcision. Baptists believed that circumcision was a 
mere "national compact." In his letter, Mormon relates 
his own revelation from God to settle this dispute; "the 
law of circumcism is done away in me (Christ)."' 

Ethan Smith was a popular Congregationalist author 
in the early 19th century. His writings on infant baptism 
are derived from the Westminster Confession and he is 
representative of the reformed doctrine of conserrvative 
Congreagtionalists and Old School Presbyterians during 
this period. He was not original. He believed that bap- 
tism was for remission of sins, yes. But its primary func- 
tion in infants was as a dedication of the child to God. 
Children were considered full recipients of total de- 
pravity from Adam's fall. Children are "dead in sin" and 
need baptism as an "antidote" to "repair the ruin of the 
fall."9 The Book of Mormon replies that children are not 
"dead in sin" but rather "alive in Christ" - in Christ's 
atonement the sin of Adam is taken from them. Mor- 
mon uses powerful and emotionally framed deductive 
logic to get across this point." 

Methodists, since Wesley, had also believed that the 
atonement takes away the effects of Adam's fall on chil- 
dren. But it is interesting to note that they used this as a 
proof of the propriety of infant baptism. Baptism was a 
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sign of the regenerated state of children." For this rea- 
son, Mormon stresses throughout his letter that baptism is 
necessary for salvation and its purpose is for the remission 
of sins for those who repent (8:11,24-26). Hence, to state 
that baptism is necessary for infants is "solemn mockery 
before God, denying the mercies of Christ." Ethan Smith 
stated that to ne lect infant baptism is to "mock God" and 
deny scripture.' Mormon argues that this idea of mock- 
ery and denial is twisted 180 degrees. 

The Book of Mormon is partici ating in a K dialome with the first half oft e 
ninegenth century. 

Thus, Mormon uses logic, emotion, revelation, Bibli- 
cal form, proof texts and biblical language to convince his 
audience in their own language, according to their un- 
derstanding. The Book of Mormon summarizes better 
than I this rhetorical aim; " and that which shall be 
written by the fruit of thy loins, and also that which shall 
be written by the fruit of the loins of Judah, shall grow 
together, unto the confounding of false doctrines and 
laying down of contentions, and establishing 
peace. . .in the latter days. . . ."13 

The Book of Mormon is participating in a dialogue 
with the first half of the 19th century. And to neglect 
either its claim to antiquity or its original modem aud- 
ience is like trying to understand a dialogue by listening 
to only one voice. 

Footnotes 
'2 Nephi 31:3 

2Mormon 8:34-35 
3See 111 Nephi 26:l-2, Mormon 8:34-41. Also Ether 4 interprets the 
preceding theophany as an examplary faith story for the latter days. 
Ether 2:11 interprets the entire Book of Mormon as a reliejous traaedv 
intended to w& latter-day Gentiles. I11 Nephi 26:8-15 showsYhow 
the book was abridged with the needs of the audience in mind. 
Mormon ':34-41 is a sermon directed to the audience. 

4Morman Penin, The New Testament: An Introduction (New York and 
Chicago: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1974) pp. 96-97.0. J.F. Seitz, 
"Letter", The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible (New York and Nash- 
ville: Abingdon Press, 1962) vol. 3, pp. 113-115. C.K. Barrett, The New 
Testament Background: Selected Documents (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1961) pp. 27-29. The latter contains extra-biblical letters. We 
cannot use this form to prove that the Book of Mormon is an ancient 
document since it was not known to be in use until well after Lehi's 
departure from Jerusalem. This is not a new type of problem. Several 

students of the Book of Mormon have dealt with the similar problem 
of I Cor. 13 being in Moroni 7. The discussion of that problem in 
apologetics is beyond the scope of this paper. My goal is more modest 
- I merely intend to understand the book rather than prove its origin. 

.1 
Whether one belives the Book of Mormon is ancient or modem, this 
much is clear - Mormon is using a form of letter writing that is not 
original with him. And that form has rhetorical and interpretive 

1 
significance. 

=There are hundreds of biblical quotes, allusions, and phrases in the 
Book of Mormon. At times they serve as substantiation of doctrines or 
interpretation of obscure or difficult passages. At times they serve as 
proof texts. In other places they may add a second meaning or act as 
mimesis of sacred language. These quotes and allusions add a subtle 
depth to the Book of Mormon. Unfortunately, most present readers 
are not familiar enough with the Bible to appreciate the effect. Exe- 
getes have totally ignored this important aspect of the book. The 
biblical parallels in Moroni 8 also serve a variety of functions. Luke 
5:31-32 is used as a revelatory proof text in Moroni 8:8. Luke 532 reads 
"I came not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance." Mor- 
mon's letter adds "I came not into the world. . ." - a phrase which 
clarifies "I came" (I came here? to this city?, etc.). Also, the order of 
Luke's verses is reversed making them more easily read - from 
simple statement to more difficult figure of speech. So this quote is 
both clarified and used as proof text! Moroni 8:23 alludes toa proof text 
(Heb. 914). This was a proof text used in Joseph Smith's day against 
legalistic religion. Hebrews 13:6 and I John 4:18 are combined as a 
restatement 6f biblical teachings in the new context of Mormon's love 
of children and condemnation of adherents to infant ba~tism (Moroni 
8:16-17). Mormon uses a familiar condemnation anh phrase that 
simply functions as biblical mimesis(Acts 4:30, 8:3; Acts 8:23, 8:14). 

6The Baptist Catechisms or, a Brief Instruction in the Principles of the 
Christian Religion Agreeable to the Confession of Faith (Philadelphia: Rbt. 
Aitken, 1786) p. 16. W. W. Sweet, Religion on the Amm'can Frontier 
(Chicago: U. Chicago Press, 1946) Vol. IV, pp. 725-728. This latter 
reference is representative of those believing in infant baptism (a 
sermon of Methodist Benjamin Lakin refuting the Baptist doctrine). 
They often believed in faith and repentance before baptism -but in 
the case of the infant, the faith of the parent applies. Some early 19th 
century methodists (Shinn and Fisk) as well as Alexander Campbell 
also deny moral accountability to children - they cannot repent 
because they do not sin. 

9Ethan Smith, "A Lecture on Infant Baptism" (Poultney: Smith and 
Shute, 1824) pp. 42-43. Smith did not believe that baptism was nec- 
essary for salvation. 

1 
I 

1%40rmon uses what logicians call an indirect argument (Moroni 8:11- 
19). It proves a statement by disproving its negation. This was a 

1 
favorite type of argument for Puritans, and for the Book of Mormon. 
The arguments are potent; Mormon argues that to accept infant 
baptism is to deny one's own charity, the nature of God and the 
atonement! These are fundamental beliefs indeed. 

"William R. Cannon, The Theology of john Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1946) p. 128. Also see the 1813 Methodist Discipline, p. 16. Freewill 
Baptists believed that the atonement overcame the effects of the Fall 
for all people, not just infants. 

QEthan Smith, op. cit., pp. 51-53,70. 
13II Nephi 3:12. 
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