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0 ne must read the Jewish Bible as though it were something 
entirely unfamiliar, as though it has not beenset before him 
ready-made, as though he has not been confronted all his life 

with sham concepts and sham statements that cited the Bible as their 
authority. He must face the book with a new attitude as something new. 

Martin Buber~ 

Do you read the scriptures, m y  brothers and sisters, as though you 
were writing them a thousand, two thousand, or five thousand years 
ago? Do you read them as though you stood in the place of the men who 
wrote them? I f  you do not feel thus, it is your privilege to do so, that you 
may be as familiar with thespirit and the meaning ofthe written word 
of God as you are with your daily walk and conoersation, w a s  you are 
with your workmen or with your households. 

Brigham Young2 

The scriptures do become too old, too familiar. Some- 
times they become familiar to the point that we drift into 
fruitless and often heated discussions on a point which 
becomes suddenly critical-Jonah and the whale, Noah 
and his ark. "This is a literal, historic fact." "No, the 
meaning is figurative, poetic, symbolic." We generally 
accept the dichotomy, however, as though we are forced 
to choose between the historian and the poet, never 
questioning the premises which force such difficult alter- 
natives. 

As the quotes by Brigham Young and the Jewish 
philosopher Martin Buber suggest, however, the scrip- 
tures demand a broader, fresher vision. Though the 
scriptures are, in general, about real events, they are not 
history. The temporal sequence, the placing of one event 
after another, is a primary concern of history, but this 
sequential order-whether a particular scriptural story 
corresponds to a particular historic event-is only a 
peripheral concern of scripture. On  the other hand, 
neither are scriptures merely symbolic or poetic. 

The scriptures are sacred texts which provide an ac- 
count of those things that make the human condition 
what it is. Scripture creates or at least voints to the bond 
that exists between humans as temporal beings in history, 
a bond that transcends the temporal sequence in which 
they find themselves. Scripture gives an account of both 
the origin and direction of human community. In the 
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words of the American philosopher, Josiah Royce, scrip- 
ture is both "shared history and shared  expectation."^ 
Scripture describes events which are focal points for an 
understanding of something immanent in human beings 
and thus provides the kind of context that human action 
requires. In providing the context and focus, scripture 
opens up the possibilities of human existence to the 
individual. It makes it possible for a person to understand 
what sorts of actions are required of him by theworld, the 
religious community, and his Heavenly Father. Thus, in a 
very real sense, the scriptures free man by making 
responsible action possible. 

Myth, as described by such twentieth century investi- 
gators as Mircea Eliade, Ernst Cassirer, Levi-Strauss, 
Victor Turner, Edmund Leach and othersq, shares these 
same characteristics. As with the scriptures, the distinc- 
tion between myth and history is not one of fiction versus 
historical fact-myths too are sacred stories which pro- 
vide an account of those things which make the human 
condition what it is. What then, is the difference between 
myth and scripture? 

Unlike the scriptures, myths can be true at one time and 
false at another. As long as they offer those who share 
them a unity of being and origin and they give meaning to 
human existence, myths are true and precious. Only 
when they are no longer shared do myths become subject 
to analysis in terms of historical fact and fiction. Thus, the 
truth or falsity of neither the scripture nor myth is a 
function of its historical accuracy. In fact, to be able to 

The scriptures are concerned about 
something other than getting the 
historical facts straight for us. They are 
instead interested in getting our existence 
straight for us. 

consider either from the merely historical standpoint is a 
mark, though not a guarantee, of disbelief. 

If, then, the distinction between our scriptures and the 
Greek, Hindu and other myths does not lie in the histori- 
cal truth (since history is, strictly speaking, irrelevant to 
both). where does it lie? 

~ i i s t ,  it lies in the pictures of both God and man given in 
each. Zeus, Visnu and other gods have their relation to 
the culture in which we find them in a directionality which 
moves from the culture to the gods. Zeus, for instance, is 
essentially the ideal Greek warrior. In the case of Israel 
and her god, the directionality extends the other way- 
from God to Israel. It is quite plain that in being the 
Chosen People, it is not that Israel has chosen and created 
God, but that he has chosen and created them. 

The God of Israel is different from all other gods in that 
he is a jealous god; he will not tolerate idolatry. But he is 
also different in that he is an all-encompassing God. We 
see this especially in the atonement. While in other 
religions a particular group of people might approach 
their god for reconciliation to him, the gospel teaches that 
through the atonement the Lord acts to reconcile all men 
to him. 

The Greek, Hindu, or other myths are thus attempts by 
human beings to order their world. As long as they reflect 

March-April 1979 49 



the structure of the world from the point of view of those 
who share the myths, they are true. But because they are 
human creations, creations by those with only limited 
vision, when the world changes, when such myths are 
unable to order the world because there are elements of 
existence of which they cannot take account, when it 

This richer understanding of scripture 
should help us avoid many fruitless and 
stultifym discussions: Where is 
Zarahe nf a? Did the flood cover every 
inch of the earth? 

becomes apparent that the myths in question are expres- 
sions of the finite vision of human beings rather than the 
infinite vision of God, they become false. 

On  the other hand, scripture-the myth, if you will, 
that is always true-provides a concrete focus for the 
understanding and contemplation of events from the 
point of view of the Father rather than from the human 
point of view. The scriptures, like the myths, collect the 
fragments of human existence into a unity of beginning 
and end and unlike myths, provide us with an "instantan- 
eous" perception of the eternal rather than the finite. 

This richer understanding of scripture should help us 
avoid many fruitless and stultifying discussions: Where is 
Zarahemla? Did the flood cover every inch of the earth? 
Was Joseph kneeling or standing when he received his 
first vision? How did an ark the size of that described in 
Genesis contain so many animals? Did the children of 
Israel really wander in the desert for 40 years? The 
scriptures are not simply the stories of Adam and Eve, of 
Nephi and Laban, of the Saints in Nauvoo. They are 
accounts given, by the Father, of events which are to be 
the focal point for an understanding of things within 
ourselves. They are about each of us; they are about all of 
US. 

The story of Adam and Eve, for example, is not simply 
an interesting event of long ago. It is also the creation of 
our world and of each of us. The existence of four 
different versions of this story, that of Genesis, Moses, 
Abraham, and the temple, emphasizes the meaning of this 
story as an essential part of our lives. In Genesis 1:26,27, 
for example, the creation of man is set off from the rest of 
creation in several ways: First, man's creation is preceded 
by a preamble, a special introduction, and the rest of 
creation is not. Second, Adamic man is given dominion 
over the rest of creation. Third, man's creation is men- 
tioned repeatedly (three times in verse 27). Finally, man is 
created in the image of God. Thus, though there was a 
creation and there was a man named Adam and a woman 
named Eve. the scriptures show themselves to be con- 
cerned about someth'ing other than getting the historical 
facts straight for us. They are instead interested in getting 
our existence straight for us. The story helps us see our 
place in the creation-our special position and our special 
responsibilities. 

When we read of Abraham's sacrifice of Isaac, the 
importance of the scriptural account is not its accuracy in 
describing the details of the event. Rather we are to see, 
among other things, that Abraham's three day journey to 

Moriah prefigures the death of Christ, as does the sacri- 
fice of Isaac. and that Abraham clearlv did not act in haste. 
We are to see that sacrifice does not entail losing some- 
thing, but intead making something holy. Seeing the story 
in this way, we see the scriptures as a way of ordering and 
explaining and therefore creating our world. 

Finally, consider the story of the martyrdom of Joseph 
and Hymm Smith. We learn from this a great deal more 
than a mere history could tell. We learn from it, for 
example, the pre-eminent position of Joseph: "Joseph 
Smith, the Prophet and Seer of the Lord, has done more, 
save Jesus only, for the salvation of men in this world, 
than anv man that ever lived in it" (D & C 135:3). We learn 
of his cilmness in the face of death, a calmness given by 
the Spirit. We learn that the kingdom of God cannot be 
stopped in its progress by Satan and his allies. We learn 
about our position in the world and how to face its 
problems. 

If we are to read the scriptures in this way, as some- 
thing new and written by us, the question will not be 
whether the passage is historically accurate or what the 
passage symbolizes. Instead the question will be one of 
meaning: "What does this mean?" Asking this question, 
we will no longer think of the scriptures as sociological, 
psychological, anthropological, economic, political, or 
philosophical documents, except perhaps incidentally. 
Instead we will be concerned with their status as 
revelation, as revealing to us ourselves and our world. 

There is undeniably real value in studying the relation- 
ship between history and scripture or scripture and 
poetry. Certainly much of scripture has historical ele- 
ments; we would expect it to since, generally, it deals with 
events that actually took place. In addition, much of 
scripture has poetic elements and studying these and 
other aspects of scripture may well shed light on our 
understanding of its content. What is to be denied is that 
either approach is of sufficient or primary importance, 
though both may be useful and desirable. 

The scriptures are not merely symbolic, for it is a fact 
that they are generally about real people and actual 
events: Adam and Eve are the founding, primordial 
parents of humankind and part of what we must learn is 
our relation to them. It is a fact that Abraham lived, that 
Jesus rose from the dead, that Joseph Smith saw and spoke 
with the living God. Neither is it that the scriptures are 
merely history, an "objective" account-whatever that 
might be-of a temporal sequence of events. Neither is it 
that these stories are enigmatic riddles to be deciphered 
and then understood, for the prophets have told us the 
scriptures are plain and simple. Rather, if we are to 
understand the scriptures, we must understand them as 
they demand to be understood, as an explanation of God's 
dealing with certain people and as a revelation of his 
dealing with each of us as well. We must understand them 
as a revelation of who and how we are. 

Footnotes: 
IMartin Buber, O n  the Bible. 
ZBrigham Young, lournal of Discourses, 7:333. 
3Josiah Royce, The  Problem of Christianity. 
4For those interested in pursuing the nature of myth further in order to 
see how an understanding of myth can enlarge our understanding of 
scripture, I especially recommend two works by Mircea Eliade: M y t h  and 
Reality and The  Sacred and the Profane. 
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