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THE BOOK OF MORMON is a holy
book that defiles the hand that opens it. Like
any scripture, the believer finds in its pages a
contamination of the holy, and the depth
element of all life. By this, I mean to say that
a book of scripture is an authoritative text
that serves as a vehicle for sacred power and
ultimate values. Then why should anyone
care when the book was written? The fact
that the Bhagavad-gita and the parables of
Jesus are fiction does not diminish their
numinous power. The fact that I do not know
who wrote the Book of Hebrews or The Tao
Te Ching does not decrease their greatness.
Yet a vast number of research works on the
Book of Mormon are intended to
demonstrate what age produced it. That is
the primary goal of Warfare in the Book of
Mormon. Yet one also finds portions of this
book that transcend apologia. In fact,
produces some important insights into war
and the ultimate values associated with war.
Recent events in the world remind us that
this is a subject that is likely to have enduring
relevance.

But before examining Book of Mormon
interpretation, let us examine Warfare’s main
purpose. It appears that its prime goal is to
affirm the historicity of the Book of Mormon
by comparing it to the ancient Near East and
Mesoamerica. Warfare concludes with a tri-
umphant article by William Hamblin pro-
claiming that the Book of Mormon passes the
tests of historicity administered in the prev-
ious articles in the book. These tests attempt
to demonstrate that the Book of Mormon
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matches an ancient setting better than a
nineteenth-century setting. However, War-
fare focuses its attention almost exclusively
on the ancient world. Yet how can one con-
clude that the Book of Mormon matches an
ancient setting better than a modern setting
until one examines both settings? Hamblin’s
conclusion is premature and his methodo-
logy antiquated. He flashes an apologetic
sword cankered with rust.

Here’s a concrete and representative ex-
ample. Terrence L. Szink’s article, "An Oath
of Allegiance in the Book of Mormon" pre-
sents striking similarities between Nephite
oaths of allegiance and other ancient military
oaths. Hamblin summarizes the significance:
"Perhaps the greatest distinction between
modern and ancient international affairs is
the ancient emphasis on personal oaths." He
provides no evidence to support this claim.
An obvious example of modern oaths is the
American Revolutionary War. This was actu-
ally a civil war fought between those loyal to
the British king (sometimes called
"kingmen") and the colonists seeking inde-
pendence (sometimes called "freemen"). The
divided loyalties of the colonists required
both sides to administer oaths of allegiance. It
can be demonstrated that the distinction be-
tween the kingmen and freemen in the Book
of Mormon appeared in the context of ad-
ministration of oaths of allegiance among the
Nephites. I believe Joseph Smith used these
terms to relate the Nephite experience to the
world of the modern reader, and anyone
interested in interpreting the Book of
Mormon must begin by understanding its
original modern audience. Even apo!ogists
like Szink do their own cause a disservice by
ignoring the original nineteenth-century au-
dience of the book. Based on the evidence

presented in Warfare, one cannot adequately
weigh competing hypotheses regarding
when the Book of Mormon was written.

But Warfare only hints at the troubling
implications of some of its proofs for the
antiquity of the Nephite record. If the Book
of Mormon is ancient, and the arguments in
Warfare are correct, the reader must then
conclude that the Book of Mormon contains
serious historical errors and mistranslations.
For example, since the earliest examples of
steel bows are from the fourteenth century
A.D., Nephi’s reference to his steel bow must
be a mistranslation, according to Hamblin.
Warfare claims that Nephi must have had a
wooden bow covered with brass. Hamblin
parades this mistranslated bow as "evidence"
of passing the test of antiquity. But if any
troubling anachronism can be ascribed to
historical errors by the Nephite writers or to
a translation error, the notion of tests for
antiquity becomes meaningless. This
methodology will in fact conclude that the
Book of Mormon has passed the "rigorous
test" of historical verification, regardless of
what the evidence may be.

THE real contribution of Warfare is not
in its apologetic material, but in its
interpretive analysis. Szink’s article points
out how clothing serves as a symbol for the
fate of the individual. He points to Moroni’s
trampling of his garments and Abinadi’s
prophecy of King Noah as a garment in a hot
furnace. Hugh Nibley is at his best in this
volume with what might be called proverbs
on war. Nibley uses the Book of Mormon as
his teeth to bite the current American
military establishment. Several other articles
in Warfare discuss the historical relationship
of war and the sacred. The book reminds us
that even in its arbitrary threat to life and to
naked power, war is opaque in revealing
ultimate values. The book reminds us that we
are forced to decide what to do with our
swords. When do we let them rust and when
do we keep them bright? An article by Daniel
C. Peterson on masonry and the Gaddiaton
robbers is a significant discussion, though he
unfortunately perpetuates some of the
muddled thinking and historical errors by
Bushman and other authors. Despite errors,
Peterson’s    discussion    raises    our
understanding of this topic to a new and
exciting level by examining the concept of
secret combinations as a symbol.

All in all, I found Warfare a delightful mix
of scholarship and subtle sermon. It pro-
vided for me as much interest as a good
novel. More importantly, it casts new light on
the Book of Mormon.                  ~
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A REFUSAL TO  TV ASH
AWAY THE PAIN

DEER IN THE HAYSTACKS

by Dixie Partridge

Boise, Idaho: Boise State University, 1984

Reviewed by Dennis Clark

Getting collections of poems reviewed is al-
ways difficult. Poetry is a more private craft than
story-telling, more personal than the personal
essay, more intimate than autobiography--and
yet more reserved than the usual scholarly re-
search report. To this combination of intimacy
and reserve the reviewer must respond with a
combination of discipline and affection, a
response that constantly risks on the one hand
being parental or patroni:~ing, and on the other
uncritical and enthusiastic. For the poet, this
often means that collections sent to publications
for review are not reviewed, because no one
wants to bother.

Since his reassignment from St~Nsro~q~
poetry editor to poetry reviewer, Dennis Clark
has found that this hesitance to review poetry is
more widespread than he had ever let himself
believe. With this review, St~Ns-roN~ begins an
series of reviews of LD5 poetry collections, some
veu belated (Deer in the Haystacks was
published in 1984), and some more current. It is
our hope to call your attention to fine Mormon
poetry wherever and whenever published, and
encourage you to read it--for pleasure, for de-
light, for relaxation.

NO ONE WAXES nostalgic for the
farm life that includes the deer Dixie
Partridge depicts in her poems, attempting to
feed on hay grown, harvested, and stacked
with all the pain and work that she records.
We are not talking Bambi here, but
competition for survival: "grey life . . .
straggling; white hunger looking for a
reasol~." The farm the deer approach is
rational, in the sense that European
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immigration to the American west was
rational; their approach is an attempt to settle
what the immigrants found to be a
wilderness. The deer are part of the
wilderness, and their hunger is no more
rational than raising cattle in high mountain
valleys ({his one is Star Valley, Wyoming). It
is reason that lead my ancestors, along with
Partridge’s, to wrestle with this land,
attempting to live against, as often as with, its
vagaries. She records that wrestle.

These thirty-six poems are filled with im-
ages of the ravages of farm life, working the
land as it works you:

Grandmother’s skin, fine parchment
veined with blue, wrapped
line of bone, stretched over knots
at joints paler
than white onion hearts
from Mamma’s garden.

I had never thought of my grandmother’s
knuckles as onion hearts, although she lived
for most of her life, and all of it I knew,
crippled with rheumatoid arthritis. The
phrase "from Mamma’s garden" may seem
sentimental; however, it functions to fix for
us the age of the viewer, and her world of
references. The image of onion hearts is asso-
ciated with tears, of course, but tears pro-
duced in the work of preparing food, in the
grandmother’s time as (still) in ours mainly
woman’s work. The connection between that
work and the image of the crippled hands
suggests that the work is the cause of the
crippling; not incidental to the aging de-
picted, but essential to it.

Though informed at times by sentiment,
these poems are rarely sentimental.
Sentimentalism is store-bought feeling--the
recent shallow patriotism inspiring our pres-
ent plague of yellow ribbons, so reminiscent
of the happy faces that sentimentalized hip-

pie feelings of optimism, brotherhood, and
agrarian communality (also, incidentally, yel-
low). The sentiments Partridge invokes func-
tion more like tent poles, shaping for us a
structure more involved with intimate than
monumental space. She records the familiar
encounter of parent with frightened child in
typically careful language:

Startled awake, I meet my wailing
child on the dark stairs. He screams
at my sudden, silent appearance.
His body is rigid, his pulse
pounding into mine. He cries Mamma,
Mamma, as though I have not come.
His eyes haunt me to an edge
I remember, a place more savage
for being in the mind.

Fright and our familiar night-scares structure
this encounter. Fright leads Partridge to
remember "trapped eyes of my grandmother,
who at the the end called us by strange
names." Partridge’s associations are the more
savage for being honest and highly personal.

Most of these poems deal with relations
between parents and children. In the title
poem, "Dad nudged against my impulse" to
feed the deer, until, in "the hard winter of
’58" one particularly stubborn doe comes
"right into the barnyard":

I shooed her away; hooves clattered on
ice,

legs shot out like strawsticks. The dog
ran at her,

barking. She didn’t flinch.

From the house later
I could see faint steam rising above her
to an ice-blue sky.

Winter and its privations fill these poems.
Age and its discomforts color them, often
with the ice-blue of that sky. And memory
functions, not to soften the experience of that
farm life but to make it stark. They are works
of love, these poems, but love tempered with
a refusal to wash away the pain in which that
love was conceived, carried to term, and
born.

Partridge is currently seeking a publisher
for a second collection. I hope she finds one
soon.                                ~,

BLESSING
Lord,
Just as You change bitter vinegar
into strength for our bodies,
change life’s bitter vinegar
into strength for our souls.

--J~RR’~ JOhNStON
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