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Does it cheapen or invalidate the message of the Book of Mormon
to use common words and unpoetic sentence structures? Would Nephi

or Mormon speak to us today using archaic forms, or would they be more
concerned that as many people as possible learn about Christ and his

gospelmincluding the undereducated, the funtionally illiterate, and the
learning disabled? To paraphrase Jesus, the scriptures were

made for people, not people for the scriptures.
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INTRODUCTION

DUTIFULLY FOLLOWING COUNSEL, I BEGAN

reading the Book of Mormon in 1988 to my children, the
oldest of whom was five at the time. I was not surprised to have
to paraphrase what I was reading so that they could under-
stand what was going on. For example, rather than reading,
"For it came to pass in the commencement of the first year of
the reign of Zedekiah, king of Judah (my father, Lehi, having
dwelt at Jerusalem in all his days); and in the same year there
came many prophets" (1 Nephi 1:4), I would say something
like:, "Lehi lived in Jerusalem his whole life. Then at the
beginning of the first year that Zedekiah was king of Judah,
many prophets came .... " After only one session of this kind
of simplification, the thought struck me that I ought to write
down a verse-by-verse paraphrase so that my children would
be able to read and understand the Book of Mormon by
themselves. I have been working on The Easy-to-Read Boot~ of
Mormon1 since.

I now have a full draft that has been through four extensive
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revisions. After I began working on this project, the need for
such a thing became even more clear--not just as a tool for
children, but for functionally illiterate adults and learning-dis-
abled individuals as well.

I live in Pittsburgh, Allegheny County, Pennsylvania. As of
four years ago, the number of functionally illiterate adults in
my county alone was estimated to be 186,000, or roughly 15
percent of the entire adult population. Literacy statistics for the
United States indicate that at least one in six adults, and
possibly as many as one in five adults, cannot read above a
fourth-grade reading level. The incidence of functional illiter-
acy is even greater in second- and third-world countries such
as Nigeria and Ghana, where one is considered lucky to receive
a fifth-grade education.

During the 1990-91 school year I taught the Book of Mor-
mon for home study seminary in my ward. Evidently Church
Educational System personnel have been paying attention to
the growing problem of illiteracy: at the outset of course work,
we seminary teachers were to administer a reading test to each
of our students. More specific to my project, one of the most
prevalent learning exercises in the Book of Mormon study
guide was to have students read a particular verse or set of
verses and then rephrase the passage in modern English to
ensure understanding. My students were all capable of reading
the authorized Book of Mormon, but I would ask them from
time to time to rephrase a verse using their own words. The
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interpretations they came up with were occasionally comical,
sometimes way off the mark, and sometimes surprisingly in-
sightful. When their interpretations were far afield, we would
discuss what it was about the language in the verse that made
the verse hard to understand, or what made it possible to
interpret the passage in more than one way.

Why is the Book of Mormon so difficult to read? There are
several factors: length and complexity of sentence structures,
vocabulary (including an enormous number of unfamiliar
proper nouns), and use of archaic language forms. The Easy-to-
Read Book of Mormon makes every effort to keep sentences
relatively short and simple. Written in simple, modern English
on approximately a fifth-grade reading level, it uses roughly
half of the vocabulary of the authorized version. (Other fea-
tures of The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon include: a "words to
know" glossary section that provides uncomplicated defini-
tions of hard words for which there are no simple equivalents,
such as "salvation," "atonement," and so on; brief explanatory
notes; and a paraphrased rendition of the Joseph Smith story)
The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon is shorter in length overall
than the authorized version by about one-third, which makes
it a less formidable-looking challenge to the functionally illiter-
ate.

On learning of this project, a few people have asked, "Well,
what about Book of Mormon Stories or the Deseret Book illus-
trated Book of Mormon Reader ’comic-book’ version? What
about these new animated video stories of the Book of Mor-
mon and audio recordings? Aren’t these sufficient?" No. While
I believe an animated or film reenactment of significant Book
of Mormon events might be helpful were it possible to do it in
the same way that the Genesis Project’s Book of Luke videos
were done, "Teenage Mutant Ninja Nephi" seems designed
more as commercial entertainment than as a source of spiritual
enlightenment. Audio recordings of the authorized Book of
Mormon still require a certain level of education and linguistic
sophistication to be understood. Comic-book style versions
leave out doctrinal exposition and impose a not-necessarily-
accurate visual interpretation of events. Sometimes there are
serious inaccuracies in the retellings themselves. (The Book of
Mormon Reader, as a case in point, depicts Christ as coming
almost immediately after the catastrophic natural disasters
signifying his death. But the authorized text indicates that he
did not visit the Americas until nearly a year later.)

In a First Presidency message in the Ensign some years ago,
President Thomas S. Monson related the poignant story of a
missionary who came to him in tears because he couldn’t read
well enough to read the Book of Mormon. This missionary was
advised to read Deta Peterson Neeley’s A Child’s 5toU of the Book
of Mormon, through which the missionary was able to learn
enough about the Book of Mormon to truly feel he could gain
a testimony of it. But A Child’s Story, as well as the original Book
of Mormon Stories, avoids any kind of in-depth doctrinal expo-
sition and relies heavily on fictitious embellishment to make
the story-line read more smoothly (For example, in A Child’s
5tory Nephi’s wife, from Neeleyg description, is evidently Scan-
dinavian and prone to anxiety attacks brought on by the

misdeeds of Laman and Lemuel. In like manner, the animated
video "Nephi and the Brass Plates" adds an entirely fictitious
scene of Nephi’s brothers bribing the guards at Jerusalem’s
gates.)

Finally, such materials, with the exception of the audio
recordings, are obviously designed for children. Literacy ex-
perts are well aware that most functionally illiterate adults
would rather not be caught reading "kids’ books." Adult liter-
acy materials are intentionally designed to avoid a cutesy or
juvenile appearance.

In sum, The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon is meant to bridge
the gap between children’s materials and the authorized ver-
sion. Although I am working on a fifth draft, earlier drafts have
already been used in my own ward and elsewhere to help
learning-disabled individuals, new converts, children, and
other individuals better understand the Book of Mormon. I
want to make it clear that I consider this work a stepping-stone
to, and not something to be generally used instead of, the
authorized version. Some have suggested using The Easy-to-
Read Book of Mormort in tandem with the authorized version,
perhaps in a parallel-column comparison edition.

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF A
SIMPLE-ENGLISH BOOK OF MORMON

THE single greatest advantage of a simple-English Book
of Mormon is that people with minimal reading skills will have
access to the message of the authorized text. Simplifying and
updating the language can also help provide greater overall
clarity. Let me give an example.

There are four places in the Book of Mormon that describe
people "listing to obey." Three are in King Benjaming discourse
(Mosiah 2:32, 2:33, and 2:37) and one in Alma (3:27). I
assumed for years that this phrase meant "listen to obey," since
"list" is a poetic form of listen, and was reasonably meaningful
in context as well. But "list" as used in the Book of Mormon
means to desire, to want. In fact, in the index, the entry for list
says "see also ’desire." " Thus:

Mosiah 2:32
(Authorized)
But, 0 my people, beware
lest there shall arise conten-
tions among you, and ye
list to obey the evil spirit,
which was spoken of by my
father Mosiah.

Mosiah 2:32
(Simple English)
But, O my people, be care-
ful not to fight and argue
with each other, so that you
will not want to obey the
devil that my father Mosiah
talked about.

But there are some disadvantages to simplification as well.
First, and most important, all paraphrases or translations of
necessity involve some degree of interpretation. The reader is
more or less forced to rely upon the paraphraser’s understand-
ing of what the original is saying. If the paraphraser’s under-
standing is uninformed, impaired, biased, or flat-out wrong,
this will be reflected in the text. Putting the Book of Mormon
into modern language has required me to make some choices
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about meanings that were somewhat more ambiguous or open
to interpretation in the original translation. Some of these
choices have included what percentage of the original text to
include and what words to use--factors which have the capac-
ity to significantly affect a reader’s comprehension of the in-
tended messages. For example, the first part of 1 Nephi 3:28
reads: "And it came to pass that Laman was angry with me, and
also with my father; and also was Lemuel, for he hearkened
unto the words of Laman." How should Lemuel be portrayed
according to the text? Is the text swing that he listened to
Laman in just this particular instance, or does this mean that
he always listened to Laman and may never have had an
original evil thought of his own? The Easy-to-Read Book of
Mormon used to read this way: "Laman was angry with both
me and my father, and so was Lemuel (because he always
listened to Laman)." But my choice at that time to include the
word "always" would obviously color someone’s opinion of
Lemuel, painting him as the Book of Mormon’s Consummate
"yes-man for evil." I have since revised this passage, dropping
"always." As with the authorized version, it is left to the reader
to decide about Lemuel’s status as a follower. This is probably
not so important in the long run, but there are other places that

require similar choices with possibly more significant conse-
quences. I did my best to follow the Spirit in these instances. I
hope that people reading The Easy-to-Read Book o.fMormon will
frequently cross-check what I have paraphrased with the au-
thorized version. If the reaction is "does the Book of Mormon
really say that?," then The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon will
have served a useful meditative function!

Second, some of the internal, linguistic kinds of proofs of
the Book of Mormon’s veracity that Hugh Nibley and others
have found so compelling are lost in simplification and short-
ening. Chiastic and parallel structures often disappeared,
along with myriad "authentic Middle-Eastern" expressions and
Hebraic poetics and phraseology. While the awkwardness of
the authorized version’s translation has been a great witness to
its truthfulness to some scholars, for many people (and not just
non-readers), this same "verifying awkwardness" has proven to
be an enormous stumbling block.

Third, there is some concern that a simple, straightforward,
easy-to-read text may induce people to avoid studying the
authorized version as they should. It is possible that some
people will prefer this version, regardless of their reading
skills. While I strongly believe that there is much more to be

know in whom ihave trusted.

led

waters of the

the comuming of my flesh.
22 He hathconfounded mine enemies,
the causing

it burned almost like fire.

up
ministered unto me.

to 241 have, prayed to him without fear during

came down and taught and helped
me.
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gained from reading the authorized version, I don’t believe that
this simplification will require any less thought and pondering
and prayer for those seeking spiritual truth. Although The
Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon is in many ways easier to under-
stand on a surface level, it does not provide people with any
shortcuts for applying gospel principles in their lives nor for
gaining a testimony of the truth of the Book of Mormon and
its message.

The title The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon has undergone
numerous changes since the project began. Although I have
some fear that using "Easy-to-Read" in the title might poten-
tially alienate adult readers, I felt a compromise was necessary
to try to make this work less threatening to conservative folk
for whom "The Book of Mormon in Simple Modem English"
seems to be anathema. Reaction to this work has been gener-
ally positive. Only a handful of people have indicated that they
feel it is the height of presumption on my part to try to do
anything that may in any way be construed as a "new
translation"; of these, only one has attempted to call me to
repentance. By contrast, I have received a great deal of support
and affirmation in this effort from priesthood leaders at various
levels.2

Although The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon is a paraphrase,

one LDS publisher had to treat it as a translation (requiring the
First Presidencyg go ahead for them to proceed with the
project, which is unlikely as evidenced by the recent First
Presidency statement [see the news section in this issue]).
Another publisher apparently thought it ought to be a bona fide
translation, with half of its editorial board rejecting the manu-
script on the interesting "philosophical" premise that I did not
have the original source material (by which I believe they
meant the Golden Plates).

The prime objective of paraphrasing is to avoid doing
violence to the meaning of a text by saying the same thing in a
different way from the original (which in this case means the
current authorized version of the Book of Mormon). My
method was straightforward: I wrote down what I read in the
authorized version using as simple language as I possibly
could, and the work evolved from that point on. As men-
tioned, at some point in the earlier drafts I changed my
primary audience from young children to functionally illiterate
adults. Note the differences in the paraphrasing from one draft
to the next in the below sidebar excerpt from the "Psalm of
Nephi" (2 Nephi 4:16-30).

One late development concerns the presentation of the
paraphrase itself. I have been partial to the idea that The

soul! Do-not be weak

will: y~ . Yes,.~ "0 , I will e you forever. Yes, my
you~ ~ , the rock soul will ~ hap,,py in you, my God, the rock

of my salvatior; ;
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Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon should be written in a verse-by-
verse format in order to allow the reader an easy way to
compare it with the authorized version. But several people
with whom I have consulted have recommended approaching
the text in paragraph format, which they feel will make the
work more comprehensible to those with minimal reading
skills. Although it remains to be seen which format will go to
press, the paragraph format does have the advantage of making
the text read more smoothly by eliminating redundancies) For
example, here is the first chapter of Moroni in verse and
paragraph formats.

(Authorized)
1 Now I, Moroni, after hav-
ing made an end of abridg-
ing the account of the
people of Jared, I had sup-
posed not to have written
more, but I have not as yet
perished; and I make not
myself known to the
Lamanites lest they should
destroy me.
2 For behold, their wars are
exceedingly fierce among
themselves; and because of
their hatred they put to
death every Nephite that
will not deny the Christ.
3 And I, Moroni, will not
deny the Christ; wherefore,
I wander withersoever I
can for the safety of mine
own life.
4 Wherefore, I write a few
more things, contrary to
that which I had supposed;
for I had supposed not to
have written any more; but
I write a few more things,
that perhaps they may be of
worth unto my brethren,
the Lamanites, in some fu-
ture day, according to the
will of the Lord.

(Simple English)
1 Now I, Moroni, did not
think that I would write
anything else after I had
finished writing about the
Jaredites, but I have not
been killed yet. I am hiding
from the Lamanites so that
they will not kill me.

2 They are fighting each
other, and they are killing
every Nephite that will not
deny the Christ because
they hate them so much.

3 I, Moroni, will not deny
the Christ, so I go and hide
wherever I can so I will not
be killed.

4 Since I have not been
killed yet, as I thought I
would be, I am going to
write some more things
that will be good for my
Lamanite brothers and sis-
ters to know when the Lord
thinks the time is right.

(Simple English, paragraph formaO
~Now I, Moroni, did not think I would be able to write
anything else after I had finished with the history of the
Jaredites. 2The Lamanites are fighting each other, and because
they are so full of hate, they are killing every Nephite who will
not deny the Christ. 3I will not deny the Christ, so I go
wherever I can to keep from being killed. 4Since I have not
been killed yet, as I thought I would be, I am going to write
more things in the hope that, God willing, they may someday
do some good for my Lamanite brothers and sisters.
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MULTIPLE AUTHORS,
TEXTUAL AMBIGUITIES,

AND DOCTRINAL INTERPRETATION

THERE have been systematic and scientific studies trying
to show that a variety of authors contributed to the Book of
Mormon. To me, based solely on my subjective impressions
borne of extreme familiarity with the Book of Mormon itself,
there are clearly noticeable differences in style from one author
to another. The later writers seemed less remote linguistically
than earlier writers; it seemed harder to paraphrase Nephi’s
writings than those of Mormon and Moroni.

As I am neither an Isaiah nor a Hebrew scholar, the Isaiah
portions represented a different kind of challenge. I sent my
first effort to the noted LDS Isaiah scholar Avraham Gileadi for
his comments. He suggested that I look at his new translation
of Isaiah for help in trying again, which I did.4 Although I am
much more comfortable with the current draft of these sec-
tions than I was with previous drafts, I intend to enlist the help
of someone better qualified to edit these particular passages.

But even with simplification and updated language, the
"Isaiah wall" still exists. People may very likely skip or stop at
the Isaiah portions of The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon for the
very same reasons, they skip or stop at those places in the
authorized version. The mysteries of prophetic discourse and
symbolism therein are not unraveled simply by using shorter
sentences and easier words.

All of this brings me to the next point--handling textual
ambiguities and doctrinal interpretation. According to Joseph
Smith, the Book of Mormon is "the most correct book" vis-a-
vis its clarity of Christian doctrine and precept. For a book of
its size, I must say that there were not as many places where
the text was ambiguous as one might expect, and those places
by and large nearly always concerned minor points of detail,
not doctrine.

On occasion I found it helpful to look at the French and
other Romance language translations to see how other people
treated ambiguities in the text. For example, we start right off
with a difficulty in the first verse of Nephi: What does "goodly
parents" mean? Contemporary U.S. Latter-day Saints tend to
believe that this means Nephig parents were morally upright
individuals, when a better rendering might make it clear that
Nephi’s parents were rich enough to afford to have even a
younger son formally educated to some extent. (This interpre-
tation is supported by the subsequent text.) The French ver-
sion reads Moi, Nephi, ~tant ne de bonne famille . .. ("having
been born into a good family"). Bonne famille is generally
understood to mean wealthy or upper class.

Questions of doctrinal interpretation were far more prob-
lematic, to be sure. In particular, Abinadig extremely trinitar-
ian-sounding exposition on the Father and the Son--on which
I’ve yet to hear a reasonable explanation that does not try to
distort what the Book of Mormon actually says on the sub-
ject--posed an interesting problem. While I initially consid-
ered making some additions to the text that would make
Abinadi’s discourse more closely resemble current teachings
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about the Godhead, I finally went with my own feeling that I
could not in good conscience try to pretend that Abinadi said
something other than what the authorized version reports that
he said. If the simplified version causes the same kind of
confusion as does the authorized version, the reader will have
to rely on later, modern revelation clarifying or even radically
modifying our understanding of this and other doctrines.

Another troubling aspect of the Book of Mormon is its
racism--dark skin being equated with wickedness and light
skin with righteousness. I am a believer in the "limited
geography" theory of the Book of Mormon: I do not believe
that Lehi’s people were alone on the two continents, but rather
that they occupied a relatively small tract of land and were
surrounded by all sorts of other peoples and cultures.5 Doubt-
less Laman and Lemuel and company had fewer scruples
about assimilating and being assimilated by other cultures, at
least partly through intermarriage. I suspect that all Book of
Mormon peoples looked pretty much alike--small and dark,
rather than tall and Scandinavian in complexion (Arnold
Friberg’s heroic northern European depictions notwithstand-
ing). What might account for the distinctions drawn in the
Book of Mormon? One anthropological principle holds that
when two peoples or tribes, virtually identical in nearly all
points of appearance and culture, become enemies, each tribe
will ascribe to the other any and all characteristics that either
or both tribes find to be repellent and loathsome, despite the
fact that these are shared characteristics of both tribes. So I take
the literal reality of contrasting dark and light skins of the Book
of Mormon peoples with a large grain of salt. Prophets then as
now interpret events in the light of their own understanding
and through the windows or blinders of their own cultures.
The Lord is very clear in Doctrine and Covenants 1:24 that he
speaks to his servants in their weakness and in their own
language--with all of the cultural and ethnic baggage associ-
ated with that language.

My personal reconciliation of this matter, however, did not
address the problem of what to do with these passages in the
text, and again I found myself painfully opting for letting the
Book of Mormon say what it says, rather than what I’d like it
to say. I have given serious thought to putting my personal
views into a section all its own--a "note on the text"--but
have concluded that such an explanation is the province of a
prophet, not a paraphraser. I wish one of our modern prophets
would provide an official, revealed repudiation of this demean-
ing doctrine before The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon goes to
press, which I would then gladly simplify and add to the work’s
explanatory notes.

Another major problem dealt with convoluted sentence
structures that went on clause after modifying clause. I have
concentrated on this problem in the fifth (hopefully the last)
full draft. My approach has been to repeat the main idea several
times in short sentences so that all of the modifiers--which
seem important to fully understanding the messages--are in-
cluded. The following example is part of Abinadi’s discourse
found in Mosiah 16:10-12.

(Authorized)
10 Even this mortal shall
put on immortality, and
this corruption shall put on
incorruption, and shall be
brought to stand before the
bar of God, to be judged of
him according to their
works whether they be
good or whether they be
evil-
11 If they be good, to the
resurrection of endless life
and happiness; and if they
be evil, to the resurrection
of endless damnation,
being delivered up to the
devil, who hath subjected
them, which is damna-
tion-

12 Having gone according
to their own carnal wills
and desires; having never
called upon the Lord while
the arms of mercy were ex-
tended towards them; for
the arms of mercy were ex-
tended towards them, and
they would not; they being
warned of their iniquities
and yet they would, not de-
part from them; and they
were commanded to repent
and yet they would not re-
pent.

(Simple English)
10 "Mortal bodies will be-
come immortal, and im-
perfect bodies will become
perfect. People will come
and stand before God, and
he will judge them by the
good and bad things they
have done.

11 "If they have done good
things, they will be resur-
rected to life and happiness
forever. But if they have
done evil things, they will
be resurrected to damna-
tion. They will be given to
the devil, who has made
them his slaves. (This is
damnation.)
12 "They will be damned
because they did whatever
evil they wanted to do.
They never prayed to the
Lord while he could have
mercy on them. The Lord
wanted to have mercy on
them, but they did not
want it. They were warned
about their sins, but they
would not stop sinning.
They were commanded to
repent, but they would not
repent.

GENDER-INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE
Using "brethren" or "brothers and sisters"

WE as a church tend to be linguistically conservative,
at least where English is concerned. Although things have been
changing somewhat, we still hear many (but thankfully not all)
speakers at general conference using such gender-exclusive
terms as "man" to mean both men and women (even though
this generic meaning has been fast fading from current public
discourse and memory). Many more male examples than fe-
male are found in talks and manuals ostensibly aimed at both
women and men, and gender-role stereotyping still abounds.
The Book of Mormon, mirroring womeng lots and stations in
its own time and in Joseph Smith’s, is a very male-oriented or
androcentric work. It is evident from the text that women were
not Nephite citizens: they were chattel. Much as I regret that
this was the state of things among a chosen people, I also
recognize that it was never the intent of the Book of Mormon
to tell us in any great detail about the day-to-day life and
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culture of the Nephite people, female or male.
I have approached the question of using gender-inclusive

language very simply as I have gone along: I have followed the
counsel in 1 Nephi 19:23 to "liken the scriptures unto [my-
self]" wherever appropriate. Not surprisingly, there are very
few places where it is inappropriate to use gender-neutral
pronouns.

One concern about using gender-inclusive language in a
Book of Mormon context is that it might distort the reader’s
picture of Nephite culture (what little we know of it). Such
usage may give rise to the idea that the Nephites were more
egalitarian vis-a-vis the status of men and women than what
the authorized text can support. After a great deal of thought
and prayer on the subject, I feel that the benefits of using
gender-inclusive language outweigh the ramifications of this
legitimate concern. The Book of Mormon must be treated in
this context as living scripture, which to me is a more impor-
tant function than that of being a "window on the past."

Gender-inclusive language changes have mostly been lim-
ited to places in discourses now applicable to both men and
women--when "my beloved brethren" is more appropriately
rendered in our day as "my dear brothers and sisters." I have
tried to clarify the use of "Nephites" as meaning "Nephite men"
in those places where women and children are also mentioned
in the same breath. The frequently used grammatical construct
"if a man, he..." has been changed in virtually all cases to read
"if people, they .... " Note the difference between the exclu-
sive and inclusive language in this example (Moroni 7:~r8):

(Authorized)
48 Wherefore, my beloved
brethren, pray unto the Fa-
ther with all the energy of
heart, that ye may be filled
with this love, which he
hath bestowed upon all
who are true followers of
his; Son, Jesus Christ; that
ye may become the sons of
God; that when he shall ap-
pear we shall be like him,
for we shall see him as he
is; that we may have this
hope; that we may be puri-
fied even as he is pure.
Amen.

(Simple English)
4-8 Dear brothers and sis-
ters, pray to God the Father
with all of your hearts, so
that you will be filled with
this love, which he gives to
all who are true followers
of his Son, Jesus Christ--so
that you may become God’s
sons and daughters; that
when Christ comes again,
we will be like him, and we
will see him as he is. May
we have this hope, and may
we become just as pure as
he is pure. Amen.

With few exceptions, the use of gender-inclusive language
is unobtrusive and subtle--in fact, most people who have had
access to earlier drafts were not aware of this "feature" until it
was pointed out to them. (I am careful to tell readers about this
in my preface.)

However, there are exceptions to gender-inclusive usage.
For example, even though for myself I read "O remember, my
son, and learn wisdom in thy youth" (Alma 37:35) as "O
remember, my daughter," the text clearly indicates a verbatim

transcription of counsel or a letter addressed to Alma’s son, so
the text has retained the masculine address in this and in all
similarly explicit instances.

What is my justification for making these kinds of inclusive
changes? Alleviating my own discomfort was a prime motiva-
tion. I am a sister, a mother, a daughter; I have never been a
brother, a father, nor a son, and whatever rationales have been
used in times past to justify using masculine language as being
sufficiently descriptive of both genders has simply lost its
relevance and self-presumed "weight of reason" in our day.
Moreover, using gender-exclusive terminology perpetuates
common misconceptions about the importance of womeng
contributions throughout history, however domesticated and
commonplace those activities may have been. Sadly, some of
the most notable women of the Book of Mormon remain
nameless--even one with such astonishing faith as King
Lamoni’s consort.

Despite my own firm belief that our Heavenly Mother was
and continues to be actively involved in people’s lives here on
earth, all pronouns and names for God in The Easy-to-Read
Book of Mormon are masculine, as found in the authorized
version. (I look forward to the day when we treat our Mother
as a viable theological entity, and she once again takes her
rightful place in both ancient and modern scripture.)

SACRED VS. VERNACULAR LANGUAGE

FINALLY, the issue of sacred language versus the vernac-
ular has been the bugaboo for all modern language renditions
of any sacred book, from the Bible to the Koran and now,
perhaps, for the Book of Mormon as well. Those of us reared
in the Church, who are comfortable with King James-style
scriptural language, may find it difficult to move from "I,
Nephi, being exceedingly young, nevertheless being large in
stature" (1 Nephi 2:16) to "I, Nephi, was big for my age." But
the latter rendition, to me, is exactly what Nephi meant and
quite possibly the way he might express himself were he
conversing with late-twentieth-century speakers of English.
Likewise, for Lehi to dwell in a tent is less messy than for him
to live in one: "living" more accurately illustrates the sober and
unromantic realities of their lives: they sweated, defecated,
unnated, had sex, squabbled, reared children, and so forth.
For me, at least, "dwell" is a cut above all that earthy stuff
stuff that a prophet of God surely wouldn’t be a party to.

Tackling prayer language posed another interesting choice
between old and new language forms. Currently, English-
speaking Latter-day Saints have been officially counseled to
use the thee-thou-thy forms of address in prayer.6 For the
majority of Church members, who have been converted as
adults, an occasional Ensign article or priesthood or Relief
Society lesson on how to use thee-thou-thy can scarcely make
a dent in overcoming a lifetime of never having used those
forms before.

Others have pointed out the inconsistency in the Church’s
rationale for continued use of archaic forms as a token of
respect, rather than of intimacy.7 I believe that the Lord cares
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far more about the content of a message than its form: were it
not so, he would have had an angel specializing in grammar
and syntax hovering over Joseph Smith as he translated. Lan-
guage is dynamic and fluid. Meanings change over the course
of time and understanding far outweighs efforts to preserve
archaic linguistic traditions. For this reason, along with the
overriding purpose of making the Book of Mormon accessible
to everyone, The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon always uses the
you-your forms.

Unlike some modern renditions of the Bible in juxtaposi-
tion with the King James Version, there isn’t an awful lot of
poetic or beautiful phraseology lost through updating and
simplifying the Book of Mormon. A large part of the Book of
Mormon language is not the stuff of great literature in any
worldly sense. Obviously, this reflects my own tastes and
biases. Wherever possible, however, I have done my best to
preserve whatever loveliness of form or expression there is, as
in 3 Nephi 17:1-25:

(Authorized Version)
1 Behold, now it came to
pass that when Jesus had
spoken these words he
looked round about again
on the multitude, and he
said unto them: Behold, my
time is at hand.
2 I perceive that ye are
weak, that ye cannot un-
derstand all my words
which I am commanded of
the Father to speak unto
you at this time.
3 Therefore, go ye unto
your homes, and ponder
upon the things which I
have said, and ask of the
Father, in my name, that ye
may understand, and pre-
pare your minds for the
morrow, and I come unto
you again.
4 But now I go unto the
Father, and also to show
myself unto the lost tribes
of Israel, for they are not
lost unto the Father, for he
knoweth whither he hath
taken them.
5 And it came to pass that
when Jesus had thus spo-
ken, he cast his eyes round
about again on the multi-
tude, and held they were in
tears, and did look stead-
fastly upon him as if they

(Simple English)
1 After Jesus had said these
things, he looked at the
people again and said to
them: "I have to go now.

2 "I see that you are weak,
and that you cannot under-
stand all of the words
which Heavenly Father has
commanded me to tell you
at this time.
3 "So go home and think
hard about the things I
have said. Ask Heavenly
Father in my name to help
you understand, and to get
your minds ready for to-
morrow, when I will come
to you again.

4 "Right now I am going to
Heavenly Father, and also
to show myself to the lost
tribes of Israel. (They are
not lost to Heavenly Father,
because he knows where
he has taken them.)"
5 After Jesus said this, he
looked at the people again,
and he saw that they were
crying. They looked at him
as if they wanted to ask him
to stay with them a little
longer.

would ask him to tarry a
little longer with them.
6 And he said unto them:
Behold, my bowels are
filled with compassion to-
wards you.
7 Have ye any that are sick
among you? Bring them
hither. Have ye any that are
lame, or blind, or halt, or
maimed, or leprous, or that
are withered, or that are
deaf, or that are aftlicted in
any manner? Bring them
hither and I will heal them,
for I have compassion
upon you; my bowels are
filled with mercy.
8 For I perceive that ye de-
sire that I should show
unto you what I have done
unto your brethren, at Jeru-
salem, for I see that your
faith is sufficient that I
should heal you.

9 And it came to pass that
when he had thus spoken,
all the multitude, with one
accord, did go forth with
their sick and their af-
flicted, and their lame, and
with their blind, and with
their dumb, and with all
them that were afflicted in
any manner; and he did
heal them every one as they
were brought forth unto
him.
10 And they did all, both
they who had been healed
and they who were: whole,
bow down at his feet, and
did worship him; and as
many as could come for the
multitude did kiss his feet,
insomuch that they did
bathe his feet with their
tears.

11 And it came to pass that
he commanded that their
little children should be
brought.
12 So they brought their
little children and set them

6 So he said to them: "I am
filled with mercy and love
for you.

7 "Do you have any sick
people with you? Bring
them here. Are there any
people with you who can-
not walk, or who are blind,
or deaf, or who are hurt or
sick in any way? Bring
them here and I will heal
them, because I love you,
and I am filled with mercy
for you.

8 "I see that you want me to
show you what I have done
for your brothers and sis-
ters at Jerusalem, and I see
that you have enough faith
for me to heal you."

9 After Jesus said this, the
people all came and
brought all those to him
who were sick or who
could not walk, or who
were blind or deaf, or who
could not speak, or who
were hurt in any way. He
healed every one of them as
they were brought to him.

10 Then all the people--
those who had been healed
and those who had been
well--bowed down at his
feet and worshiped him.
And as many people as
could come to him
(because of the crowd)
kissed his feet, and his feet
were washed with their
tears.
11 Then he commanded
them to bring their chil-
dren to him.

12 So they brought their
children to him, and had
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down upon the ground
round about him, and Jesus
stood in the midst; and the
multitude gave way till
they had all been brought
unto him.
13 And it came to pass that
when they had all been
brought, and Jesus stood in
the midst, he commanded
the: multitude that they
should kneel down upon
the: ground.
14 And it came to pass that
when they had knelt upon
the: ground, Jesus groaned
within himself, and said:
Father, I am troubled
because of the wickedness
of the people of the house
of Israel.
15 And when he had said
these words, he himself
also knelt upon the .earth;
and behold he prayed unto
the: Father, and the things
which he prayed cannot be
written, and the multitude
did bear record who heard
him.
16 And after this manner
do they bear record: The
eye hath never seen, nei-
ther hath the ear heard, be-
fore, so great and
marvelous things as we saw
and heard Jesus speak unto
the Father;
17 And no tongue can
speak, neither can there be
written by any man, nei-
ther can the hearts of men
conceive so great and mar-
velous things as we both
saw and heard Jesus speak;
and no one can conceive of
the joy which filled our
souls at the time we heard
him pray for us unto the
Father.
18 And it came to pass that
when Jesus had made an
end of praying unto the Fa-
ther, he arose; but so great
was the joy of the multi-
tude that they were over-

them sit down on the
ground around him. Jesus
stood in the middle, and
the people made room
until all of the children
could be brought to him.
13 When the children had
all been brought to Jesus,
who was standing in the
middle, he commanded the
people to kneel down on
the ground.

14 After they had all knelt
on the ground, Jesus
groaned in his heart and
said: "Father, I am sad
because of the wickedness
of the people of the house
of Israel."

15 After he said that, he
knelt on the ground also
and prayed to Heavenly Fa-
ther. The things that he
prayed cannot be written.
This is what the people say
who heard him:

16 "Eyes have never seen
before, and ears have never
heard before, the great and
wonderful things we saw
and heard Jesus say to
Heavenly Father.

17 "No tongue can speak,
and no one can write, nor
can people even think of
such great and wonderful
things that we saw and
heard Jesus speak. And no
one can understand the joy
that filled our souls at the
time we heard him pray to
Heavenly Father for us."

18 When Jesus finished
praying to Heavenly Fa-
ther, he stood up, but the
people were so full of joy
that they could not get up.

come.
19 And it came to pass that
Jesus spake unto them and
bade them arise.
20 And they arose from the
earth, and he said unto
them: Blessed are ye
because of your faith. And
now behold, my joy is full.
21 And when he had said
these words, he wept, and
the multitude bare record
of it, and he took their little
children, one by one, and
blessed them, and prayed
unto the Father for them.
22 And when he had done
this he wept again;
23 And he spake unto the
multitude, and said unto
them: Behold your little
ones.
2~r And as they looked to
behold they cast their eyes
towards heaven, and they
saw the heavens open, and
they saw angels descending
out of heaven as it were in
the midst of fire; and they
came down and encircled
those little ones about, and
they were encircled about
with fire; and the angels
did minister unto them.
25 And the multitude did
see and hear and bear re-
cord; and they know that
their record is true for they
all of them did see and
hear, every man for him-
self; and they were in num-
ber about two thousand
and five hundred souls;
and they did consist of
men, women, and chil-
dren.

19 Then Jesus told them to
stand up.

20 They got up from the
ground, and he said to
them: "You are blessed
because of your faith, and
now I am full of joy."
21 When he said that, he
wept, and all the people
saw it. Then he took their
little children one by one
and blessed them, and
prayed to Heavenly Father
for them.
22 After he did this, he
wept again.
23 Then he said to the peo-
ple: "Look at your little
children."

24 And as they looked to
see, they looked up toward
heaven, and they saw the
heavens open. Angels came
down as if in the middle of
fire and made a circle of fire
around the little children,
and blessed them.

25 The people saw and
heard these things, and
were witnesses of them.
They know that their re-
cord is true, because they
all saw and heard these
things for themselves.
(There were about two
thousand five hundred
men, women, and chil-
dren.)

Does it cheapen or invalidate the message of the Book of
Mormon to use common words and unpoetic sentence struc-
tures? Not too many centuries ago devout scholars were put to
death for translating the Bible from Latin or Greek into the
common or "vulgar" language. Would Nephi or Mormon
speak to us today using archaic forms, or would they be more
concerned that as many people as possible learn about Christ
and his gospel--including the undereducated, the function-
ally illiterate, and the learning-disabled? Perhaps we can take
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current conference addresses as a guide. Most general author-
ities are plain-spoken and quite easy to understand. For the
most part, they seem to care more for content than they do for
form. To paraphrase Jesus, the scriptures were made for peo-
ple, not people for the scriptures. The Church has slowly
begun to recognize this, as the occasional use of other editions
of the Bible even in general conference attests, although we
have recently been counseled in a First Presidency statement
to use the King James Version at church. I strongly feel that
God will be highly displeased if we allow tradition to take
precedence over other people’s ability to learn about the gospel
in their own language--in this case, late-twentieth-century
English.

Although this project has been a not-for-profit venture from
the start, I have felt greatly rewarded in many ways. In taking
The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon to this point, I honestly feel
that I have done what God has wanted me to do; in addition,
my experience in producing this paraphrase has strengthened
my conviction that the Book of Mormon really is a translation
of an ancient text by an unschooled farmer who was reason-
ably well-versed in the King ..lames Bible.

I don’t know under what auspices The Easy-to-Read Book of
Mormon may appear or how it will ultimately be used, but I
sincerely believe that a way will be provided for this work to
be a useful tool in helping build God’s kingdom. Many people
eagerly await its publication. (Current plans are to print the
work privately and have it in circulation by the end of 1993.)s
It is my fondest hope that The Easy-to-Read Book of Mormon will
help its readers gain a testimony that Jesus is the Christ and
that his church has been restored through the prophet Joseph
Smith. This desire has been both the impetus and the rationale
behind it all.                                        ~

NOTES

1. At the time this talk was given, the title of my work was "Mormon’s
Book," and it was mentioned with this title in an article by Marvin Folsom ap-
pearing in a 1992 edition of the F.AR.M5. journal. However, in November of
1992 I was made aware of another book using the title ~’Mormon’s Book," sched-
uled for publication in 1993, which purports to be a modern English (but not
explicity simplified) version of the Book of Mormon, as interpreted by Timothy
B. Wilson. Although my work and my use of the title "Mormon’s Book" precedes
Wilson’s by more than two years, there appears to be no legal way to prevent
him from using this title; and because of the extreme differences in our respec-
tive intentions toward and approaches to paraphrasing the Book of Mormon, I
am unwilling to have my book appear in print under the same title.

2. I was careful to keep the First Presidency apprised of this prqject. On
two separate occasions I advised them of the progress of the work, both times of-
fering it gratis to the Church. On both occasions ! received polite responses indi-
cating that the Church had no plans for producing any kind of simple English
version of the Book of Mormon. Neither letter from the First Presidency indi-
cated that it would be inappropriate for me to continue with the project. I also
maintained a correspondence with a member of the First Quorum of the Seventy
who was very enthusiastic about this project. He believes there is a definite need
for such a thing, and encouraged me to pursue private publication. My stake
president and especially my bishop have been veU supportive. (Copies of all
correspondence are in the author’s possession.)

3. Some modern translations of the Bible use the paragraph format, but ref-
erence the verses in superscripts.

q. I wrote to Dr. Gileadi on two separate occasions, each time enclosing my
simplification of the Book of Mormon’s Isaiah sections. The first time, in 1988,
Dr. Gileadi returned my work after having made detailed notes on one or two

chapters. He recommended that I consult his translation of Isaiah for some clari-
fications. I used his translation (Avraham Gileadi, The Apocalyptic Booh of Isaiah
[Provo, Utah: Hebraeus Press, 1982]) in tandem with the authorized version in
my efforts to deal with certain textual ambiguities. In 1991, I sent him the re-
vised sections, which he again returned with detailed notes on one chapter. He
felt the sections needed more work, but he did not have time to work with me
on the project. I did another revision of these sections in 1992. (Copies of all
correspondence are in the author’s possession.)

5. John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting for the Bool~ of Mormon
(Salt Lake City gr Provo, Utah: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1985).

6. Boyd K. Packer, "Reverence Invites Revelation," Ensign, November 1991,
22-23.

7. Lavina Fielding Anderson, "The Grammar of Inequity," Dialogt~c: A Jot~r-
hal of Mormon Thought, 23:4 (Winter 1990), pp. 81-95.

8. An electronic version of The Easy-to-Read Boobe oj Mormon is available free
of charge to all interested persons. For information about downloading the files,
send electronic mail to dba@cs.cmu.edu. Printed spiral-bound copies of the
1992 electronic release are available at cost (approximately $10, which includes
postage). A version on diskette is also available at cost. It is anticipated that a
perfect-bound, corrected edition will be printed and available at cost in mid-
1993. Persons interested in obtaining any of these versions of The Eazv-to-Rcact
Book qfMormon should contact Lynn Matthews Anderson, 5806 Hampton Street,
Pittsburgh, PA 15206, or send electronic mail to dba+lynn@cs.cmu.edu.

VISITING TEACHING (A SPIRITUAL)
Lord, send babies, good healthy babies
(yes, sweet Jesus),
Cause I don’t want to be a sick old lady
In a senior citizens subsidized apartment
That smells like old cooked grease,
Where everyone leaves before I can get to the door,
And hangs up before I can get to the phone,
And someone brings groceries I can’t see to cook,
So I eat waffles I put in the toaster,
And no one comes, most days
(yes, Lord, hear it now).

Lord, send babies;, good healthy babies
(amen, sweet Jesus),
Cause I don’t want to be a sick old lady
In a nursing convalescent old age senior citizens home
That smells like urine,
Where teenagers .call me by my first name,
And they serve jello at every meal,
And the members; of my high school class
Stare wordless at the walls and drool,
And no one comes, most days
(hear me talking at you, Lord).

And make those babies care for their mama
Or let me come to you
(amen, amen)

~LISA BOLIN HAWKINS
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