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Brief Notices
Gene Sessions

SOME TIME AGO, a slithery fellow came
through my neighborhood selling "Church
history tapes." Always interested in what
people are willing to do to escape reading,
I invited the man in and agreed to listen
to his demo cassette. While he booted it
up in his player, he prattled about how the
"Brothern" had endorsed the tapes and
that Orson Scott Card had scripted them.
Inasmuch as I had heard of Card's poten-
tial to take Mormon culture a major step
in the direction of intellectual maturity (to
paraphrase Doug Alder's overstated review
of Card's A Woman of Destiny, UEH,
April 1984), I expected a pleasant sur-
prise. Ten minutes later, I threw the guy
out. The dramatization taught me that
Joseph Smith and his associates were
nothing more or less than "Gunsmoke" ver-
sions of Paul Dunn and the Osmonds. I
have worried ever since about the power of
electronic technology to destroy the quality
and depth of Mormonism as the Saints (in
hand with the gentiles) increasingly insist
upon entertainment as the path to under-
standing. My experience with the Church
history huckster occurred at about the same
time as blacks were learning everything
there was to know about slavery from TV's
"Roots." More recently, Americans saw
how George Washington was really an
egalitarian chap with the hair-sprayed coif-
fure of Barry Bostwick who loved Jaclyn
Smith rather than Martha the whole time,
just like in the soap operas.

So, you say, another historian gets mad
because he cannot make history interest-
ing enough to compete with fictionalized
drama. Tough. But what about the scrip-
tures? If they're not interesting enough to
compete with drama and fiction, what
then? I happen to agree wholeheartedly

with "a discouraged lover of the scrip-
tures" who early in 1984 became so fed up
with the hogwash he heard in the Living
Scriptures version of the Book of Mormon
that he wrote to the company's president
Jared F. Brown an anguished letter charg-
ing that "poetic license" had actually dis-
torted even the simple facts of the story to
say nothing of the sentient impact of the
canon. Brown's demo tape, for example,
has Father Lehi telling Ishmael that he has
four sons but no daughters when 2 Nephi
5:6 states that Nephi had sisters. Of course,
such enterprises as Living Scriptures worry
little about the truth in their eager pursuit
of mannon, which is why this quarter's
Milk the Mormons Award (the coveted
"Elsie") goes to Brown and other such
entrepreneurs of ignorance who so lucra-
tively exploit the willingness of Mormons
to forsake the seeking of knowledge from
the best books in favor of dramatized
claptrap.

An older and more praiseworthy
method of making the scriptures less dread-
ful to read and more accessible to the ordi-
nary student is through the production of
commentaries and guides. These run the
gamut between the superb and the stupid,
not only among the Mormons but with all
scripture-based religionists from Jesuits to
Jehovah's Witnesses. A potentially good
LDS commentary to appear recently is
Monte S. Nyman, "The Words of Jere-
miah" (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1980,
120 pp., index, $6.50). Readable although
decidedly superficial, it summarizes and
outlines the essentials of Jeremiah's mes-
sage particularly as it took the common
form of prophecy. Nyman's thrust consists
of tying Jeremiah into the Book of Mor-
mon as well as bringing his words into har-
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mony with the pronouncements of latter-
day prophets. Each chapter contains a
brief summary of a section of Jeremiah and
then a verse-by-verse or verse-group analy-
sis of the scripture. Unfortunately, the
BYU professor of ancient scriptures be-
came so anxious to get his work into the
Mormon book market that he apparently
allowed the good milkmen at Bookcraft to
contort the manuscript until it would
"prove" the doctrine of a preexistence
among the ancient Hebrews and to men-
tion ad nauseam often tenuous connections
between the meaning of Jeremiah and the
course of the Restoration. As usual, what
could have been a solid Mormon contribu-
tion to Bible scholarship became in the
hands of Mormon book-hawkers a rather
narrow and doctrinnaire polemic. Perhaps
Nyman intended it to be just that, but we
can hope otherwise.

One of Nyman's colleagues at BYU
has taken the scripture-improvement effort
more seriously. Representative of an colos-
sal amount of work, Avraham Gileadi's
The Apocalyptic Book of Isaiah: A New
Translation with Interpretive Key (Provo:
Hebraeus Press, 1982, 207 pp., $9.95) is a
masterpiece of scholarship which raises the
words of Isaiah, in Hugh Nibley's words,
"above the level of superficial manuals,
piecemeal commentaries, sketchy summa-
ries, classroom routine, and microscopic
learned routines." Gileadi reworks most of
Isaiah, casting the poetry into verse and
recasting much of its bulky language. No-
where in the book does the translator/
commentator succumb to the temptation
to make his work into a supportive timber
for the superstructures of Mormon theology
and scriptural interpretation as did Ny-
man's treatment of Jeremiah. Conse-
quently, non-Mormon Bible scholars have
hailed his book as "new-dimensional"
(R. K. Harrison of the University of To-
ronto) and "exhaustive" (David Noel
Freedman of the University of Michigan).
But Gileadi's book appeared from a minor
local press and has sold few copies while
Nyman's hit the local bigtime at Bookcraft

to house his wife and eight kids. "Choose
ye this day. . . ."

Although the new translation of Isaiah
is a type of book unfortunately destined
to have little impact on Mormondom, few
Latter-day Saints escape the weight of
modern anti-Mormon propaganda. Liter-
ally dozens of books and a boxload of
pamphlets are now in print either for the
purpose of converting misguided Mormons
to a purer brand of Christianity or to dis-
suade investigators. This, of course, is
and has probably built a new family room
nothing new, but in recent years, primarily
due to the efforts of Jerald and Sandra
Tanner and such groups as the Utah Tract
Society, anti-Mormon publishing has ac-
quired a fresh and correlated vigor. Occa-
sional counter-efforts have fallen short of
the mark and have done little to diminish
the strength of these dedicated crusaders.
Although Tanner diatribes and similar ma-
terial often elicit boisterous laughter from
Mormons well-schooled in the historical
method, the work goes forward in such
lengthening strides that we need not men-
tion here the many current efforts of these
valiant and usually quixotic warriors for
the "truth."

Recently, an Arizona couple, Robert
L. and Rosemary Brown, determined to
fight fire with fire and have published a
Tanner-style volume called They Lie in
Wait to Deceive (Mesa: Barnsworth Pub-
lishing Company, 1981, v+287 pp., $9.95)
that also appears to be a call for donations
to a "Religious Research Association" that
will continue the struggle against the anti-
Mormons. The Browns' first volume con-
sists mostly of a very devastating dismem-
berment of the famous and verbose Dee
Jay Nelson, who has made a fine living lec-
turing as an "Egyptologist" on the fraudu-
lent qualities of the Book of Abraham.
While the Brown book represents an un-
believable amount of work and miniscule
attention to detail, it reads and looks just
like a Tanner publication, with excited
prose and bold-face emphases. Whether
this is a better approach to the problem
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than ignoring it (which seems to be the
essential position of the Church itself) re-
mains to be seen, but narrow-focus scholas-
ticism has consistently backfired in the past.
One thing, however, is for certain: The
Browns have buried the Nelson imposture,
and that alone makes their book worth its
paper.

Unworthy of its paper or anything else
is this quarter's winner of the Pull the
Latter-day Leg Award. If there is anything
worse in print than Mormon books full of
"true stories of humor and inspiration for
teenagers and youth," it could only be
The Wit and Wisdom of the Ayatollah
Khomeini. Allen K. Burgess, From Twisted
Ear to Reverent Tear (Provo: Perry Enter-
prises, 1983, 89 pp., $7.98) contains twenty-
three insipid anecdotes just right for youth
speakers to read in sacrament meeting. By
the time the Church reaches saturation
with this issue's Ahab-winner, there will
undoubtedly be a sequel called From
Twisted Mind to Reverent Whine, a book
of true stories of humor and inspiration for
residents of insane asylums filled to the
brim with Mormons who lost their marbles
sitting through such drivel week after week.
The thing that makes this particular vol-
ume even worse than Especially for Mor-
mons is that all twenty-three stories not
only bore with exactitude but also make a
science out of overblowing the common-
place. And get this advice to the lovelorn:
"Remember, all you handsome, spiritual,
neat, talented guys, when your heart is
stolen by some beautiful, spiritual, talented
young lady who just happens to make the
best apple pie in the world, stop and ask
your Father in Heaven if she is right for
you." (p. 63) If He says no, give her heart
and the pie right back. In case you have a
hard time retching them up, just remember
this book.

For those who prefer their true stories
of humor and inspiration celebrity-style,
we notice Luise King Rey's Those Swing-
ing Years: An Autobiography (Salt Lake
City: Olympus Publishing Company, 1983,
154 pp., illus. $10.95). Although her hip

nephew Lex de Azevedo (who won last
quarter's Ahab) should have warned her
that the BYU Bookstore might not carry a
book about "swinging," Rey has produced
a fascinating memoir, not only illuminating
the rise to stardom of the King Sisters (and
later Family) but also shedding poignant
light upon the lives and trials of the many
Mormons who, like the Kings, joined the
twentieth-century American pilgrimage to
the Golden State. Well worth the price of
the book are the collection of nostalgic
photographs and scrap-book items in the
back of the volume. While avoiding contro-
versy, Luise reveals (mostly between the
lines) the travail of her family as it sought
to play the gentile entertainment game with-
out losing the meaning of its heritage. Al-
though the bulk of the book will appeal
only to King family and friends, that
strange breed called California Mormons
will also recognize both the scenery and the
sentiments.

Another book about a different strain
of Mormons is Rendell N. Mabey and Gor-
don T. Allred, Brother to Brother (Salt
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1984, viii+161 pp.,
illus. $7.95), the story of the two mis-
sionary couples who went into West Africa
in 1978 to organize official branches of the
Church where in Ghana and Nigeria sev-
eral hundred "Mormons" already wor-
shipped a semblance of the God of Joseph,
Brigham, and Spencer. In one year, Ren
and Rachel Mabey along with Ted and
Janath Cannon baptized more than 1,700
Africans and created five districts and
thirty-five branches. Their story reads like
a great adventure and is probably as faith-
promoting a volume as has come along in
years. In the capable hands of accom-
plished and colorful writer Gordon Allred,
Brother to Brother inspires admiration for
the two couples as well as pangs of senti-
ment for the humble souls in Africa who
seem to have found peace of mind in a
strange religion from the heartland of
America.

An important part of that heartland,
Jackson County, Missouri, holds both cur-
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