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Praise for Avi Steinberg’s 


THE LOST BOOK OF MORMON


“Part memoir, part travelogue, part literary and cultural criticism….A writer less curious about how this process [of storytelling] works might have approached The Lost Book of Mormon as a debunking mission, an opportunity to poke fun at those whose beliefs differ from his own. Steinberg, though, is less interested in whether or not stories are true than in why they move us and where they can be found.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“A truly weird and beautiful memoir.”

—NewYorker.com

“[A] rollicking travelogue….Steinberg is winning as a travel writer, someone who can go native and understand the desire of others for something, anything, to come to pass.”

—The Daily Beast

“Without a doubt, The Lost Book of Mormon will soon have you buying more books: anything written by Avi Steinberg and, yeah, most likely, the actual Book of Mormon. Steinberg could write about what he did yesterday and it would be glorious.”

—Jacob Tomsky, author of Heads in Beds

“The story of a winsome, questing narrator’s search for what it means to be a writer….Steinberg is a funny and smart guide.”

—The Salt Lake Tribune

“Steinberg makes a strong pitch for elevating The Book of Mormon to its rightful place in America’s literary and social imagination.”

—Haaretz

“A wonderfully thoughtful exploration of how The Book of Mormon is obsessed with the idea of stories being preserved to be passed on, and what that might tell us about Joseph Smith not just as a prophet, but as a writer. There is something almost holy about the way Steinberg celebrates the humanity revealed by this book.”

—Salt Lake City Weekly

“Humorous and insightful.”

—The Times of Israel

“[Written] with real humor and honest self-reflection.”

—Pacific Standard
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To my father, for teaching me maddah

To my mother, for teaching me midrash



Literature was born not the day a boy crying “wolf, wolf” came running out of the Neanderthal valley with a big gray wolf at his heels; literature was born on the day when a boy came crying “wolf, wolf” and there was no wolf behind him. That the poor little fellow because he lied too often was finally eaten up by a real beast is quite incidental. But here is what is important. Between the wolf in the tall grass and the wolf in the tall story there is a shimmering go-between. That go-between, that prism, is the art of literature.

—VLADIMIR NABOKOV

There can be no doubt that such a creature exists, for in our museum we have its tail and bones.

—FATHER ATHANASIUS KIRCHER
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Happy people don’t think about angels. And they certainly don’t see them. As for holding extended conversations with angels, that’s only for the truly, irretrievably miserable. Despite our best painters’ best efforts to ennoble this kind of behavior, we are, in the presence of our angels, just like that depressed donkey in the Bible who sees the heavenly messenger standing on the highway, where others see nothing. What choice did he have but to give up and crouch down in the middle of the road? What good is being a prophet when you’re a donkey?

That the vast majority of Americans believe in the existence of angels—80 percent, according to most counts—is usually cited as proof of our foolishness or our piety. But that’s all beside the point. What it really says, simply put, is that we are one of the unhappiest peoples ever to walk the face of the earth.

And they’re everywhere, these angels. There are, to paraphrase an old mystical tradition, as many angels as human worries. Which means the number is staggeringly large and ever multiplying. It has been calculated, for starters, that 133,306,668 angels were cast out of heaven. That’s about the size of the population of Germany, Spain, and Portugal. It should be noted that this number was but a fraction of the original quantity of angels, and that when you factor for population growth—and the precipitous rise of human worries—since the Great War in Heaven, the sum total jumps a few orders of magnitude, each angel representing a discrete unit of discontent, and each tailor-made to fit the unique dimensions of that discontent. One angel, known as Sandalphon, stands five hundred years tall. Sometimes unhappiness is exactly like that.

—

Young Joseph Smith swore that late one night in the fall of 1823, a spirit, barefoot and luminous, visited the cramped bedroom he shared with his brothers and told him the hidden history of America, a history that was engraved on gold plates—that is, gold pages, bound by three large rings—buried in a hill down the road from the family farm. When Joseph dug up the gold book, which he did only with great difficulty, he translated it from its ancient language, also with great difficulty, and published it in 1830 under the title The Book of Mormon.

It tells the saga of the descendants of Nephi, a sixth-century BCE Israelite man, from the beginning, when Nephi and his extended family take a boat from the Middle East to the New World, to the end, in the fourth century CE, when the Nephite people are destroyed in a giant apocalyptic battle. The stories told in the Bible and in The Book of Mormon basically roll along simultaneously for about a thousand years along two parallel tracks, one in the Middle East and the other in America. Like the Bible, The Book of Mormon is organized as a collection of books, each named for its first-person narrator, starting with Nephi himself, who was born in Jerusalem, and concluding with Moroni, who was born somewhere in the Americas. The complete book is named for Moroni’s father, Mormon, the scribe who edited and engraved the final version of the gold plates.

Two years before The Book of Mormon was published, author Israel Worsley wrote a book in which he documented the popular belief that American Indians were among the Bible’s ten lost tribes. The Indians, he wrote, “once had a holy book…[but] they lost it and in consequence of the loss fell under the displeasure of the Great Spirit; but they believe they shall one day regain it—they are looking for and expecting someone to come.” As Joseph walked along the glacial hills of northern New York, he came to believe that he was that man, that he would deliver the lost book.

Joseph, like many on the American frontier, had long been impressed by the mysterious Indian burial mounds that dotted the terrain. The angel who’d visited him had explained that the mounds were in fact ruins from the time of the Nephites, that the big hill near his house held the Nephites’ great literary treasure. The first run of The Book of Mormon was sold to the public as an account of ancient Indians, a prehistory of settlement in the New World.

Joseph said that the angel who visited him was the spirit of the long-dead Moroni, the last Nephite. The angel had spoken about a world he had personally known and lost. It was he, when he’d lived as a mortal, who had buried the book all those years earlier. To Joseph, the angel Moroni (rhymes with snow glow guy) wasn’t a metaphor for something, a literary convention, or a figure in a dream. He was a handsome Native American, fluent in Hebrew, who lived 1,400 years earlier and came back looking better than ever and with a lot to say about everything.

I wanted to hear it all. As a youngish, still struggling writer, I was enthralled by Joseph’s stories, and particularly by his impressive run as an underdog, an underground American writer—a cult author, you might say. A few years ago, as I nervously worked on the manuscript for my first book, I developed a particular interest in his experience as a literary rookie, a “debut author,” as we like to say. I was touched and amused by the writerly moments of his life, such as running into one of his collaborators shortly after the publication of The Book of Mormon and pumping him for sales information, only to be bummed out to learn that it wasn’t selling at all. I felt only affection for him when I discovered that he’d received a prophecy telling him it was time to seek a Canadian copyright for his book—and, when that fell through, received another prophecy chastising him for being too hasty about copyrights.

The Book of Mormon is about writing books. Every few pages, the story’s various narrators describe to us how the writing of this book is going. Every narrator in The Book of Mormon describes how he wrote, why he wrote, where he wrote. Moroni tells us that he was tired of writing but wrote anyway. Jacob frets neurotically about his talent. It can feel like a freshman writer’s workshop with these guys. They work hard and complain a lot. They seem to be fishing for compliments.

In a narrative with scores of characters and plots and subplots, the one constant is the story of how this book became a book. Its narrative arc follows the real-world physical process of creating manuscripts, of how the book was written, preserved, edited, and archived and passed along through history, usually under the worst of conditions. A thousand years and thousands of miles separate Nephi on the first page from Moroni on page 584, and another thousand years and thousands of miles separate those ancient guys from Joseph, the book’s translator. But the one steady character throughout the story is the record itself, the book, the various manuscripts that Mormon edited down into the gold plates, which Joseph eventually excavated and translated.

Joseph’s ambition to publish his bible struck me as a refreshingly honest acknowledgment of what it means to be a writer, a regular Joe with an unreasonable faith in oneself and in literature. I felt that there must be something in his story that would be of value to an American writer today trying to stay afloat in the stormy world of letters. He had taken on the problem of life and writing—that dangerous question of where one ends and the other begins—by going at it like the best American picaresque heroes, like Saul Bellow’s Augie March: “head on, as he taught himself, free-style, making the record in his own way, first to knock, first admitted, sometimes an innocent knock, sometimes a not so innocent.” The difference, of course, was that Joseph was a real person. Madly he turned his whole life, every aspect of it, into high literature and literature into life, casting himself as the hero of a recklessly improvised live-action epic.

And what about that recklessness? Was that what happens when a literary project becomes too ambitious? What kind of person dares write a sequel to the Bible? Was Joseph’s compulsion for sequels the kind of promiscuous creativity that might lead a man to marry dozens of women? He was run out of Kirtland, Ohio, in 1837 by an angry mob in the middle of the night after the bank he’d founded went belly-up (turned out that it didn’t have any money). In what should have been a clear warning to his clients, the bills he’d been issuing pictured not great leaders but rather bucolic images of shepherd boys. Was the kind of daring required for his literary projects necessarily anarchic, even criminal? Joseph was always right on the edge. These seem like good things to think about if you’re throwing in your lot as a writer.

Joseph’s failures were as stirring to me as they were inevitable. But it was his success at publishing his book as a bible, conceived in Jerusalem and born in American soil, that truly amazed me. Even after all my travels through the lands of his book, it still amazes me.

—

For a period of a year and a half, or more—it’s hard to say how long—I entered into the mysteries of The Book of Mormon by way of quest, by traveling along the path set out by the characters in the book: from Jerusalem to America. My travels took me from the Middle East to the ruined Maya cities of southern Mexico and Guatemala—known in The Book of Mormon as the Lands of Nephi and Zarahemla, among others—to upstate New York, where Joseph Smith unearthed, translated, and published his bible.

I vowed that if I survived that journey in good health, I would make a visit to the spot in the Old West where a band of vigilantes found the prophet in prison—a smuggled revolver, a bottle of cheap wine, and The Book of Mormon at his side—and lynched him.

Every journey is propelled by a series of motivations, large and small, known and unknown, but it always boils down to what Melville’s Ishmael said when examining his own motives for adventure: the allure of the open sea, the air, deep optimism, deep depression, restlessness, vengeance, art, money. But “chief among these motives,” said Ishmael, is “the overwhelming idea of the great whale himself.”

I wanted to see the thing itself, in its own habitat, to experience the overwhelming idea of it, the kind that compels a person to drop everything, cross continents and oceans, and become someone new.

But it wasn’t just about me. As far as I was concerned, American literature got serious at Hill Cumorah. The discovery of the gold plates at the hill in 1823 can be seen as a founding myth for American letters: Joseph, a frontier peasant boy—a restless Puritan—unearths a book from deep in the soil of the country, the promised land, and discovers a story written in the language of the Old World but shaped by the landscape of the New, an American epic about Indians who came from Jerusalem. If Joseph, or his protagonist, Nephi, was a picaresque hero, an American Don Quixote, he was one of the earliest—a generation or two before Melville’s Ishmael or Twain’s Huckleberry Finn. Joseph was one of the first, and arguably the most successful American, to take up Emerson’s challenge to renew the ancient literary tradition in the New World: “I look for the hour when that supreme Beauty which ravished the souls of those Eastern men, and chiefly those of the Hebrews, and through their lips spoke oracles to all time, shall speak in the West also.”

Just months before Emerson made those comments, in 1838, Joseph was riding through Missouri, unearthing the remains of ancient Hebrew warriors and their altars, remnants of the story told in his great, recently excavated book. Joseph spent his life digging into the soil and finding artifacts, footnotes to his Book of Mormon. He was one of the first ravished souls to take on the big American literary project, the call to writers of the New World to venture deep into the interior, to blaze a trail, to describe the land, its rivers, its political and natural histories and myths, its tribes and wars and tragedies, and to collect all of it, the whole of this giant continent, and synthesize it into a single, bulging narrative filtered through the energetically deluded first person, to create America in words and deliver it to the people in a book as big and shameless and unruly and haunted and deeply problematic as the country itself.

Still, most of us frankly don’t know what to make of The Book of Mormon. We feel the need to distance ourselves from it. It is spoken of amid nervous laughter. Consider the punch line of a recent chat on NPR between the writer Tom Bissell and host Brooke Gladstone about the fate of the world’s great books:


TOM BISSELL: And it’s just sheer chance that any of Aristophanes’ plays survived. I mean, most of them didn’t. The ones we have, we have no idea if they’re his stinkers.

BROOKE GLADSTONE: The good stuff doesn’t always rise to the top.

TOM BISSELL: No. And I’d like to imagine an alien civilization who has only, say, The Firm, Sidney Sheldon’s collected works [BROOKE LAUGHS], and The Book of Mormon to determine what we were like today.

[LAUGHTER]


Tom Bissell may be more prescient than he cares to be. In a couple thousand years The Book of Mormon may well be on the short shelf of American books. At 150 million copies and counting, in 83 languages, it’s in for the long run. We Americans are unreformed angel-seekers, and for this reason alone The Book of Mormon may be one of our most representative stories. It may well be one of the stories future people, or aliens, or algae-fueled cyborgs will use to determine what we were like today. Maybe it’s time we got used to it. Maybe it would be better if we owned it.

—

To be a fan of The Book of Mormon is to walk a lonesome road. You have almost no one to talk to. None of your friends have read the book. None have had it assigned in school. There are many people who don’t realize, or have forgotten, that it is in fact a book, not just a hit musical. It isn’t merely socially acceptable to mock and dismiss it, it’s a prerequisite for being taken seriously. When the mood to talk about the book strikes you, you end up chatting with missionaries, which is satisfying for a while, until it becomes panic-inducing. Out of necessity, then, you end up describing the book to people who haven’t read it.

At an early point on my quest I found myself in New York City, having a lunch meeting with James Frey, the man best known as the author of the notorious, partly fabricated memoir A Million Little Pieces. Frey was supposed to write a script for the pilot episode of a TV series based on my first book. The production company had brought him into the project on the strength of his screenplay for a 1998 romantic comedy starring David Schwimmer, a movie whose title the producers could not name and, from what I could tell, did not show the slightest interest in looking up.

The producers had told me that they and everyone in the biz were “hungry for original content.” With a faltering national economy, the industry was in a conservative mood and wasn’t taking many creative risks. Everywhere you turned, people were doing either remakes of old material or lame sequels. But our collaboration, they said, would be bold and original. This was clearly intended to flatter my ego, but as a writer of prose, my ego dwelled elsewhere. As far as I was concerned, their adaptation of the story would in fact be exactly that: a remake, a spin-off, or a sequel, depending on how they did it. For better or worse, the book had been the “original content.”

But there was no need to get academic about it. So it would be a secondary version of the thing—so what? People have been apologizing for sequels for as long as the concept has existed. After the smashing success of Robinson Crusoe, Defoe published the much less adventurous Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, in 1719, and included a highly defensive preface in which he vowed that this new installment was “every Way as entertaining” as the original, even though he confessed that “Second Parts” were generally crap. But for some reason, probably owing to my affection for ambitious failures, I happen to like sequels, and was excited to see an uncanny facsimile of my book. Even a bad one would be fun.

On my way downtown to meet Frey, I found myself on a subway car plastered with ads for the Book of Mormon musical, a sequel to Joseph Smith’s original Book of Mormon, which itself was a sequel to the New Testament, which was a sequel to the Old Testament. Earlier that day I had seen a gigantic billboard for the musical on the side of a passing bus, one on top of a taxi, another grinning down at me with shimmering menace from the top of Times Square.

When I met Frey, he was a busy man. He was running a start-up—described ungenerously by New York magazine as a literary sweatshop—in which he’d hired grad students to cook up books about belligerent aliens. He also had a new novel of his own coming out. On top of that, he was working on a series pilot for an HBO show about porn starlets, if I remember correctly. And some other project, vaguely alluded to, involved his sitting on a porch in the desert, on what could only have been a creaky rocking chair, musing on life and love with retired Hells Angels.

Frey looked roughly the way I imagined him. A worn navy blue polo shirt—collar curling in at the edges—over a pink T-shirt, a trim beard, designer glasses, exhausted eyes, thinning curls. The air of a charming depressive who conserved his charisma for his many projects. He told me that Sonny Barger, the notorious former leader of the Hells Angels, had told him that Hunter Thompson was a chickenshit. “I believe that,” I heard myself say in response.

He’d brought us to his usual spot, a fancy farm-to-plate bistro near his SoHo office. As we waited for our server, Frey offered me a piece of Nicorette gum (“fuckin’ love this shit”). For a moment we sat there, chewing contemplatively, absorbing the mild nico-buzz and gauging the restaurant’s carefully cultivated look of rustic simplicity, suggestive of a swanky lounge designed by the Amish. On the wall was a giant glossy photo of a studious farmer, a man of plain looks, of deep, scowling moral seriousness and vaguely affronted Protestant rationality, a man possibly of Dutch extraction, standing atop a bale of hay. His pursed lips communicated a message of unimpeachable authenticity. Frey briefly glanced up from his menu and said, “Yeah, I don’t know what that guy’s deal is.”

At a table across the restaurant an old man wearing a peasant blouse sat alone, slowly polishing off a pile of hard-boiled eggs, one egg after another. If you pay attention, you’ll see such lonesome egg-eaters anywhere. I mention this instance only because hard-boiled eggs weren’t on the menu.

Frey and I chatted about the difference between writing books and writing scripts for the screen. He told me that his heart was in books. I considered asking him about the Schwimmer picture, which I’d looked up. Titled Kissing a Fool and directed by Doug Ellin (previous film: Phat Beach), it had been characterized by the Kalamazoo Gazette as a “pleasant surprise hiding inside an unpromising package” and featured Schwimmer as a womanizing TV sportscaster who gives up his hedonistic ways when he falls in love with a bespectacled book editor. I wondered whether this scenario had been a dramatization of Frey’s own personal conflict between TV and books. Instead, I glanced down at the menu and asked him how he imagined the opening scene of our sitcom. He replied without hesitation.

“I love that scene in your book when the rabbi punches you in the face.”

“Uh-huh, yeah.”

“That’s definitely how I’d open. The wedding, the bad interaction with the rabbi. Cut to later in the wedding, the dancing, and wham.” Frey smacked his fist into his palm, raising eyebrows among our fellow lunch patrons. “We see the rabbi again, he’s throwing the punch to the face—your face, obviously—then cut to opening credits.”

“Okay, yeah, I can see that,” I said.

I took a drink of water. In an attempt to keep the conversation going, I added, “That’s an interesting departure from the book, which is totally fine, of course…”

“What do you mean?” said Frey. “That was right out of your book.”

“Not really. But that’s fine, it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t have to be the same. The book was the book and this…”

“Yeah, I know. But seriously, that was right there in the book,” said Frey.

“Well, okay, the rabbi didn’t actually punch me in that scene in the book. During the wild dancing, someone accidentally smacked me, then I saw the rabbi standing there and speculated crazily that it was him. It was like a projection of my anxiety about him.”

“Nah,” said Frey, shaking his head.

“You…disagree?”

“He definitely punched you.”

“No, I’m pretty sure…”

“I’m telling you,” said Frey, “he definitely punched you. I know these guys. They’re tough mothers.”

I noticed that I’d stopped chewing my Nicorette. I was genuinely confused. Why was James Frey insisting that this former rabbi of mine, this frail man who could barely keep order in my high school Bible class, had thrown a punch, even though he most certainly did not throw that punch, or any punch, ever, in his entire life?

Was I getting a taste of Frey’s talent for mythmaking? Like so many other people, I’d watched the Frey scandal and not quite known what to make of it. But whenever I think back on his memoir, I’m amazed by what little difference the commotion made. Perhaps that was his plan all along: to tell a story so good that the fabrications didn’t matter. And that was more or less what happened. After it was revealed that a man whose face is bleeding profusely, whose teeth have been knocked out, and who’s pissed his pants would never be allowed to board a plane in the real world—as he claimed he had in the opening to A Million Little Pieces—people grew angry over the fictionalization and over the subsequent revelations about others. But even after Frey was pilloried in the media and beaten down by Oprah for the pleasure of a live studio audience, the majority of his readers quickly forgave him. All they cared about, it turned out, was what happened next to the bloody guy on the plane. Even Oprah, following some particularly cleansing yoga session, called Frey and made peace with him. Frey received a nice contract for his next book. His readers didn’t care about the genre, they cared only about the story.

At the heart of my Book of Mormon quest was an effort to understand the difference between prophecy and fabrication, angels and inspiration, delusion and fact. I’d already learned a lot about Joseph Smith, but the more I read, the more facts I accumulated, the less I understood him. I couldn’t pin him down. To be honest, I could barely keep up with him. What was remarkable about Joseph’s talent for self-creation wasn’t simply that he remade himself so many times over, but that he never discarded the old selves along the way. As he pushed west—after the book’s publication—getting run out of towns from Ohio to Missouri to Illinois, the fictional selves just kept accumulating. He became the protagonist-author of dozens of different American stories. By the time he was murdered, in 1844, he had been the mayor of a rapidly growing city—a rival to Chicago—the head of a bank, a city planner, editor in chief, ditch digger, respected amateur wrestler, museum curator, church president, author, translator, seer, general of a large militia, chief of police, chief of secret police, renowned practitioner of white magic, proprietor of a general store, collector of ancient Egyptian mummies and papyri, land surveyor, fugitive in two states, farmhand, landlord, would-be arsonist, hotel manager, and Planet Earth’s one and only prophet of the living God. His bid to unseat James K. Polk for the office of president of the United States ended abruptly when he became a martyr. He died at age thirty-eight, survived by forty-eight wives (some say it was more like thirty-three). After his death, he was sighted as an angel. And even then the beat went on. Records show that still more women, including medieval Catholic saints, were wed to him posthumously. Joseph didn’t just have plural wives, he had plural lives to match, as if he, a literalist to his core, had married each of his personas to a different woman.

The more I learned about the man, the less I could imagine having a conversation with him. The facts were so odd and sensational that the mystery of the person only deepened. Did he believe his own story? Or was he so deeply invested in it that he no longer knew what was story and what was fact? How did he keep it all straight? It occurred to me that Frey, because of his experience, could shed some light on these questions. And since he, like almost everyone else I knew, hadn’t read the book, I described it to him.

The first story, I told him, was narrated by a guy named Nephi (rhymes with cream pie). Nephi’s father, Lehi (which also rhymes with cream pie), was a Jerusalem prophet 580 years before the birth of Jesus, a contemporary of the biblical prophet Jeremiah. Because Lehi proved to be a constant nuisance to the city’s corrupt elites, his life was threatened. He was forced to collect his family and flee Jerusalem at once.

The premise follows a now-familiar formula for a sequel: the retrospective discovery of a hidden storyline belonging to heretofore unknown relatives of the original story’s characters, a scenario in some ways like that of City Slickers II: The Legend of Curly’s Gold, in which Jack Palance reprises his hard-boiled cowboy character, Curly—who died at the end of the first movie—by returning, unexpectedly, as Curly’s uncannily hard-boiled twin, Duke Washburn. Like City Slickers II, The Book of Mormon begins in the original work’s setting, in this case biblical Jerusalem, and stars newly introduced blood relatives of the original heroes. And like City Slickers II, the story involves a wild treasure plot, as evidenced in the tale’s first action sequence (translation mine):


1 Nephi tells us that his family—father, mother, and brothers—Laman, Lemuel, and little Sam—have escaped Jerusalem abruptly, leaving behind all of their possessions. 2 After some time in the wilderness, it becomes clear that they cannot ever return home; their flight into the desert will be the start of a long adventure. 3 But before they can set out on their journey, they must recover one critical possession: a book. 4 The book, which Lehi describes to Nephi as “the record of the Jews and also a genealogy of my forefathers,” is written on “plates” of brass. 5 Lehi orders his sons to return to Jerusalem and recover this metal book, which was in the hands of a relative, Laban. 6 It is very important that they succeed in this mission, says Lehi, because this book will be the means by which they “preserve the language of our fathers.” 7 Nephi’s brothers Laman and Lemuel are far from pleased about this task. 8 Still, they depart. 9 Sitting outside Jerusalem’s walls, Nephi and his brothers draw lots to decide who will risk his life to reenter the city. 10 Laman draws the short stick. 11 He approaches the house of his kinsman Laban, a member of the corrupt Jerusalem nobility. 12 After some time, Laman returns to his brothers, empty-handed and feeling “exceedingly sorrowful.” 13 He tells them that Laban furiously expelled him and vowed to kill him if he returned. 14 Laman and Lemuel, who hadn’t wanted to make this trip to begin with, are ready to quit. 15 Nephi hatches a new plan: return to their family’s Jerusalem residence, gather up the gold and silver that they’d left behind in their haste, and offer it to Laban in exchange for the desired book. 16 At Laban’s residence the brothers make their offer, and Laban accepts. 17 But just as the exchange is under way, Laban grabs the treasure—without relinquishing the book—and violently expels the brothers. 18 Laban’s servants chase the brothers out of the city. 19 In a cave outside Jerusalem, Laman and Lemuel become furious with Nephi for failing the mission, for losing the family’s fortune, and for almost getting them killed. 20 They viciously beat Nephi. 21 An angel arrives and saves Nephi.

1 Nephi decides to make a third effort to obtain the book. 2 He enters the city, alone this time, in the dead of night, “not knowing beforehand the things which I should do.” 3 As he approaches Laban’s house, he notices a man lying on the ground, passed out drunk. 4 The drunk man is none other than Laban himself. 5 Nephi draws Laban’s sword from its sheath and admires it: “The hilt thereof was pure gold, and the workmanship thereof was exceedingly fine, and I saw that the blade thereof was of the most precious steel.” 6 A voice tells him to kill Laban. 7 (This voice is identified not as a god or an angel but as the spirit.) 8 Just then, a second voice, in his heart, tells Nephi not to kill Laban. 9 His heart tells him that he isn’t a murderer and that he shouldn’t do it. 10 But then the spirit speaks and makes a series of arguments for killing Laban: 11 Laban stole his family’s property. 12 Laban was a bad person. 13 And, the main argument: Laban held a book that his family absolutely needed for the sake of their future descendants. “Better that one man should perish,” says the voice, “than that a nation should dwindle and perish.” 14 The voice suddenly drops its reasoned arguments and becomes demanding: Slay him, it says.

1 Disregarding the voice in his heart, Nephi raises the sword and beheads the sleeping man. 2 He dresses himself in Laban’s clothes. 3 At Laban’s treasury, the guards take the disguised Nephi for their master and give him the coveted brass book. 4 After a dramatic chase sequence, Nephi escapes the city walls. 5 Once outside, Nephi connects with his brothers. 6 They run back to their father’s desert hideout. 7 Nephi arrives, bruised, sweaty, and breathless. 8 He drops the precious book into his father’s hands.

(In the action-movie version, the screen would go to black and, in a crescendo of percussive theme music, the titles BOOK. OF. MORMON would pound the screen.)


I asked Frey what he thought about this opening. Why does the story begin like this? The Hebrew Bible begins with the creation of heaven and earth; the New Testament begins with the mysterious birth of a boy god. What kind of bible starts off in a dark creepy alley, with a sleazy drunk guy and a gruesome murder/robbery? This sounded more like Dostoyevsky than Genesis.

To Frey, that was precisely the intended effect. “You’ve got to do something different in this version,” he said. “You have to remind readers why the story is still hot. You have to let them know that actually the plot is just starting to thicken, that we’re just arriving at a crossroads. You have to be clear about what the stakes are—and that they’re serious. You want to remind the
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