CRITICISMS OF
THE EXPANSION THEORY OF THE BOOK OF MORMON
FROM THE SCRIPTURAL FUNDAMENTALIST'S
PERSPECTIVE

The expansion theory of the Book of Mormon which I
presented in a recent article.1 has elicited criticism from
scriptural fundamentalists both pro and anti-Mormon. Scriptural
fundamentalists deny that scripture is conditioned by human
interpretation in terms of the times and place of authorship.
Stephen E. Robinson, a religion teacher at Brigham Young
University, criticizes the article, stating that his perspective
is that of an orthodox Mormon. His criticisms raise several
gquestions fundamental to the discussion of biblical scholarship
and religious faith and relevent to of the philoscphical issues
attending hermeneutics (theory of interpretation) and biblical

scholarship.

1 "The Book of Mormon as a DModern Expansion of an Ancient
Source,"” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 20 (Spring
1987): 66-123.




Ultimately, scriptural fundamentalism is untenable and fails to
account for what Judeo-Christians accept as scripture in general
and for the Book of Mormon in particular.

RESPONSE TO ROBINSON'S CRITICISM

It should be understood up front that this is a response
to the criticism proposed by Stephen Robinson and not to him
individually. My hope is that discussions of issues concerning
the scripture and scholarship can be carried out with regard and
respect for one another's concerns, and especially where
discussion is between brothers in the gospel.

Robinson's criticisms were stated in a paper presented at
Brigham Young University's Third Annual Symposium on the Book of
Mormon: Second Nephi. In Stating the thesis of the expansion
theory, Robinson asserts that the expansion theory "suggests that
not all of the present Book of Mormon is ancient, but that large

rarts of it were created by Joseph Smith under the inspiration

of God out of Joseph's nineteenth century environment. (p. 1-2)
(emphasis added). Robinson thus assumes that the expansgion
theory suggests that Joseph Smith simply introduced his ideas
into the Book of Mormon text having no relation to the underlying
text on the gold plates. This statement of the expansion theory
critically misrepresents the theory. In contrast, the article
states that "the Book of Mormon is best interpreted as an ancient
text that has been translated, explained and expanded within a
nineteenth-century framework." (108) In contrast to Robinson's
claim that the expansion theory views the expansions as

independent of the text contained on the gold plates, the theory



actuaily suggests that every expansion is text-dependent, or an
interpretation or explanation of the text contained on the gold
plates.

It is difficult to understand how Robinson could derive
this view from the article, for the article repeatedly suggests a
possible relation between the ancient text and the nineteenth
century interpretation, and emphasizes without reservation that
the translation of ancient texts necessarily involves
interpretation from the perspective of the translator. (See, 68,
71,‘73~78, 88-101, 106-107, 110-115). Robinson's restatement of
the expansion theory is important because Robinson does not deny
that Joseph Smith interpreted the Book of Mormon -~-- it is the
extent of interpretation he challenges. It is important to see
that the issue is not whether Joseph Smith interpreted the Book

of Mormon, but to what extent. Once the issue is framed in

these terms, it becomes clear that some form of the expansion
theory is neceésary, for this formulation of the issue admits
that Joseph Smith influenced the content of the Book to some
extent, though the precise extent is yvet unknown. Indeed, such
a view simply restates the thesis of the article! Further,
once it is admitted that Joseph Smith influenced the translation,
Robinson's criticisms make no sense.

1. First Criticism: Denial of Predictive Prophecy?

Robinson's first criticism is that the expansion theory assumes
that there is no predictive prophecy. He states:
One hidden assumption of the expansion

theory is that there can be no predictive
prophecy, that is that neither God nor his



prophets can reveal the future, and that
prophets do not predict for future times;
they only interpret for their own. It
follows then that all apparent predictions
about Christ or his message in the B.C. BRook
of Mormon must be "expansions" added after
the time of Christ, and this logic allows
the author to identify what came from Joseph
and not the plates. Time and time again it
is argued that Joseph must be the source of
this or that passage because the Book of
Mormon prophets who lived before Christ did
not, could not, have known such things

(p.2)

Robinson doesn't accurately represent the arguments of the
article, for the article nowhere argues that prophets "did not,
could not" have known the future, nor does it argue from the
assumption that prophets cannot predict. I invite the reader to
peruse the pagesvof the article cited by Robinson (80-82, 86-87,
101); none of them denies or assumes ‘that prophecy is
inpossible. Indeed, Robinson completely ignores statements
where I argue that revelation explains how the initially wvague
doctrines of the Book are developed and fleshed out (See, 78, 83,
84-86, 112-113). The Book itself suggests that the Nephite
prophets clarified doctrines of the after-life, Messiah and the
Devil through revelation.

Robinson apparently assumes that c¢ritical methodologies
must assume that predictive prophecy is impossible. However, he
does not accurately identify the assumptions of these
methodologies, or the comparisons of doctrinal developments. As
one of three methods of critical analysis, the article compares
the doctrines of the Book of Mormon with Israelite and nineteenth
century thought to see whether the doctrines of the Book are more

characteristic of the ancient or the modern world. This method



of criticism, which I label "motif criticism", is premised on two
assumptions: (1) there is a diversity of theological positions in
the 0ld and New Testaments; and (2) statements of doctrine are
conditioned by time and place; that is, they are expressed within
terms of the culture which produced them.

These assumptions are well established both historically

and in terms of Mormon theology. Mormonism teaches that all
persons, including prophets, learn from revelation 1line upon
line. Therefore, prophets may be at different points in their

understanding of doctrine and their understanding may grow and
develop over time. It asserts in 1its revelations that God
speaks to persons after the manner of their Jlanguage and
understanding (Doctrine and Covenants 1:24). The Book of Mormon
itself allows for weaknesses of human understanding and mistakes
in Scripture (Ether 12:23-27; Mor. 8:12). Joseph Smith himself
clearly felt free to later correct and clarify passages of the
Book of Mormon, correcting especially where the assumptions
brought to the text by a nineteenth century audience may lead to
misunderstanding, such as when he added "the Son of the Eternal
Father" where the first edition spoke of "the Eternal Father."
(1 Nephi 11:21). Mormonism's views of continuing revelation and
open canon help it to avoid the problems arising from the
fundamentalist view of scripture as infallible and plenary.
There 1is no reason, given the Mormon experience of continuing
revelation, to believe that scripture is somehow invalidated if
explained and clarified in translation by a prophet. Indeed,

given Robinson's implicit view of immutable and infallible



scripture, how does he reconcile Joseph Smith's later
clarifications of the Book of Mormon? Given his implicit view
that God revealed a single, unified view of the gospel shared
by all prophets at all times and places, including the Book of
Mormon prophets, how does he account for the fact that the Book
of Mormon does not mention material tri-theism, eternal marriage
or the three degrees of glory? I believe that the
fundamentalist view of scripture which Robinson urges as a basis
to criticize the expansion theory is unable to account for either
the diversity or the development of theologies in the works we
accept asg scripture. I have offered a view of revelation and
scripture which I believe accounts for such diversity within the
context of faith.

The assumptions of motif criticism are also well founded

historically. It is clear that the Hebrew prophets expressed
their messages in terms familiar to their culture. They adopted
poetic allusions and metaphors from their environment. They

understood their encounter with Yahweh in terms of legal
procedures and customs from the ancient Near East. ’ Paul

explains his theology of justification by grace through faith in

Christ in categories of Jewish law. He adopted the Jewish
forensic term "justified" to explain the relation of the
believing Christian to Christ. Indeed, if we find a document

speaking of "justification by grace through faith in Christ," we
can be relatively certain that it is post-Paul, for none of the
Hebrew prophets, the Baptist, Jesus or New Testament writers ever

uses the term "justification" in relation to grace. James uses



the term "justification" in relation to saving faith, but he is
probably correcting a misunderstanding of Paul's doctrine.

Peter Davids. Commentary on James (Grand Rapids: Eerdman's

Publishing Co., 1982): 130-132. The notion of justification by
grace appears to be Paul's peculiar understanding arising from
his unmerited call to be an apostle (though Paul's position of
salvation by grace and judgment by works mirrors contemporaneous

Jewish writings. See E.P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian

Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977): 515-518).
Similarly, it is clear that Mormonism developed in its doctrinal
understanding, moving from a position <c¢loser +to Christian
Primitivism to a more distinctive theology in Nauvoo. See e.qg.,
Thomas Alexander, "The Reconstruction of Mormon Doctrine: From
Joseph Smith to Progressive Theology,”" Sunstone 5 (July/Aug.

1980): 24-33; T. Edgar Lyon, "Doctrinal Development of the Church

During the Nauvoo Sojourn, 1839-1846" BYU Studies 15 (Summer

1975): 435-46; Grant Underwood, "The Book of Mormon Usage in
Early LDS Theology" Dialogue 17 (Autumn 1984): 35-74; BRlake T.
Ostler, "The Idea of Pre-existence in the Development of Mormon
Thought" Dialogue 15 (Spring 1982): 59-78.

Robinson asserts further that the article "merely takes as
given that such predictive revelation [about the Messiah or
revelation] could not have happened." (p.3). He ignores the
discussion of the concept of Messiah in the article which argues
precisely what Robinson claims the article denies, i.e., that the

knowledge of the Messiah known to the pre-~exilic, non-biblical

prophets Zenos, Zenock and Neum is wvague, that the Messiah as



redeemer 1is revealed in Lehi's commissioning revelation and

further developed and clarified by Nephi and later Alma through

revelation. (p. 83). Contrary to Robinson's assertion, the
article states: "The idea of 'a Messiah' is " introduced as a new
revelation in Lehi's call...The initial Book of Mormon concept of

"a Messiah" 1is vague, reqguiring Nephi's clarification...The term
Christ, the Greek equivalent of Messiah, meaning the "anointed
one," was first used by Jacob as a proper name after it was
revealed to him by an angel." (83) In other words, the article
confirms in no uncertain terms that the Nephite prophets learned
of the Messiah through revelation. Nor does the article

anywhere conclude, despite Robinson's

assertions to the contrary,
that the Nephites could not have known about the resurrection
through predictive revelation. Nevertheless, it appears that
Alma could not discover what happened to the soul between death
and resurrection from the sources available +to him (Alma
40:7-9). The article also suggests that Alma had to find that
out by revelation. (p. 84-85). The fact of revelation does not
mean, however, that the expression of the revelation was not
conditioned by the time and place of its reception or that the
translation 1is unaffected by interpretation. Indeed, it is
clear from the Book itself that the Nephite prophets were
conditioned by their culture and prior understanding.

Robinson avers that he would "jolly well” like to see the
assumptions of motif <coriticism proven. The foregoing

observations strongly support the real assumptions of the motif

critical method in my opinion. Robinson goes further, however,






