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ES CHIASMUS PROVE

ANYTHING ABOUT THE
BOOK OF MORMON?
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Editor’s Note: This year marks 50 years since the discovery of chiasmus in the Book of Mormon on August 16, 1967. To cel-
ebrate this 50th anniversary, through July and August Book of Mormon Central will publish one KnoWhy each week that
discusses chiasmus and its significance and value to understanding the Bible, the Book of Mormon, and other ancient liter-
ature. Be sure to check out our other KnoWhys on chiasmus and the Chiasmus Resources website for more information.

THE KNOwW

Since its discovery in 1967,' people have wondered what
to make of the Book of Mormon’s use of chiasmus. Some
have seen its numerous chiasms as compelling evidence
of the Book of Mormon’s authenticity. Others have sup-
posed that the presence of this literary feature proves
next to nothing. Although what chiasmus proves must
ultimately be determined by each individual, carefully
evaluating the Book of Mormon’s unique use of this lit-
erary style can help readers better assess its overall value
as evidence.

There are now hundreds of proposed chiasms in the
Book of Mormon.” If they were spread out evenly over
the entire text, a chiasm would show up on virtually ev-

ery page. Undoubtedly, these numerous chiasms have
varying degrees of legitimacy, but their sheer quantity
makes it less likely that they are collectively a product of
random chance.

Many of the Book of Mormon’s chiasms show up as
orderly, complex, and precise textual units that com-
ply well with criteria used by both LDS and non-LDS
scholars.” Sound statistical analysis has even demon-
strated that several of these more sophisticated chi-
asms are highly unlikely to have occurred by random
chance,* especially when they are grouped collectively.®
The Book of Mormon’s chiasms often thematically and
symbolically enrich their authors’ primary messages in
memorable ways, indicating that they cared about more
than mere cleverness of form.¢



Those Book of Mormon authors who frequently used
chiasmus often did so in distinctive ways.” When Nephi
wrote about his family’s journey to the promised land,
he did so many years after the events took place. This
apparently gave him time to carefully rework the narra-
tive events into multiple chiastic structures,® which he
then embedded into an overarching chiasm spanning
the entirety of 1 Nephi.” Nephi’s chiastic memoirs can
be meaningfully contrasted with King Benjamin’s use
of chiasmus, which was “quite classical and pure,” and
also with Alma’s use, which was “much more creative
and personal”'® Other Book of Mormon authors, like
Abinadi, seem to have rarely used this literary form."

The Nephite prophets claimed to perpetuate the reli-
gious and literary traditions of their Hebrew ancestors
(see 1 Nephi 3:19). This is significant because chiasmus
was arguably a “dominant, if not essential, element of
Hebrew writing” during Lehi’s day."? If such a frequently
used Hebrew form were to be absent from the Neph-
ite text, it might reasonably be seen as a “glaring defi-
ciency”’" Yet generally speaking, the Book of Mormon’s
use of chiasmus nicely matches the high frequency and
unique style of its use in the Bible.

For example, the “embodiment of the ancient Israelite
concept of justice” found in Leviticus 24:13-23 is sim-
ilarly modeled in Alma 41:13-15, and chiasms such as
Helaman 6:7-13 contain parallel words and phrases
that work even better if the underlying text was derived
from Hebrew."* Although more extensive comparisons
are needed, Welch concluded, “If the absence of chi-
asmus would be inconsistent with its claim of Israelite
origins, then the presence of chiasmus in the Book of
Mormon is, at least to an equal extent, evidence corrob-

orating that claim”"

The Israelites weren’t the only ancient civilization to ex-
tensively use chiasmus.'® This literary form also shows
up in Mayan texts, and is thought by scholars to be part
of ancient America’s earliest poetic tradition."” In sever-
al ways, the Book of Mormon’s use of chiasmus is quite
similar to its use in ancient Mayan texts,'* demonstrat-
ing that it nicely fits its claimed ancient literary settings
in both the Old and New Worlds.

THE WHY

Some have argued that the Book of Mormon’s use of
chiasmus is inconsequential because chiasms some-
times show up randomly in a text—for instance, in a
computer manual, where its presence was obviously
unintentional.” Others have felt that chiasmus is sim-
ply not special or unique because it has been used in
children’s books like Green Eggs and Ham, in nursery
rhymes like “Hickory Dickory Dock,” and other forms
of English prose and poetry.** It has even been proposed
that Joseph Smith discovered chiasmus through his
own reading of the Bible or that he drew upon obscure
chiasmus-related biblical research to help him fabricate
the Book of Mormon.

Yet in one way or another, each of these explanations is
lacking. For decades now, scholars of the Bible and the
Book of Mormon have recognized that chiasmus can
sometimes occur by chance. That is what has led to the
rigorous criteria and statistical models that have been
used to test a chiasm’s overall strength.*' Many chiasms
in the Book of Mormon have passed these tests with fly-
ing colors.”

And although nursery rhymes and other forms of En-
glish poetry demonstrate various chiasmus-related
structures, there would have been little reason for Jo-
seph Smith to assume that such structures were used
extensively in Hebrew-related texts like the Bible. John
W. Welch has found that even many biblical scholars to-
day “are not aware, either consciously or subconscious-
ly, of the chiastic structure of biblical text”> The fact
that no one noticed or mentioned the presence of chi-
asmus in the Book of Mormon for more than 130 years
after its publication is pretty good evidence that the vast
majority of readers do not detect these structures unless
they are pointed out for them.

Joseph Smith’s limited education makes him an espe-
cially poor candidate to simply stumble upon this liter-
ary form’s association with ancient Hebrew literature,*
whether on his own or through reading obscure, high-
er-level academic research.” Even if he had made such
discoveries, the high quantity of high quality chiasms in
the Book of Mormon seem to be well beyond any ama-
teur attempt at adapting nursery rhymes or mimicking
what was then known of biblical parallelisms. It should
also be noted that several dozen other types of Hebrew
literary forms are also used extensively throughout the



Book of Mormon, making chiasmus just the flagship in
an entire fleet of Hebrew-related literary evidences.*

In the approximately 74-day process of orally dictat-
ing the Book of Mormon to various scribes,” Joseph
Smith seamlessly integrated hundreds of instances of
chiasmus—and well over a thousand instances of oth-
er varied Hebrew literary forms*—into an already de-
monstrably complex and consistent text.”” According
to scribes and witnesses, he accomplished this without
any major revisions and without relying on any working
notes or reference materials of any kind.*® Such a feat is
nothing short of miraculous.”

The Book of Mormon’s extensive and unique use of chi-
asmus offers very good evidence that its text is orderly,
complex, consistent, and beautiful. It is evidence that it
was written by multiple authors who carefully imple-
mented this literary style on certain types of occasions
and for particular purposes. It is evidence that whoever
wrote the Book of Mormon was likely very familiar with
the use of chiasmus in the ancient word, especially by
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