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OURSELVIES TO TAKE AN ONTH UNTO YOU, Wi [CH WE
KNOW THAT WE SHALL BREAK.Z ALMA 44:8
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THE KNOW

Just before the so-called “war chapters” of the book of
Alma (Alma 45-62) is the account of a clash between
the Nephite and Lamanite military commanders Moro-
ni and Zerahemnah, respectively (Alma 43-44). After
affirming that the Nephites did “not desire to be men of
blood” (Alma 44:1), Moroni commanded their foe “in
the name of that all-powerful God” (v. 5) to “deliver up
[their] weapons of war unto” the victorious Nephites (v.
6). If Zerahemnah would do this his life and the lives of
his men would be spared (v. 6).

Captain Moroni and Zerahemnah by Del Parson

Zerahemnah’s response was terse and adamant: “Be-
hold, here are our weapons of war; we will deliver them
up unto you, but we will not suffer ourselves to take
an oath unto you, which we know that we shall break,
and also our children; but take our weapons of war, and
suffer that we may depart into the wilderness; other-
wise we will retain our swords, and we will perish or
conquer” (Alma 44:8). Believing he had been defeated
through Nephite ingenuity rather than divine interven-
tion, Zerahemnah was willing to cede the immediate
battle but refused perpetual surrender (v. 9).



After another round of negotiations (Alma 44:10-11),
Zerahemnah suddenly attacked when Moroni briefly
let his guard down. However, the Lamanite commander
was halted when “one of Moroni’s soldiers . . . smote
Zerahemnah that he took off his scalp and it fell to the
earth” (v. 12). Immediately thereafter,

the soldier who stood by, who smote off the scalp
of Zerahemnah, took up the scalp from off the
ground by the hair, and laid it upon the point of
his sword, and stretched it forth unto them, say-
ing unto them with a loud voice: Even as this scalp
has fallen to the earth, which is the scalp of your
chief, so shall ye fall to the earth except ye will
deliver up your weapons of war and depart with a
covenant of peace. (Alma 44:13-14)

Utterly defeated, and moments away from death, Zera-
hemnah finally covenanted with Moroni and withdrew
what was left of his now unarmed and humiliated army,
never to be heard of again (Alma 44:19-24).

It is important to note that Moroni invoked the name of
God in the brief covenant-making ceremony he enact-
ed with Zerahemnah (Alma 44:4). Invoking the name
of a deity to witness and ratify a covenant or oath was
standard procedure in ancient Near Eastern oath-mak-
ing ceremonies. The understanding anciently was that
if a party failed to keep the covenant, then that party
would face divine retribution. This might explain why
Zerahemnabh initially refused to make an oath he knew
he couldn’t (or wouldn’t) keep. He may have feared God
at least enough to anticipate divine wrath should he fail
to keep the covenant, even if he disbelieved it was God
who granted the Nephites victory (Alma 44:9).

Whatever the case on Zerahemnah’s part, the subse-
quent action of Moroni’s soldier who lifted up the La-
manite commander’s scalp makes perfect sense from an
ancient perspective. Scholars have identified a pattern
of oath-making in the ancient Near East that involves
what is commonly called a simile curse.! As found in
Hittite and Semitic cultures, simile curses involved one
party in a covenant forewarning the precise penalties
that should befall the other parties if they were ever to
break the pact.

These penalties were framed in the form of a simile: “If

so-and-so does not keep this covenant, then may he be

destroyed just or even as this object shall be destroyed.”
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Simile curses were sometimes accompanied by the par-
ty giving the terms dramatically destroying some kind
of object, animal, or figure that symbolized the doomed

party.

For example, an eighth century BC Aramaic treaty con-
tains a clear example of a simile curse. “Just as this wax
is burned by fire, so shall Mati[el be burned by fi]re. Just
as (this) bow and these arrows are broken, so may Ana-
hita and Hadad break [the bow of Matiel] and the bow
of his nobles. And just as a man of wax is blinded, so
may Mati[el] be blinded.”

The Hebrew Bible also contains an example of a sim-
ile curse. In 1 Kings 14 the prophet Ahijah was com-
manded by God to foretell divine retribution for the
wicked king Jeroboam. “Therefore, behold, I will bring
evil upon the house of Jeroboam,” God promised, “and
will take away the remnant of the house of Jeroboam,
as a man taketh away dung, till it be all gone” (1 Kings
14:10; compare 2 Kings 21:13). Simile curses are found
in a number of Hittite texts, such as a series of oaths
Hittite soldiers made as part of their military service.’
Curses against those who break or alter the terms of su-
zerain-vassal treaties are also included in some Hittite
texts written on bronze plates.*

THE WHY

As explored in a previous KnoWhy, the nature of oaths
and oath-making in the Book of Mormon closely fol-
lows an ancient Near Eastern pattern.® This includes a
sometimes life-or-death seriousness when it comes to
making and keeping covenants and oaths. A close read-
ing of Alma 44 reveals that Moroni’s interaction with
Zerahemnah followed the same pattern.

Latter-day Saint scholars have noted that the pronounce-
ment of the Nephite soldier who scapled Zerahemnah
follows the simile curse formula almost perfectly: “Even
as this scalp has fallen to the earth, which is the scalp
of your chief, so shall ye fall to the earth except ye will
deliver up your weapons of war and depart with a cov-
enant of peace” (Alma 44:14).° From an ancient per-
spective this simile curse would have greatly reinforced
the life-or-death seriousness of the covenant Moro-
ni had commanded Zerahemnah to enter, and would
have given Zerahemnah even more reason not to agree
with Moroni’s demand without absolute certainty of
keeping it.



The elements of Alma 44 combine to show that both the
Nephites and Lamanites, including even the wrathful
Zerahemnah, respected the seriousness of oaths, espe-
cially oaths sworn in God’s name. This in turn demon-
strates “the rich complexity of the Book of Mormon” as
well as its ancient provenance.’
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