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Introduction 
Studying Torah at a local synagogue revolutionized how I approach the Hebrew 

Scriptures. Rather than chapter by chapter or even book by book, my Jewish 

friends studied Genesis, Exodus, and even Leviticus verse by verse, reading these 

sacred books closely, carefully, discussing them at length in an extremely 

interactive, intertextual way. And these discussions were so interesting and 

insightful that I am no longer able to zip through the Hebrew Scriptures any more, 

secure in the knowledge that I understand their basic message and that that 

message is all that they offer. Now I have to slow down. I have to reread them 

again and again. I have to reexamine what I thought I knew about them, review 

the texts my thoughts are built upon, and reconsider again what it is these texts 

are actually saying. And I do so not to undermine or debunk what I already 

understand about these scriptures but to build upon this understanding, to add to 

it and to deepen it. 

Studying Torah at a local synagogue has also transformed how I approach the 

Book of Mormon, so much so that I wrote a book about it, Beholding the Tree of 

Life: A Rabbinic Approach to the Book of Mormon. In this book, I attempted to 

show how productive this very Jewish way of studying the Scriptures is when 

applied to the Book of Mormon. Consequently, in this book I not only described 

this approach in detail, but I included many insights I discovered while using it on 

the Book of Mormon.  I was impressed by these insights and thought that others 

might be impressed as well. However, I in no way thought that these insights 

were all or even the best this approach could produce. I offered them simply as 

examples, as samples of what could be unearthed as they studied the Book of 

Mormon closely, carefully, in this very collaborative, very communal, very 

spiritually constructive way.  

In other words, I was attempting to recreate my Torah class experience for others 

and to encourage them to study not just the Books of Moses but the books of 

Nephi, Jacob, Enos, Jarom, Omni, Mosiah, Alma, Helaman, Mormon, Ether, and 

Moroni as well. And along these lines I now offer several lessons—notes really—

that help start up this kind of Jewish-style study group.  



4 
 

Description 
Each of the lessons in this booklet takes a principle laid out in Beholding and 

applies it to a chapter in the Book of Mormon in what I hope is an organized and 

understandable way. I begin with the first verse in 1 Nephi and move my way 

sequentially through this book, often a single chapter at a time, until I reach 2 

Nephi. My thought is that by that time, the group will be sufficiently familiar with 

this approach that they can continue on their own, customizing their study 

sessions to suit themselves and using these principles as applicable. 

Since describing the approach outlined in Beholding as a “slow-food” approach 

has been very effective in communicating its unhurried, appreciative pace as well 

as the joyful, communal way it explores to the Book of Mormon, I have expanded 

upon this theme and have written each lesson as a course in a ten-course 

Edwardian (think Downton Abbey) meal. All of these lessons, therefore, involve 

food and attempt to use food as an effective and memorable way of teaching 

Jewish exegetical principles.  I also thought that including food would be . . . well, 

fun, and would help make each meeting an event, a special occasion, something 

to look forward to and get excited about. It is also very Jewish. Virtually every 

Jewish event I have ever been to involved food—and good food too! 

If you are concerned about leading such a study group, please do not be. For one, 

you can easily share leadership responsibilities with others, taking turns leading 

discussions as well as preparing the food. Secondly, this kind of group does not 

require that you or anyone else in your group become “experts” in the history, 

archeology, or theology of Book of Mormon or demand that you spend a lot of 

time preparing a lesson.  

You should, of course, ponder the reading assignment beforehand and, as the 

leader, understand the principle this lesson is attempting to teach so that you can 

present it. However, in this booklet I provide lots of suggestions as to how you 

can teach these principles as well as what activities to use.  In addition, I supply 

the pages in Beholding where you can read more about this principle if you wish. 

Remember this is mainly a literary approach—meaning, you read the Book of 

Mormon carefully, take its words seriously, ponder them, and then discuss with 

others what you think they mean—much like an English class. Sources beyond the 
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text on Book of Mormon history, geography, archeology, and so forth, help, to be 

sure, and are certainly welcome. However, the main focus is simply on the words 

of the Book of Mormon themselves, and you have those right before you.  

Also, as the discussion leader you do not have to know all the answers. In fact, 

you should not.  Coming to a session with questions and concerns is a good way 

of beginning and continuing a discussion. For the most part, you just need to get 

the discussion going and then join in with the others. In this way, the session 

teaches itself, naturally leading from one interesting topic to another.   

Your study group, as I imagine it, could involve young singles, older singles, 

childless couples, empty-nesters, part-member families, as well as large, extended 

families. It could meet weekly or monthly, probably for an hour and a half (like my 

Torah class), perhaps on a Sunday evening. It would probably rotate between 

members’ homes and would be a fairly casual affair. It would also begin as I have 

outlined, one lesson at a time, but would quickly find its own speed, combining 

some of my lessons, dividing them, or even eliminating them entirely if that is 

what your group desires. In all cases it would proceed at its own, often slow, pace, 

without consideration as to what other groups are doing or how they are laid out. 

In other words, this study group is extremely flexible and is able to adapt to just 

about every situation or need.  

Remember, the main purpose of this group is to simply enjoy studying the Book of 

Mormon together—taking it seriously, discussing it thoroughly, and becoming 

closer to the Lord and each other in the process. That is its only goal, not to read 

so many pages a day, not to complete so many chapters a month, not to finish the 

Book of Mormon in a year. If this group meets regularly for five years and only 

makes it to Helaman, I would count it a huge success.  

Recommendation 
Certainly you can use the standard LDS edition of the Book of Mormon for this 

study group. However, using the Maxwell Institute Study Edition of the Book of 

Mormon may help you break out of old patterns and read the Book of Mormon in 

a new, more literary way. This edition uses the same text as the standard LDS 

edition but arranges that text in an uncluttered single-column format with 

informative headings and other handy navigational aids.  
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Implementation 
Each of the lessons has the following elements: 

 An overview of the lesson 

 The main point of the lesson 

 A presentational suggestion for the lesson 

 A scriptural activity to use in the lesson 

 Some follow-up ideas to use later on to reinforce the lesson’s main points 

 An assignment for the next session 

Overview 
This is a very brief listing of the interpretive principle discussed in this lesson, the 

pages in Beholding the Tree of Life that contain information pertinent to this 

principle, and the chapters in the Book of Mormon this lesson covers.  

Main point: 
This is a short description of what the main point of this lesson is, how it relates to 

a ten-course meal, and how this point is developed in this lesson.  

Presentational suggestion: 
Obviously, there are many ways of presenting the main points of these lessons. 

This is just one I use. Here I try to connect the main point of this lesson to a 

course in a ten-course meal. I do so not just to introduce the point in a 

memorable, multisensory way but to bring in a fun element. I have admired the 

way my Jewish friends incorporate food and friendship into their religious services 

and classes. I am just trying to follow suit. 

The suggestions I provide in the first few lessons are more detailed and lengthy 

than those I offer in the later ones. I wrote them this way to help you get started. 

I figure that after a few lessons you will understand my approach and will have 

adapted it to your own style and group.   

Scriptural activity: 
This activity is the heart of the session. Be sure to allow plenty time for it. Here I 

attempt to give the group a task, something to talk about in the Book of Mormon. 

This discussion can occur in a large group or in pairs, depending on your 

preference, and should involve everyone in the group.  
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Make sure that everyone knows that her or his comments are very much 

welcome, even if they are tentative. All perspectives are appreciated and help the 

group as a whole mine the Book of Mormon for divine messages.  

Also, don’t try to manage the discussion much. Yes, I do direct it initially, with a 

question or a problem, but the group will undoubtedly generate its own questions 

and problems. Be sure to allow them time to explore these adequately. 

Remember that the point of this kind of scripture study is not to cover so many 

chapters or even verses but rather to delve deeply into the Book of Mormon’s 

text itself and talk about it. The point is the process, in other words, not the 

product. 

Follow-up: 
Because these lessons move sequentially, chapter by chapter, through the Book 

of Mormon starting at the beginning, they necessarily concentrate on the first 

chapters of that book. However, I hope your group will find additional places to 

use these interpretive principles as they continue reading. In order to reinforce 

such discoveries, I have provided several additional examples from later on in the 

Book of Mormon where these principles clearly apply.  

Assignment for next session: 
This is the chapter or chapters the group should be prepared to study next 

session. Ideally, each member of the group will ponder this fairly small amount of 

text between sessions, reading it over and over, musing on it, writing about it, 

talking about it with others. They should take each word seriously, ask questions 

about it, and seek answers from it, and then come to class ready to do the same 

with others. In general the aim here is for depth rather than breadth.  
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First Course: Hors d’oeuvres 
Overview: 
Chapter in the Book of Mormon studied: None. 

This is the first meeting of the group. 

Principle discussed: Concentrating on small 

amounts of text 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree of Life: 

3−7  

Main point:  
One of the reasons for hors d’oeurves is to sharpen the appetite in anticipation of 

the upcoming meal. They are small and are usually served in the drawing room 

before the group enters the dining room proper. This lesson similarly attempts to 

concentrate on a small amount of text and does so in order to increase your 

group’s interest in and commitment to in-depth study of the Book of Mormon. In 

this lesson, I employ an object lesson as well as a scriptural activity to show why 

and how the Book of Mormon should be savored, slowly and in small bites, like an 

hors d’oeuvre, and not consumed quickly like fast food. 

Presentational suggestion: 
Before the study session actually begins, present your study group with some 

French fries from one of the many fast-food restaurants. The fries need not be 

hot or presented well. In fact, they should not be.  

Allow your group time to finish the fries, and then ask them how the fries tasted. 

You will probably get answers such as “okay,” “kinda bland,” or “like ordinary 

fries.” This is good. Now, offer your group some hors d’oeuvres (maybe some 

potato nests with sour cream and smoked salmon) presented artistically on a fine 

plate. Let the group eat a few, and then ask them what they thought about these 

delicacies. You will undoubtedly get a more detailed and more favorable response 

than you did with the fries. 

Connect the way the group consumed the fries with how we too often approach 

the Book of Mormon—rapidly, in large bites, without much tasting or thought. 

Explain that such an approach may be justified in the case of fast food—after all, 
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fast food is not really designed to tantalize our taste buds or provide lasting 

nourishment—but it most certainly is not with the Book of Mormon. The Book of 

Mormon is a literary delicacy put together by the Lord with great care and effort 

in order to provide us with ongoing spiritual, intellectual, and aesthetic 

nourishment. It is therefore more fitting that it be relished, slowly, thoroughly, in 

small bites like hors d’oeuvres, “feasting upon the words of Christ” (2 Nephi 32:3). 

Approached in this way, the Book of Mormon will always be new and surprising. It 

will evince constantly varying patterns and reveal continually relevant messages. 

It will sharpen our intellects and sensitize our spirits.  It will make us feel healthy, 

invigorated, nourished, and ready to serve—much like good food. This is the goal 

of these “courses.” 

Scriptural activity 
After making these points about the Book of Mormon, demonstrate them by 

asking each person in the group to consider why the Book of Mormon begins with 

the word “I.” Make sure they understand how many ways there are to approach 

this question.  

At this point, you may find it helpful to explain that many of the interpretive 

principles your group will be introduced to in these sessions come from the 

rabbinic tradition. No, Nephi and his fellow Book of Mormon writers were not 

aware of what early Jewish rabbis taught. No, they did not use these principles 

consciously. However, these principles represent an extremely productive way of 

studying scripture and are therefore helpful in unearthing additional divine 

messages in the Book of Mormon. Along these lines, reviewing the preface and 

first chapter of Beholding the Tree of Life before this session may be helpful to 

you. In particular, you may want to know how the ancient rabbis attempted to 

explain why Genesis begins with the second letter in the Hebrew alphabet instead 

of the first so that you can relay this information to your group (pp. 12−14).  

However you present this activity, be sure to allow plenty of time for it. The point 

is to brainstorm and to come up with many ideas as possible regardless of how 

farfetched or outlandish they may seem. Brainstorming in this way will help break 

up some of the patterns of thought your group may have fallen into. It will also 

encourage them to slow down, to concentrate on small amounts of text, and to 

think about the text in ways they had not previously. Come with insights of your 
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own in case they need help getting started. Be sure to consider the shape of this 

letter (a column connecting heaven and earth? A pillar of light like Joseph Smith 

saw?), its sound (“eye,” as in eyewitness, and “aye,” as in an affirmation?), as well 

as the way this beginning sounds like a last will and testament and injects “us” 

into Nephi’s story. 

Follow-up: 
From this point on, your group should concentrate on small amounts of text, 

usually no more than a chapter. You may find it helpful to remind your group 

about this principle occasionally with a special activity. Along the lines of “Why 

does the Book of Mormon begin with ‘I’?” one such activity is to ask you group to 

attempt to answer the question “Why does the Book of Mormon end with 

‘Amen’?” Since amen is similar to Ahman, another name for Jesus, it could be a 

subtle way of connecting “I” with Jesus, as in we are coming to Jesus through the 

Book of Mormon. Also, since many of the Book of Mormon writers end their 

writings with “amen,” it could be a way of linking Moroni’s words with theirs, in 

the sense that it echoes and affirms what they testified of at these points. Along 

these lines (and stretching them), “Amen” could also serve as an acronym for six 

of these Book of Mormon writers—Alma, Mormon/Moroni, Enos/Ether, and 

Nephi—and in this way reinforces its connection with them. 

Assignment for next session:  
Now that your group understands why the Book of Mormon should be relished in 

small bites, like hors d’oeurves, invite them to meditate on 1 Nephi 1 and have 

them come prepared next time to share with the group  some of the insights they 

discovered. Also, promise more food. 

  



11 
 

 

Amuse-bouches  
Overview: 
Chapter in the Book of Mormon 

studied: 1 Nephi 1. 

Principle discussed: Reading closely, 

asking questions of the text, and finding 

answers 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree of 

Life: 7−31 

Main point:  
An amuse-bouche is a specific kind of hors d’oeurve. The name is French, meaning 

"mouth amuser," and more than other hors d’oeurves, it is meant to delight and 

thrill. An amuse-bouche is as kind of culinary curiosity, an attention-getter that 

introduces the chef’s style in a striking way and readies the diners to appreciate 

this style’s unique qualities. This lesson similarly attempts to prepare the study 

group for in-depth study of the Book of Mormon by emphasizing the need to ask 

questions—lots of questions—and in so doing equips them with the tools 

necessary to appreciate the unique qualities of the Book of Mormon and to better 

understand and appreciate its delights. 

Presentational suggestions:  
Before the lesson actually begins, present your group with an exotic amuse-

bouche (look it up on the Internet for ideas), but, before they eat, ask them what 

questions they have about this culinary delight. For instance, they may ask, “What 

is it made of?” “Is it salty?” “Does it taste sour?” “What are those green things?” 

Then have them taste the treat and answer their questions out loud. Afterwards, 

point out that having questions beforehand helped them focus their attention on 

the treat and aided them in discussing and savoring its more subtle qualities.   

The same is true with the Book of Mormon. Asking questions of the Book of 

Mormon as we read similarly focuses our attention on the text and helps us savor 
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its subtle qualities. Questions cause us to slow down as we search the text for 

answers and ponder its clues.   

In this way, what may appear at first to be defects in the text (odd or awkward 

phrasing, for instance, which we often attempt to ignore) can actually become 

important features. They serve as “attention-getters,” which cause us to pause, to 

think more deeply about what is going on, to analyze its meaning and context, 

and, in so doing, to discover new meaning in the Book of Mormon, actually 

opening it up. 

Scriptural activity:  
In the previous lesson, the group was asked, “Why does the Book of Mormon 

begin with ‘I’?” This time ask them, “What other questions might be asked about 

1 Nephi 1?” Possible responses could include “What are ‘goodly parents’?” “Why 

not ‘excellent parents’ or ‘righteous parents’?” Is “goodly” a positive adjective or 

just not a negative one? And “why does Nephi say he was taught ‘somewhat in all 

the learning of [his] father’?” “Is he just being modest?” “Is he saying he was not 

always paying attention?” “Did his father not teach Nephi some things that he 

could have?” “That he should have?”  

Furthermore, “Why does Nephi go on to say he has ‘seen many afflictions’ instead 

of ‘experienced’ them?” “Does this indicate he was not personally afflicted or that 

he was so sympathetic to others that he felt their pain as well?” “And why does 

he say that he had been ‘highly favored of the Lord in all [his] days’?” “Does this 

include those days when he was afflicted?” “Was the Lord actually favoring him 

them?” “Or is Nephi making an ‘in the end’ kind of statement as he looks back on 

what came out of his difficulties?” The possibilities seem endless. 

And that is the point. The possibilities for questions are endless—but so are the 

possibilities for meaningful answers. That is why the ancient Talmudic rabbis 

asked so many questions as they studied the Scriptures, not to undermine the 

authority of these books, but rather to mine them for divine messages. In 

particular they valued any phrase that seemed odd, awkward, or out of place. 

These phrases they called kotzim or “thorns,” sharp appendages from the Tree of 

Life that were meant to snag their attention so that they might ponder them and 

receive an otherwise unnoticed bit of wisdom from God (see Beholding, p. 43). 
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To make this point, you may want to try this exercise. Point out that 1 Nephi 1:1 is 

one very long and complicated sentence. It does not read well and may seem to 

be awkwardly constructed. Ask your group what purpose this sentence serves. 

After some discussion, point out that the book of 1 Nephi follows the basic flow or 

progress of this single sentence: 

 Chapter 1 describes Lehi’s compassion, prayers, dreams, preaching, 

obedience, and other qualities of a “goodly” parent. 

 Chapter 2 shows Lehi teaching his sons some of his learning. 

 Chapters 3−7 relate Nephi’s “many afflictions” as he attempts to procure 

the brass plates, as well as revealing how he was “highly favored of the 

Lord” in eventually obtaining them. 

 Chapters 11−14 concern his sweeping vision of his people’s future in the 

Promised Land, an event that gave him “great knowledge of the goodness 

and the mysteries of God.” 

 Chapter 19 discusses how and why he began to make “a record of [his] 

proceedings in [his] days.”  

In other words, this very long sentence, far from being poorly put-together, 

actually demonstrates great artistry and serves as a kind of elaborate “thesis 

statement” for 1 Nephi. You may also want to point out that the long, circuitous 

nature of this first sentence mirrors the long, circuitous nature of the journey 

described in 1 Nephi. You could even read this verse out loud and explain that it 

even sounds like a long journey, forcing readers to pause and take deep breaths 

as they read (as if from effort).  

I like to revel in the artistry of this sentence a bit, and explain that this is often the 

case with the Book of Mormon—that there is more to it than we usually give it 

credit for. However, as your group will undoubtedly remind you, artistry alone is 

not enough. We also crave practical messages, advice from God that we can use 

to improve our lives in practical ways. Again the Book of Mormon excels in this 

area as well.  

Point out that just as this sentence may have at first seemed somewhat random 

or even meandering, so events in our lives may initially seem unrelated and 

purposeless too—just one thing after another with no discernable pattern or 

progression. However, in retrospect, after some of these events have played out, 
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we often see that there is actually a method to this “madness.” We may even 

discern the hand of the Lord guiding our lives in a carefully laid out plan. As a 

result, we may become more inclined to approach our lives with more patience 

and faith—much as the older “author” Nephi seems to show here vs. the younger 

“character” Nephi may have felt in the story.  

Such insights may lead to an interesting discussion about experiences with this 

principle the members of your group have had as well as realizations they have 

come to.  At the conclusion of the session, be sure to explain that this is also true 

of the Book of Mormon, that some of its more confusing aspects may be that way 

purposefully, encouraging us to stop, ask questions, ponder these questions 

thoughtfully and prayerfully, and receive new information—even revelation—

relative to our lives.   

Follow-up: 
From this point on, you should remind your group that questions are good, and 

encourage them to ask questions of the group and of the text. Along these lines, it 

may be helpful if you come to Nephi’s vision, to discuss how the Spirit/angel uses 

questions to deepen Nephi’s understanding of his father’s dream (1 Ne. 11:2, 4, 

10, 14, 16, 21; 12:9; 13:2, 21; 14:8), an approach which seemingly prompts him to 

similarly ask questions of his brothers in order to teach them (1 Ne. 15:8, 10, 11, 

12, 15), which in turn prompts them to ask questions and learn (1 Ne. 15:21, 23, 

26, 31).  

Assignment for next session:  
Now that your group understands how certain aspects of the Book of Mormon 

invite questions, much like an amuse-bouche, that led to helpful insights, ask 

them to ponder 1 Nephi 2 for next time and come to class with the questions and 

insights they may have concerning it. 
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Second Course: Soup  
Overview: 
Chapter in the Book of Mormon 

studied: 1 Nephi 2 

Principle discussed: Reading on multiple 

levels, the ever-present need for 

sermonic interpretation based solidly on 

the plain-sense of the text 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree 

of Life: 23−25, 33−38 

Main point: 
Soup is the first course that is served in the dining room. This is only fitting since, 

as many gourmands point out, soup gets the stomach juices flowing and aids both 

in digestion as well as the appreciation of the upcoming meal. Examining the Book 

of Mormon from many sides and on several levels similarly helps readers digest 

and appreciate it as well.  

By the way, I like to start each session by asking the group what questions they 

have about the chapter I assigned from the previous lesson. Answering these 

questions could, of course, take a significant amount of time. It could even take 

the entire time. That is okay. Remember, your group is not on a schedule. The 

point is not to cover a certain number of pages but to study the Book of 

Mormon—and enjoy doing so. You can and should take as much time as you 

want.  

Presentational suggestions:  
Once the group’s questions have been discussed, present them with a “layered” 

soup to eat (there are many simple recipes on the Internet). Don’t allow your 

group to taste the soup just yet. Instead, ask them to examine the soup visually 

and guess, simply by looking at it, what is in it. After they have ventured a few 

guesses, show them a jar in which such a soup would be packaged (where the 

ingredients are arranged in layers) and review the ingredients with the group 

layer by layer.   
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Afterwards, allow them to begin eating their soup, and, as they do so, ask them if 

they can taste the layers. They will not be able to do so layer by layer. However, 

they should be able to identify each of the ingredients as you ask about them 

individually, moving down the layers, one by one. Point out that this is also so 

with the Book of Mormon. The Book of Mormon possesses many levels of 

meaning, which allows it to convey many messages from God to many people at 

the same time. These levels are mixed together and can be difficult to see. 

However, we can identify them—and benefit from them—if we take the time to 

approach them individually, level by level.   

Point out that the ancient Talmudic rabbis were skilled readers of Scripture and 

found in their sacred books four levels in particular. An introduction of these 

levels can be found on pp. 23−25 of Beholding. Reviewing these pages beforehand 

may help you introduce this idea better. I like to use the Hebrew names of these 

levels. I think they are cool. However, if these terms get in the way of your group, 

feel free to stick with the English equivalents. They are 

 The simple or plain level—what the text actually says, the words it uses, the 

sentence construction it employs, the context it puts these sentences into. 

 The allegorical level—what the text stands for, what it signifies or 

represents, the text’s hidden, metaphorical meaning. 

 The sermonic level—what the text means to us, how we can apply it to our 

lives. 

 The mystical level—what the text means just to us, the divine secrets God 

has revealed to us personally through direct interaction with him. 

Scriptural activity:  
After you have discussed the four basic levels of rabbinic interpretation, explain 

that all of these levels exist in the Book of Mormon as well and that they often 

complement each other, much like the layers of ingredients did in the soup, 

without conflict or contradiction. If this idea is unclear to your group, tell them 

that it will become clearer as we progress through the Book of Mormon and 

examine each level one at a time. 

For now, point out how Lehi in 1 Nephi 2 finds sermonic meaning in the river they 

camp beside in the wilderness and urges his son Laman to be like it, “continually 

running into the fountain of all righteousness!” (v. 8). Ask the group, how the 
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simple meaning of this river enhances Lehi’s point (for instance, this river flows 

from the wilderness into the Red Sea, the same sea Moses is said to have parted 

in Exodus, which may indicate that even a little faithfulness to the Lord can “run” 

quickly into great miracles or that faithfulness is an ongoing process or that 

faithfulness can exist even in a desert). If there is time, you may also want to 

discuss how simple meaning of the valley that Lehi camped in also adds power to 

his admonition to Lemuel (1 Nephi 2:9).  

After these discussions, ask the group what other details are featured in 2 Nephi 

2—such as “provisions and tents,” “the wilderness” (v. 4), the “borders of the Red 

Sea” (v. 5), an “altar of stones” (v. 6), and gold and silver and “precious things” (v. 

11)—and invite your group to speculate on the sermons Lehi could have given 

based on these details, not just to Laman and Lemuel but for Nephi, Sam, Sariah, 

even himself.  

At the close of this session, stress that regardless of the level, there must be a 

sermonic component in all interpretations. After all, this sermonic component is 

what makes scripture, scripture—its ability to speak to us today and pass on 

divine messages to us, instructions as to what we should do and how we should 

act. This is what Nephi does when he “likens” the book of Isaiah to his people (1 

Ne. 19: 23−24; 2 Ne. 11: 2, 8). It is therefore appropriate in all of our sessions to 

consider, if not talk about, the sermonic meanings in each of the chapters we 

study. 

You should also note that all of these interpretive levels—allegorical, sermonic, 

and mystical—are dependent upon the simple meaning of the text. In each case, 

we should make sure we are reading each verse closely, seeing it clearly, noting 

its oddities, and understanding its context. Interpretations, especially sermonic 

ones, not based solidly on the simple meaning of the text are neither valid nor 

spiritually helpful, at least in my opinion.  

Follow-up:  
Additional information on these interpretive levels is incorporated throughout the 

following lessons. The sixth course, for instance, discusses the allegorical level and 

the seventh investigates the mystical. When you come to these lessons, remind 

your group of the different layers and how these layers work together. 
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Occasionally, ask the group if there are other levels of interpretation of a chapter 

or verse.  

Assignment for next session:  
Now that your group understands that the Book of Mormon, like a layered soup, 

contains levels of meaning and that each level can only be appreciated if its 

simple meaning is fully understood, ask them to read 1 Nephi 3 closely for next 

time and come to class ready to discuss anything new or peculiar they discovered 

in it.  
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Third Course: Fish  
Overview: 
Chapter in the Book of Mormon 

studied: 1 Nephi 3 

Principle discussed: Noting differences 

in word order and presentation 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree 

of Life: 43−46, 72−74 

Main point:  
Although the order of courses in a multicourse meal may vary somewhat from 

place to place and additional courses may be added depending on the situation or 

event, there is a certain basic progression that all of them follow. Part of this 

progression is natural and makes sense. Hors d’oeurves and soup, for example, 

prepare the palate and the stomach for the meal. Likewise, meat is introduced 

gradually, first with fish, which is often lighter and less filling than beef or pork. 

This is done so that the heavier meats are not upstaged or rendered superfluous.  

However, part of this progression is simply convention, which can be rearranged 

in order to make a point or adapt to an occasion. Order of presentation is similarly 

important and similarly used in the Book of Mormon. 

Presentational suggestions: 
Make cards showing (or at least naming) the ten basic courses of an Edwardian 

ten-course meal: hors d’oeurves, soup, fish, entrée, removes, sorbet, roast, salad, 

sweets, and fruit and cheese.  Have the group attempt to order these courses 

properly. Continuing the food theme, serve salmon balls or some other fish snack 

for the fish course, and arrange the cards around them, as courses before and 

after it.  

Your group will undoubtedly put sweets and perhaps fruit and cheese near the 

end of the meal and hors d’oeurves at the beginning. However, the middle 

courses may be confusing. Point out that there is a certain logic and rhythm to 

these courses but that, for the most part, they are mainly determined by 

convention.  
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Given this convention, ask them what replacing the hors d’oeurve course with 

sweets might mean or substituting an extra fish dish for the entrée. Some 

possible answers might mean we are celebrating a holiday or special occasion or 

that someone had caught a lot of fish during a recent fishing trip and the group 

wanted to honor that person (and eat more fish). In this way, subtle messages can 

be sent to the diners simply by reordering the usual progression of a multicourse 

meal. (Supporting this idea, you may want to point out that European nobility 

often used these meals in the nineteenth century to intimidate, honor, and even 

insult their guests, depending on their relationship to them.) 

Scriptural activity:  
Explain that the Book of Mormon, like other Scripture, similarly uses order, and 

variations on that order to make certain points. Opening sentences, for example, 

as we have already seen, often work in this way. They come first so as to alert 

readers to certain themes or points in the following sections. (If your group is 

sufficiently versed in the Book of Mormon, you may have them advance in the 

Book of Mormon to Jacob 1:1−2 and discuss how these verses prefigure the book 

of Jacob, particularly in its emphasis on the words “Jacob” and “precious.” See 

pages 50−51 in Beholding.) 

Explain that the order and presentation of elements in a frequently used series 

also function in this way. Have them look at the “gold, silver, and precious things” 

passages in 1 Nephi 2 (vv. 4, 11). Make sure they notice how the possessive 

pronouns in these two series change reflecting who seemingly owns these items.  

Next have them examine how these items are treated in 1 Nephi 3 (v. 16, 22, 24). 

Make sure they notice how the personal pronouns have disappeared in the first 

instance (indicating that Lehi no longer is personally connected to them) and how 

“precious things” have turned into “all manner of riches,” again possibility 

revealing how Lehi no longer personally values them. These items reappear in 

their fullness in the next two instances, preceded by “our.” This change as well as 

the fact that Nephi calls these items “our property” three times (vv. 25−26) may 

reinforce Nephi ’s feeling that they indeed belong to him and his brothers and 

justify his offering them to Laban in trade for the brass plates. See pages 72−74 in 

Beholding for more information on this topic. 
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Although it is outside the chapter assigned for this session, you may also want to 

point out how in 1 Nephi 13:7−8, “silks, and scarlets, and fine-twined linen” are 

added to gold and silver and how precious things become “all manner of precious 

clothing.” Ask your group how these changes help portray the Great and 

Abominable Church as the epitome of worldly wickedness.   

As always, allow this discussion to go where the group wants it to. Conclude by 

admonishing your group to read the text carefully, especially phrases that seem 

to be repeated frequently, always noting small changes that may reveal or 

reinforce aspects of the people involved. 

Follow-up: 
Whenever a series appears in the Book of Mormon, it is a good idea to look for 

variations in the order of elements in that series and consider their significance. 

Along these lines you may later on want to analyze the order of breastplates, arm-

shields, head shields, and so forth in Alma 43:18−20, 37−38, 44; 46:13; 49:24 and 

elsewhere. Discuss what these different bits of equipment represent, either 

offensively or defensively, and what their different ordering says about the body 

parts they protect and people who wear them.  

Assignment for next session: 
Now that your group understands that the order of words in a series as well as 

their presentation is just as important as the order of courses in a multicourse 

meal, assign the group to ponder 1 Nephi 4 for next time and come to class with 

any questions or insights they have concerning it. 
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Fourth Course: the Entrée 
Overview:  
Chapter in the Book of Mormon studied: 1 

Nephi 4 

Principle discussed: Making sense of 

similarities in different texts 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree of 

Life: 54−65 

Main point:  
The entrée is one of the two “heavy” courses in a ten-course meal. It is usually 

poultry or wild game and is often accompanied by roasted or steamed vegetables 

and a starch in the form of rice or small bits of pasta.  

As we are discovering, the plain meaning of a text is its interpretive mainstay. The 

other levels of meaning are all dependent upon it. It is the approach interpreters 

spend the most time on. In this course we look at similarities between different 

texts. 

Presentational suggestions: 
Serve the group chicken and waffles (yes, I know it is not very gourmet but it is 

cheaper than pheasant under glass, and the group may need a break from haute 

cuisine). Point out that although chicken and waffles may seem like they do not 

go together, for many people the different tastes and textures somehow work 

together and connect in a distinctive way. 

This is true of certain elements in the Book of Mormon. There, as with the Torah, 

there are surprising connections between very different and distant texts that 

serve to enhance both.  

Point out that looking for similarities in different texts, like examining opening 

sentence as well as paying close attention to the order and presentation of words, 

is an aspect of peshat, or the simple meaning of the text. Emphasize that simple 

does not mean simplistic, that this is not an elementary level of interpretation to 

be scorned as we advance to “higher” levels. It is the basis of all interpretation 
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and involves looking diligently for certain “keys.” These “keys” are listed on page 

45 of Beholding.) They include: 

 Paying attention to opening sentences 

 Keeping things in context 

 Looking for similarities between different texts 

 Being sensitive to differences between similar texts 

 Spotting repetitions and redundancies 

 Noting word order and presentation 

Scriptural activity: 
As far as looking for similarities between different texts goes, begin this discussion 

by pointing out that Nephi’s killing of Laban, which occurs in this chapter, is one of 

the most controversial events in the Book of Mormon. Certainly, Nephi does not 

do this rashly, in a fit of anger or rage. Certainly, the Spirit prompts him to do so 

and justifies this act in several ways. Certainly, Laban has stolen his family’s most 

precious possessions and attempted to kill him and his brothers. But does that 

mean Laban deserved to be killed, and in such a gruesome way? Many think not. 

Explain that it is often helpful with controversial events in scripture to search for 

key words in that scripture in order to see if they are repeated on other places. 

Computers, electronic readers, phones, and other devices that allow for quick 

searching of a text are invaluable in this effort.  

Have the group search for “smote off head” in the Book of Mormon. They will find 

only one other usage—in Ether 15:30−31. These verses not only repeat the words 

“smote,” "off,” and “head,” but follow it with “had smitten off” and “head.”  

Discuss the connections between these two events, especially since the Ether 

passage comes at the end of a civilization that lacked the kind of scriptures Nephi 

was attempting to obtain and as a result perished because of unbelief. Does this 

event help justify Laban’s death? Does it show what might have happened if 

Nephi had not obtained the brass plates? Certainly the Nephite civilization ended 

in nearly the same way, with nearly universal wickedness and a bloody battle; 

however, it also experienced long periods of peace and righteousness when God’s 

Law was truly obeyed, periods that the Jaredite civilization never had. Prophets 

were common among them, as were righteous kings, judges, and missionaries. In 
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this way, this connection seems to provide literary evidence that it was indeed 

“better that one man should perish than that a nation should dwindle and perish 

in unbelief” (1 Ne. 4:13). See Beholding pages 54−59. 

Follow-up: 
Similarities between different texts is something to always keep an eye out for. 

Encourage your group to watch for these and often search for other occurrences 

of what seems like a distinctive or memorable phrase. When they come to 

Helaman 1:15, for instance, note that Coriantumr, a “descendant of Zarahemla,” 

is called “a large and a mighty man.” Have them search the Book of Mormon for 

the phrase “large and mighty man.” They will find that this phrase is used to 

describe the brother of Jared (Ether 1:34) as well as the Jaredites in general (15: 

26). In fact if they enlarge their search for other variations they will connect it 

with other Jaredites, in particular Shule (7:8) and Lib (14:10). This descriptive 

similarity combined with Coriantumr’s name, which is identical to that of the last 

living Jaredite king (12:1; 15:15−16) seems to indicate that not all the Jaredites 

died, that some were absorbed into Mulekite society, which was in turn absorbed 

into Nephite society.  

Note that a number of Jaredite sins (violence, atheism, oppression of the poor, 

status seeking, and secret societies) are often connected with people with 

Jaredite names, not just Coriantumr but Korihor, Nehor, Noah, and others. Have 

the group discuss why this is so and what it means to them. 

Assignment for next session: 
Now that your group understands how similar words in different texts can work 

together to connect these events in meaningful ways, much like chicken and 

waffles, assign the group to ponder 1 Nephi 5−7 for next time and come to class 

with additional questions and insights concerning it.  
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Fifth Course: Removes 
Overview: 
Chapters in the Book of Mormon 

studied: 1 Nephi 5−7 

Principle discussed: Reading with 

others, developing deeper 

relationships through scripture 

study 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree of Life: 75−91 

Main point: 
In many ways, the removes course is not really a course at all. No new food item 

is introduced or eaten at that time. It is mainly a time when the dishes from the 

previous course are cleared away, and the staff gears up for the next main course. 

Diners therefore use this time instead to talk and enjoy each other’s company.  

Like the removes course, the main purpose of rabbinic study is not so much to 

acquire new knowledge, although it certainly does that, but rather to improve our 

relationship with God and with each other through ongoing conversation. In fact, 

much as Jesus told his disciples (Matt. 18:20), the rabbis in the Mishnah taught 

that “when two individuals are engaged in Torah, the Shechinah, God’s immanent 

presence, is between them.” For this reason, questions are valued more than 

answers, discussion more than lecture, and communal study more than individual 

study.  

Presentational suggestions: 
Since no food is actually served during the removes course, you need not prepare 

anything special to eat for this session. However, supplying a drink—maybe 

sparkling grape juice—would be appropriate.  In Judaism, the “fruit of the vine” is 

symbol of joy, a kind of joy that is shared with others. Have them pour for each 

other and, as they drink, invite them to talk about how fun it has been to study 

the Book of Mormon together and learn from and about each other. 

At the appropriate time, point out that in traditional rabbinic Judaism, scripture 

study is similarly viewed as a joyful activity and is thought to work best when 
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done with others—either in classes or with a special study partner called a 

chavrutah. As the ancient rabbis saw it, such study not only improves our 

relationship with God but similarly reinforces our relationship with others. This is 

true of Book of Mormon study as well (See pages 75−78 in Beholding.) 

Scriptural activity: 
If your group is large, divide them up into chavrutot or subgroups as appropriate. 

Next, have these subgroups study 1 Nephi 7 together rabbinic-style, reading it 

together, discussing its meaning together, asking questions together, suggesting 

tentative answers together, as well as applying this chapter to their lives together. 

Ask them to pay particular attention to the relational nouns (father, son, 

daughter, etc.) as well as the relational pronouns (my, his, their, etc.) that appear 

in this chapter. Explain that the figures’ names (Laman, Lemuel, etc.) could have 

been used, and invite them to consider why they were not. In particular, make 

sure that they discuss why the Lord, according to Nephi, told Lehi’s “sons” to take 

“daughters” to wife (v. 1) and not “women” or “damsels” or “virgins.” 

In addition, they could consider the following: Why since Nephi was commanded 

to “bring down Ishmael and his family into the wilderness” did “the Lord . . . 

soften the heart of Ishmael, and also his household”? Is there a difference? What 

is it? Also, why is Ishmael’s female companion called “his wife” and not the 

“mother” of the rebellious sons and daughters? Was she not their real mother? 

Were they not really rebelling against her as their mother? Or is the focus mainly 

on Ishmael and so his wife and daughters are merely appendages to him? How 

does the presentation of these relationships support or not support Nephi’s 

point? 

If there is time and you have the inclination, your group could also examine 1 

Nephi 5 and the ways personal pronouns are used in this this chapter. For 

instance, have them investigate how Nephi sometimes uses “our father” (v. 1) to 

emphasize the entire group’s connection to Lehi and other times uses “my father” 

(v. 2) to limit that linkage.  Or, have them consider who the “their” refers to in 

verse 7. If it does mean Lehi and Sariah, how is it that they share this happiness? 

Why doesn’t Nephi say that “her joy was full” since she, as Nephi’s mother, was 

specifically comforted? 
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It may also be interesting to consider why Nephi refers to Sariah as “my mother” 

in verse 7 as though he has exclusive rights to her, and yet she, in the next verse 

calls Laman, Lemuel, Sam, and Nephi “my sons.” The way she refers to Lehi as 

“my husband” in this same verse is also interesting. What other words could she 

have used and how would they have changed her meaning?  

The possibilities for discussion are endless. If the small groups find this approach 

interesting, allow them to continue to discuss it. You may even extend this 

approach to the next session. Again, you are not on a schedule here. However, 

make sure that your group understands that discussion and deepening 

relationships are what this kind of study is fundamentally all about.  

Follow-up: 
Depending on the size of your group, you may wish to continue the study-partner 

(chavrutah) approach in subsequent lessons. Perhaps ask them as a pair to do the 

scriptural activity together and then discuss their results with the group as a 

whole later.  

Paying attention to relationships and how they are presented is always a good 

thing to do while reading the Book of Mormon. At some point, you may wish to 

discuss other famous unnamed people in the Book of Mormon—such as the 

“brother of Jared” (Ether 1:34−35), the “mothers” of the stripling warriors (Alma 

56:47−48), the “daughters of the Lamanites” (Mosiah 20:1), the “sisters” of Nephi 

(2 Nephi 5:6), and so forth. Ask your group what this purposeful anonymity says 

about the importance of relationships, especially familial relationships. Perhaps 

these relationships are more central to who we really are and what we are about 

on this earth than educational degrees, vocational titles, political offices, and 

even religious positions.  

Assignment for next session: 
Now that your group understands the importance of relationships and that they, 

like enjoying a fine meal, take time and attention, assign the group to ponder 1 

Nephi 8 for next time and come to class with additional questions and insights 

concerning it.  
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Sixth Course: Sorbet 
Overview: 
Chapters in the Book of Mormon studied: 1 

Nephi 8, 16 

Principle discussed: Interpreting scripture 

allegorically 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree of Life: 

29−33 

Main point:  
The sorbet course is a palate cleanser. It is a light, non-dairy frozen treat meant to 

clear the taste buds and prepare diners for the next heavy course. In some ways, 

the allegorical level of interpretation similarly sets the stage for the mystical level. 

Although it is still very much based on the simple meaning of the text, it helps 

lighten our minds, raise our sights, and otherwise aid us in viewing our lives in a 

larger, more abstract, more overall context.  

Presentational suggestions: 
Serve your group lemon sorbet in some kind of stemmed dessert dish. Garnish the 

sorbet with a strip of lemon peel and some mint leaves so that it recalls the fruit 

from the Tree of Life. Possibly arrange the sorbets artistically on a tree-like 

platter, and place near them a long-handled serving spoon or something else 

representing the iron rod. You could even place small figurines along this “rod” or 

find something reminiscent of the great and spacious building. As they taste this 

treat that is “most sweet, above all that [they have] ever before tasted” (1 Ne. 

8:11), ask them what this dish is meant to represent. 

Aside from the allegory of the Olive Tree, Lehi’s dream of the Tree of Life is the 

most striking example of an allegory in the Book of Mormon.  Review with your 

group the elements of this allegory, and use this time to explain how an allegory 

works—where figures, actions, and other details represent or symbolize abstract 

principles.  

Remind them that in rabbinic thought the allegorical level of interpretation is still 

very much dependent upon the text’s simple meaning. Point out that many of the 
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elements of Lehi’s dream already appeared in the previous chapters: a shining 

man who stands before Lehi and bids him do something (1 Ne. 1:9−11), a journey 

into the wilderness (2:2), a river (v. 6), a rod (3:28−29), mocking (1:19), darkness 

(4:5), even fruit (8:1).  

Discuss how our knowledge of these “simple” things enhances our understanding 

of Lehi’s dream. This knowledge might, for example, explain who the man is that 

Lehi encounters in his dream, what it means to wander in the wilderness, what or 

who the river can separate us from, what the dangers of the mists of darkness are 

and how we can overcome them using the Spirit, as Nephi did, etc. 

Scriptural activity: 
Remind your group how Alma similarly saw a “shadow” or allegorical meaning in 

Lehi’s simple experience with the Liahona. As Alma taught his son, “For as our 

fathers were slothful to give heed to this compass (now these things were 

temporal) they did not prosper; even so it is with things which are spiritual. For 

behold, it is as easy to give heed to the word of Christ, which will point to you a 

straight course to eternal bliss, as it was for our fathers to give heed to this 

compass, which would point unto them a straight course to the promised land” 

(Alma 32:43−44).  

In other words, for Alma Lehi’s journey to the Americas is similar to our journey to 

heaven, and therefore his struggles to follow the Liahona connect with our 

struggles to follow the Holy Ghost in order to get there. For Alma then, this story 

is real, but it is also an allegory (or “type,” as he calls it) containing important 

lessons for us now.  As he concludes, “For just as surely as this director did bring 

our fathers, by following its course, to the promised land, shall the words of 

Christ, if we follow their course, carry us beyond this vale of sorrow into a far 

better land of promise” (Alma 37:45). 

Along these lines, have the group study 1 Nephi 16 and build upon Alma’s 

approach. Have them look for other elements of this story that expand and 

deepen this allegory.  

Follow-up: 
There are many possibilities for allegorical interpretations, especially when there 

is a lot of action involved. The war stories in the Book of Mormon in particular, at 
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least for me, are particularly promising subjects for allegorical interpretation. 

When you come to Alma 43, for instance, have your group discuss the following: 

 What spiritual groups could the Amalekites and the other groups 

represent? 

 What spiritual approaches could their different weapons and other 

equipment represent? 

 What might be spiritual significance of the different strategies each group 

employs? 

 What might be spiritual significance of their different strategies? 

 What could the River Sidon and other geographical features represent? 

Assignment for next session: 
Now that your group understands that allegorical interpretation, like sorbet, can 

lighten our thoughts and raise our awareness, assign the group to ponder 1 Nephi 

9−10 for next time and come to class with additional questions and insights 

concerning it. 
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Seventh Course: Roast 
Overview: 
Chapters in the Book of Mormon 

studied: 1 Nephi 9−10 

Principle discussed: Interpreting 

scripture mystically, personally 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree 

of Life: 38−42 

Main point:  
The roast course is the heaviest of a ten-course Edwardian meal, and, in many 

ways, functions as its highpoint, the culmination of all that has gone on before.  

This course generally involves beef or lamb and is often served with 

complementary vegetables.  

Similarly, although the simple, allegoric, and sermonic levels are all important, for 

many readers the mystical level represents the ultimate level of interpretation 

since it often involves a personal, even intimate experiences with God.  

Consistent with this approach, the Book of Mormon supplies a detailed example 

of someone having a very personal, very direct experience with God in order to 

interpret a scriptural “text.” Although members of the group may not use the 

word “mystical” in this way, this is what a mystical experience is. Point out that 

the Book of Mormon uses the phrase “mysteries of God” quite often and in a 

positive way (1 Ne. 1:1; 2:6; 10:19) and in this way encourages a “mystical” 

approach to itself. 

Presentational suggestions: 
Present the group with a full meal—roast beef, potatoes, carrots, and a drink. 

Point out that to fully appreciate this course, one must keep in mind what courses 

went before and how they were prepared (you may need to remind your group 

since many of these courses were served a while ago). Point out how the hors 

d’oeuvre courses stoked their appetite and prepared their palates, how the soup 

course got their digestive juices flowing, and how the fish and entrée courses fed 

their hunger but did so lightly so that they still have interest in (and room for) 
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more. In this way, the entire meal has prepared them individually and personally 

for the roast course. Ideally, even the spices and flavors of these preliminary 

courses set up a kind of culinary theme, anticipating the roast course and 

readying diners to appreciate it.  

Explain how Nephi’s vision is similarly dependent upon what went before. Remind 

your group that many of the elements of this vision were introduced earlier in the 

Book of Mormon (a spiritual guide, a river, darkness, mocking people, etc.) and 

that these elements acquired additional significance in Lehi’s dream. Explain that 

Nephi’s vision builds upon these elements, interprets their meaning, and 

amplifies it far beyond the allegorical level, much as the roast course builds upon 

and amplifies the food served in the courses that preceded it.  

Ask the group why they think Nephi’s vision was necessary. After all, Nephi could 

have simply asked his father what the different elements of his dream 

represented. No, Lehi does not actually give the meaning of these elements 

earlier. However, judging from what he later says about his dream—outlining the 

future of the house of Israel, including the mortal mission of the Messiah, their 

scattering and their eventual return—he seems to have understood it. Why then 

would Nephi be so determined to “see, and hear, and know of these things, by 

the power of the Holy Ghost” (1 Ne. 10:17)? 

As your group attempts to answer this question, point out that Nephi does not 

figure very prominently in his father’s original dream. Certainly, Lehi says that 

because of his dream, he has “reason to rejoice in the Lord because of Nephi” (1 

Ne. 8:3). However, when Lehi describes his dream he mentions Nephi only once 

and then only as someone who heeds his father’s call and partakes of the fruit 

(vv. 14−16). Laman and Lemuel, in contrast, are mentioned several times, not only 

as Lehi relates his dream to them but afterwards, when he exhorts them, 

preaches to them, and prophesies unto them explicitly by name (vv. 36−38).  

In fact, Lehi’s extended explanation of his dream is not directed to Nephi at all, 

although Nephi certainly overheard it. It is instead an exhortation to his brothers 

(1 Ne. 10:1−2). As Nephi notes afterwards, “after this manner of language did my 

father prophesy and speak unto my brethren” (v. 15).  In other words, Nephi may 

have been driven to experience his father’s dream for very personal reasons—

because his status before the Lord was not entirely clear and neither was that of 



33 
 

his descendants.  He may therefore, despite having heard “all the words of [his] 

father” and knowing that they were given “by the power of the Holy Ghost” (v. 

17), have pondered them precisely so that he could experience the same vision 

and find out more about himself and his descendants—at least that is the sort of 

information he received. 

Scriptural activity 
Point out that chapter 9 is an interjection, that it is a break in the action placed 

there by Nephi the writer and is not what Nephi the character in the story 

experienced at that time. Ask the group what purpose this chapter serves. At 

some point, have them look at the many times Nephi uses the phrase “my 

people” in this chapter and consider how this phrase is used. Discuss Nephi’s 

feeling for his people and his estimation of their place in God’s plan. Suggest that 

the genesis of these thoughts and feelings comes in the next chapter, chapter 10, 

where he learns about the special mission he and his descendants have.  

Have the group ponder again Lehi’s dream individually while thinking about 

themselves and their descendants. Have them jot down some ideas for further 

thought and discussion.  

Assignment for next session: 
Now that the group understands that a mystical interpretation—being a personal, 

direct experience with God—is, in some ways the main course of interpretive 

levels, invite the group to continue to ponder Lehi’s dream by prayerfully and 

thoughtfully considering their place in this dream. Request that they come 

prepared to share their experience with the group, as appropriate. In addition, 

have them study 1 Nephi 11−15. This may be too much to cover in one session. 

Consequently, you may want to divide this reading over two or even three 

sessions. However many chapters you assign, have the group come to class with 

additional questions and insights concerning them.  
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Time to Digest 
Overview: 
Chapters in the Book of Mormon studied: 1 

Nephi 11−15 

Principle discussed: Verifying interpretations 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree of 

Life: none 

Main point: 
Contrary to the way many of us eat these days, the food in a multicourse meal is 

not consumed (or served!) quickly. Even without a special removes course, there 

is plenty of time between courses to relax, to converse, and to digest. Similarly, 

the rabbinic approach to the Scriptures includes time to review, reconsider, and 

rediscuss ideas previously presented in order to more fully process them as well.  

Presentational suggestions: 
Since last session was such a big deal—involving more food that usual—you may 

want to forgo food this time. However if you feel so inclined, serving small roast 

beef sandwiches may remind your group of what they discussed last session. In 

any case, begin this session by reviewing what was covered last session (Nephi’s 

personal reasons for wanting to experience his father’s dream) and by allowing 

the group plenty of time to present their experiences with spiritually 

“personalizing” Lehi’s dream. 

Afterwards (without pointing fingers or criticizing what was said), point out that 

there is always a danger of “overpersonalizing” scripture—that is, interpreting 

scriptural passages incorrectly and applying them to one’s self in erroneous or 

even dangerous ways. In any case, point out that in this case, one could overly 

identify with Lehi, conclude that his or her city had become so wicked that it was 

about to be destroyed and abandon it for the “wilderness” of Alaska, forcing 

family members, against their will, to come along and suffer as Lehi’s family 

suffered.  

Perhaps this example seems far-fetched, and yet I knew a man who, after reading 

Joseph Smith’s history, concluded that he was the reincarnation of Joseph Smith 
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and set about establishing his own church, complete with temple ceremonies and 

polygamy. Maybe you too know of an example that could make this point as well.  

Discuss how one might make sure that one’s personal, mystical interpretation of 

Scripture is true. Such a discussion is sure to involve ways people “try the spirits” 

(1 Jn. 4:1), verifying their interpretation scripturally, theologically, interpersonally, 

spiritually, and temporally (waiting for confirmations). As you discuss this topic, 

make sure it does not come across as a criticism of anything your group has 

shared. 

Scriptural activity: 
When you are ready, have the group turn to 1 Nephi 11−15 and examine this 

experience for ways Nephi made sure his understanding of this very personal 

mystical experience was correct (recalling what Nephi went through when the 

Spirit prompted him to kill Laban [1 Ne. 4:10−18] might serve as helpful 

background). Divide your group into subgroups and assign them each a chapter—

or, since this is a lot of material to cover in one session, keep the group together 

and use several sessions to discuss this material, one chapter a session. 

Whatever you choose to do, make sure your group looks at the way questions are 

used, both by the angel and by Nephi, in order to promote understanding and 

prevent misunderstanding. You could also have the group analyze the internal 

consistency of this vision vis-à-vis the way its elements are presented in Lehi’s 

dream as well as the way they appear realistically in the earlier parts of the Book 

of Mormon.  

For example in 1 Nephi 11, the group could look at why the Spirit shows Nephi the 

future birth of Jesus in answer to his question concerning the meaning of the tree 

Lehi saw (1 Ne. 11:10−15). You could ask how this explains what the love of God is 

(1 Ne. 11:16−23), and in what way this interpretation is consistent with Lehi’s 

dream (1 Ne. 8:10−12) as well as the way fruit and, by implication, trees are 

presented earlier (1 Ne. 8:1). If you wish, discuss what a “vision” of this tree might 

look like if it were inconsistent with Lehi’s dream and how the group would 

respond to such an interpretation.  

Moving on to 1 Nephi 12, the group could also look at how the angel interprets 

Lehi’s “great and spacious building” as the pride of the world and expands upon 



36 
 

this interpretation showing how the “multitude that did enter into that strange 

building” (1 Ne. 8:31−33) became the “multitudes of the earth” who gathered 

together to fight Jesus’s apostles (1 Ne. 11:34−36) and, personalizing this dream 

for Nephi, how other multitudes of his descendants “gathered together to battle” 

each other (1 Ne. 12:1−3). When you come to it, you could also discuss the 

connections between this building and the great and abominable church in 1 Ne. 

13. 

The same could, and should, be done with the Lehi’s “river of water” (1 Ne. 8:13) 

and Nephi’s “terrible gulf” (1 Ne. 12:18), Lehi’s “mist of darkness” (1 Ne. 8:23) and 

Nephi’s corrupted book (1 Ne. 13:26−29), and Lehi’s “rod of iron” (1 Ne. 11:25) 

and Nephi’s book (1 Ne. 13:21−42). Have all these discussions focus on how the 

interpretations given to Nephi are consistent with what has gone before and how 

the different “levels” of interpretation reinforce each other and assure that the 

expanded interpretations are correct. 

Finally, note how Nephi in chapters 15−16 uses the generalized interpretation he 

was given to sermonize Laman and Lemuel, showing again how the plain, 

allegoric, sermonic, and mystical levels of interpretation work together and are 

encouraged by the Book of Mormon.  

You should also point out how Nephi, although deeply affected by the personal, 

mystical interpretation he received, did not reveal it to his brothers. Instead, he 

answers his brothers’ questions using the more general allegoric interpretation he 

was given. Note how Nephi “was grieved . . . because of the things which [he] had 

seen, and knew they must unavoidably come to pass” (1 Ne. 15:4−5). 

Nevertheless, he speaks only in general terms of what will happen to the House of 

Israel and does not mention how his people will be destroyed. Similarly, he says 

only that “the Messiah shall be manifested in body unto the children of men” (1 

Ne. 15:13) without going into much detail. 

Instead of unfolding unto them his own personal vision, Nephi encourages his 

brothers to do as he did and asks them, “Have ye inquired of the Lord?” and 

encourages them to ask God “in faith, believing that [they] shall receive, with 

diligence in keeping my commandments, surely these things shall be made known 

unto [them]” (1 Ne. 15:8, 11). 
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Have the group discuss what they do with their personal, inspired, mystical 

interpretations. 

Assignment for next session: 
Now that your group understands the necessity of “digesting” personal 

interpretations in order to verify them, assign the group to ponder 1 Nephi 16 for 

next time and come to class with additional questions and insights concerning it.  
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Eighth Course: Salad  
Overview: 
Chapter in the Book of Mormon 

studied: 1 Nephi 16 

Principle discussed: Reading in context, 

in a simple or “plain sense” way 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree of 

Life: 25−29 

Main point:  
The salad eaten in this course may seem very different from what your group 

would normally expect. This salad involves no exotic toppings or heavy cream 

dressings. It is fairly simple, just a bed of greens (lettuce with arugula, kale, 

spinach, or something similar) served with a light vinaigrette dressing. Just as 

soup is served earlier to prepare the diners for the fish and meat courses, so this 

course is served later to help these dishes be digested more easily.  

Much like this simple salad, this lesson returns to basics and affirms the necessity 

of understanding the plain sense of a text before interpreting it on other levels.  

Presentational suggestions: 
As with other sessions, begin this one by presenting the group with a food item, in 

this case a light salad. Explain the purpose of this course in the ten-course 

sequence and emphasize how each course must be understood in its context, 

how it works with the foods around it. Review with them the previous courses 

and consider how this particular salad functions with them. 

Similarly, underscore the need to understand the Scriptures in context and 

emphasize how vital context is in order to understand its simple meaning. Giving 

the rabbinic example provided in Beholding pp. 51−52 may help. Be sure to 

extend this necessity to the Book of Mormon as well. 

Scriptural activity 
Have the group examine the word curious in 1 Ne. 16:10. Ask them what this 

word means to them. Agree with them that the word can mean intricate or 

elaborate or ingenious and that that is the way the King James Version of the 
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Bible uses it (Exodus 28:8, 27−28 and 35:32, for example). The Book of Mormon 

also uses curious in this way (Helaman 6:11; Ether 10:27) and it certainly seems to 

apply here. After all, all the depictions of the Liahona certainly make it look 

intricate, elaborate, and ingenious. 

Nonetheless, ask them to reread chapter 16 looking for evidence that the word 

could have been used here with the common meaning of “meddlesome, arousing 

or exciting speculation, interest, or attention through being inexplicable or highly 

unusual; odd; strange.” Make sure they notice how Lehi and his family initially do 

not know what to make of this “round ball” and how Nephi describes it as having 

“two spindles,” one of which “pointed the way whither we should go into the 

wilderness.” Ask what they think the other spindle did and how this was figured 

out. Have them also note how Nephi does not mentioned their consulting the 

Liahona as far as which way they were to go initially. They just left, apparently just 

as they had planned the day before, in “nearly a south-southeast direction” (vv. 

11−13). 

Yes, Nephi says that they “did follow the directions of the ball, which led us in the 

more fertile parts of the wilderness” (v. 16). But point out that previously he 

wrote that his family followed “the same direction” they started, “keeping in the 

most fertile parts of the wilderness, which were in the borders near the Red Sea.” 

If they were indeed using it, they do not seem to understand its value. Certainly, it 

is not telling them anything they do not already know. In many ways, it remains 

for them a curiosity. 

Make sure the group notices that it is only later, when Nephi breaks his bow, that 

they begin to understand what this ball is and how it works. Clearly, this is a crisis. 

The entire trip is at risk as are the lives of Lehi’s family. However, no one thinks to 

consult the Liahona. Lehi does so only after Nephi has asked him where to go for 

food, when Lehi inquires of the Lord and the voice of the Lord tells him to “look 

upon the ball, and behold the things which are written” (v. 26). No one has 

mentioned any writing on the ball at all until this point. Lehi looks on the ball and 

beholds “the things which were written upon the ball, he did fear and tremble 

exceedingly” as if never seeing these things previously.  

Nephi too beholds “the pointers which were in the ball” and seemingly for the 

first time understands “that they did work according to the faith and diligence 
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and heed which we did give unto them” (v. 28). Only then, after this discovery, 

does Nephi describe the writing on the ball, how it changed, how it worked, and 

summaries the significance of the Liahona as showing how “by small means the 

Lord can bring about great things” (v. 29). 

Small means? Most people would have considered a divine device such as the 

Liahona to be very great means—unless they did not understand it at first. In this 

way, the Liahona seems to justify Nephi description of it as curious: it was not 

only intricate, like the high priest’s ephod, but it was also puzzling, a gift no one 

really knew what to do with at first. In this way, the context this word is set in 

helps us interpret its plain sense.  

Since all levels of interpretation also have a sermonic meaning, have the group 

discuss seemingly small things in their lives that have initially puzzled them 

(elements of patriarchal or other blessings, mission calls, scriptural passages, etc.) 

that later on were revealed to have great meaning. Have them relate these 

experiences to Nephi’s experience with the Liahona. 

Follow-up: 
As your group continues reading the Book of Mormon, periodically remind them 

that context is crucial for every interpretation and should always be considered. 

Unlike the Doctrine and Covenants and much of the New Testament, the Book of 

Mormon is a narrative, and its story provides a great deal of context for its 

sermons. For instance, your group may want to consider the context the Book of 

Mormon gives to the Sermon on the Mount when they come to it (see Beholding, 

pp. 169−177) and discuss how this context enhances our understanding of this 

sermon. Or they could talk about King Benjamin’s speech in a similar way (see 

Beholding , pp. 6−7). 

Furthermore, context can also resolve what may seem like unnecessary 

redundancies. In 1 Ne. 8:20, for instance, Lehi describes the path he traverses as 

“strait and narrow.” These two words may seem to mean the same thing. 

However, according to any dictionary, strait not only means “narrow” but also 

implies a certain amount of difficulty or trouble or even danger to the idea (think 

Scylla and Charibdis). With this in mind, have your group look again at Lehi’s 

dream, how a river ran along Lehi’s path and claimed people who let go of the rod 

and wandered off the path (1 Ne. 8:13, 19, 30−32). Discuss how this context 
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resolves this apparent redundancy and enhances our understanding of “strait and 

narrow.” 

Assignment for next session: 
Now that your group understands that just as the importance of a simple salad is 

apparent when we consider it in the context of the ten-course meal, so the 

significance of many events and sermons in the Book of Mormon is affected by its 

literary context, assign the group to ponder 1 Nephi 17 for next time and come to 

class with additional questions and insights concerning it. 
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Ninth Course: Sweets 
Overview: 
Chapter in the Book of Mormon studied: 

1 Nephi 17 

Principle discussed: Reading with 

commentators, expanding upon their 

ideas and refining them 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the Tree of 

Life: 92−101 

Main point: 
Finally, your group will have a chance to indulge their sweet tooth. The sweets 

course is typically small in portion size but includes desserts of all varieties to 

share and to enjoy. 

Similarly, studying the Scriptures can be a sweet experience as we share insights 

and experiences—even with study partners not physically present. 

Presentational suggestions: 
For this session spread the wealth by inviting all the members of your group to 

bring their favorite dessert to share. Have them also share why they like the 

dessert they brought as well as what these desserts remind them of. Like as not, 

their reminiscences will revolve around people they love and respect and eating 

the dessert with them served to strengthen their relationship.  

As discussed previously, studying the Scriptures with others can similarly 

strengthen our relationships with others. Through them we get to know each 

other on a deeper level, the good and the bad. However, such relationships are 

not limited to people physically present. They can also help us get to know and 

bond with people in the Scriptures themselves.  

Review what the group has learned about study buddies and expand the idea to 

Nephi. Discuss how he has, in a sense, become a real friend to us as we have read 

his story. Feel free to critique his way of speaking to his brothers, to question his 

decisions, and even to laugh at his awkwardness, but also make sure you admire 

his faith in taking on tasks he has never done before, his courage in standing up 



43 
 

for what he feels is right against all odds, and his humility in learning from his 

mistakes well as being tutored by the Spirit. If it is appropriate, feel free to jump 

ahead and read Nephi’s psalm in 2 Nephi 4 and discuss what this says about Nephi 

and how it serves to help us like him.  

Continue this discussion by pointing out how the ancient rabbis extended this 

kind of friend relationship that we form with Nephi to scriptural commentators. 

Explain how rabbinic Jews viewed long-dead commentators as real people, fully 

present, whom they talk back to, ask questions of, and, in a sense, receive 

answers and support from as well. In this way, long-dead commentators became 

helpful study partners, valued colleagues, even cherished friends. 

In this way, Mormon and Moroni also serve as “in-text” friends, guides who help 

us navigate the Book of Mormon and encourage us in our efforts to understand 

and live the principles promoted by this book. They frequently provide us with 

their perspective and explain what the events they describe mean. However, like 

friends, they offer these explanations not as the final words, the one and only 

interpretation of these events, but rather as examples, samples of ways we can 

also interpret the scriptures.  

In this way, Mormon and Moroni join us as struggling readers of the Book of 

Mormon, rather than know-it-all writers. As they themselves make clear, it is the 

Lord who ultimately determined what the plates of gold contained, not they.  Not 

only did he provide general instructions as to what should be in the plates (1 Ne. 

9: 1-6), but he specifically told them to add material they had intended to exclude 

(Words of Mormon 1:7; Moro. 1:4) and to exclude material they had wanted to 

include—all for a “wise purpose” which these writers knew not (Ether 4:5).  

Similarly, Mormon was told to hide the names of the disciples who “were never to 

taste death” even though he wanted to name them (3 Ne. 28:25), and Moroni 

wrote “a few more things” after abridging “the account of the people of Jared” 

not because he thought it was necessary or even desirable but “according to the 

will of the Lord” (Moroni 1:4). 

In addition, Mormon’s and Moroni’s plates were not translated directly, by 

humans using dictionaries and lexicons, but prophetically “by the gift and power 

of God,” a power not limited to the knowledge, understanding, and circumstances 



44 
 

of these prophets’ time but “unto the interpretation thereof,” an ability to imbue 

their words with additional divine meaning and relevance (Title page). 

Consequently, we should feel free to follow the examples of Nephi, Mormon, and 

Moroni and comment upon their conclusions, expanding upon them, even adding 

to them. In this way, the Book of Mormon will always be sweet to us and we will 

each individually get our “just desserts.” 

Scriptural activity 
Have the group read the “and thus we see” statement in 1 Nephi 17:3, review it, 

and discuss what other sermonic meanings they can see in the way the trials of 

Lehi’s groups were eased. Feel free to question whether they were indeed eased, 

as well as Nephi’s strange statement about the women becoming “strong, yea, 

even like unto the men; and they began to bear their journeyings without 

murmurings” (v. 2). 

Feel free to turn back to chapter 16 and similarly discuss the “and thus we see” 

statement in 1 Ne. 16:29. Ask what else the group “sees” in the Liahona story, 

especially given the previous discussion on context. Be sure to ground the 

discussion on the text’s plain sense, as was also discussed previously. 

Follow-up: 
By my count, there are eighteen instances of “and thus we see.” Consequently, 

your group will have many occasions to scrutinize these interpretations, to 

challenge them, to enhance them, and to add to them. Again, emphasize that 

they are examples of valid sermonic interpretations, not the only ones. Readers 

should continually read the Book of Mormon closely, on many levels, and be open 

to many valid and helpful inspired interpretations. 

Assignment for next session: 
Now that your group understands that the interpretations of Nephi, Mormon, and 

Moroni, much like sweets given to us by friends, are to remind us of our 

relationship with them and encourage us to do likewise, assign the group to 

ponder 1 Nephi 20−21 for next time and come to class with additional questions 

and insights concerning it. You will notice that I have skipped 1 Nephi 18−19. I did 

this because . . . well, I am running out of courses, and 1 Nephi 20−21 fit the 
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points I wanted to discuss. If you wish, you can study these as you studied 1 Nephi 

11−15 in the Time to Digest lesson. 
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Tenth Course: Fruit and Cheese 
Overview: 
Chapters in the Book of Mormon 

studied: 1 Nephi 20−21 

Principle discussed: Intertextuality, 

beginning to note the connections 

between the Book of Mormon and 

the Hebrew Scriptures 

Pertinent pages in Beholding the 

Tree of Life: 105−118 for a general 

understanding of the connection; 

119−133 for an understanding of how the small plates and Hebrew prophets 

connect. 

Main point: 
This final course is traditionally served to further aid the digestive process. 

Frequently, it is served in a drawing room or in a sitting area. Back during the 

Edwardian era, men would typically take brandy and cigars by themselves, while 

the ladies would play cards or enjoy an entertainment in another room while they 

waited for the men to finish talking to each other.  

In other words, this course could go on for some time, as the diners enjoy the rest 

of the evening, separately and together. Similarly, any discussion of the 

intertextual connections between the Book of Mormon and the Hebrew 

Scriptures could go on for a very long time—many, many sessions if you allow it. 

Consequently, this session only introduces this topic, providing a brief explanation 

of the structural connection as well as discussion of how 1 Nephi reinforces place 

and approach of prophets in the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Presentational suggestions: 
Using the information contained in pages 105−110 of Beholding, explain the 

rabbinic connection between the first five books in the Hebrew Scriptures (the 

Torah) and the historical and literary prophets. Be sure to note how selections 

from the prophets work with the Torah to reinforce, amplify, explain, update, and 



47 
 

generally support its message. Point out that the Book of Mormon works similarly 

with both the Torah and the Prophets but in very organized, even structural ways 

according to five major periods. The diagrams on pages 113 and 114 may help 

your group understand this.  

When your group grasps this concept sufficiently (usually groups understand this 

right off as soon as it is pointed out to them; the clear reversal of the progression 

of judges to kings often seals the deal immediately, though other points like the 

Period of Receiving the Law may need more explanation), focus their attention on 

the Prophetic Period. 

Following the discussion on pages 110−118 of Beholding, ask how Nephi affirms 

the words of the prophets, especially Isaiah. Quoting block quotations from Isaiah 

goes far in affirming Isaiah’s words, as does Nephi’s introduction to this block (1 

Ne. 19:22−24), his explanation after this block in chapter 22, as well as the 

testimonies of Jacob (2 Ne. 6:2–5) and Nephi (2 Ne. 25:5) later on.  

Expand the discussion by asking how the early Book of Mormon prophets affirm 

the position of prophets and note their similarities—Lehi’s connection to Ezekiel, 

for instance, and Nephi’s to Isaiah. And then discuss how these prophets affirm 

the value of prophets by showing what happens when a people actually follow 

them and obey their counsel. 

Assignment for next session: 
Now that your group has mastered most of the principles presented in Beholding, 

continue on into 2 Nephi, reading slowly, pondering deeply, and applying these 

principles as appropriate.   
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After the meal 
I hope by this point your group will pretty 

much be running under their own steam 

in their own way and will continue 

studying the Book of Mormon “slow food” 

style. My purpose in providing these 

lessons, again, was not to lock you into a 

certain approach but to free you up to 

follow your own inspired creativity and to 

encourage it by providing some helpful 

examples and training.  

Nonetheless if you want more suggestions, be sure to study the second part in 

Beholding the Tree of Life. In this section, I attempt to demonstrate how 

interconnected the Book of Mormon  and the Hebrew Scriptures are—reinforcing 

their points, rendering their academic points applicable, translating their ancient 

situations into modern terms, increasing their significance, and providing 

prophetic hope. And I attempt to show some of that interconnectedness in at 

least one lesson. However, because this part covers much more than 1 Nephi, we 

never did get too much of it. Please do so, as appropriate, as your group 

progresses through the Book of Mormon. 

This issue of intertextuality is fascinating to me, and I am sure it will be to you as 

well. I mean, we often speak about how the Book of Mormon and the Bible are 

“one in thine hand,” but until I did this study I had no idea how intertwined they 

were in intricate, detailed, extremely meaningful ways. So, please do not neglect 

this part. 

I hope you also continue including food in your study sessions. It seems to not 

only set the right sort of convivial mood for scripture study but also to provide a 

powerful sensory lesson as to how  these sacred books should be approached—a 

lesson various scriptural writers reinforce. “How sweet are thy words unto my 

taste,” the psalmist tells the Lord (Psalm 119:103). Nephi writes that his soul 

“delighteth” in the words of Isaiah (2 Ne. 11:2). And Alma describes a positive 

experience with the Spirit as sensing that its influence “beginneth to be delicious” 

(Alma 32:28).  
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It is my hope then that you will continue to “feast upon the words of Christ” 

contained in the Book of Mormon (2 Ne. 32 3) just as you would a ten-course 

meal—slowly, appreciatively, taking small bites, chewing them over carefully, 

enjoying them with others, and digesting them thoroughly. Bon appetit! 

 

 


