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			Putting Down the Priests: 
A Note on Royal Evaluations, 
(wĕ)hišbît, and Priestly Purges 
in 2 Kings 23:5 and Mosiah 11:5

			Matthew L. Bowen

			Abstract: The historian who wrote 2 Kings 23:5 and Mormon, who wrote Mosiah 11:5, used identical expressions to describe King Josiah’s and King Noah’s purges of the priests previously ordained and installed by their fathers. These purges came to define their respective kingships. The biblical writer used this language to positively evaluate Josiah’s kingship (“And he put down [wĕhišbît] the idolatrous priests whom the kings of Judah had ordained”), whereas Mormon levies a negative evaluation against Noah (“For he put down [cf. Hebrew (wĕ)hišbît] all the priests that had been consecrated by his father”). Mormon employs additional “Deuteronomistic” language in evaluating Mosiah, Noah, and other dynastic Book of Mormon leaders, suggesting that the evident contrast between King Noah and King Josiah is deliberately made.

			Members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints are most familiar with the Hebrew root š-b-t in its nominal form, “Sabbath.”1 The verbal form of this root, šābat, means to “cease, stop,”2 or more precisely as John H. Walton states, “it refers to the completion of a certain activity with which one has been occupied,”3 as when God came to the end of his creative activity on the seventh day in Genesis 2:2–3. This verb in its causative (Hiphil) stem literally means “to cause to cease” — that is, “to put an end to, bring to conclusion,” or “to remove, put away”4 including in the sense of to “put down” (KJV), purge, or depose an individual from a position.

			It is in this last sense that the Deuteronomistic author of 2 Kings uses a causative form of š-b-t in detailing King Josiah’s reformation of the priesthood in Judah as part of his sweeping cultic reform program: “And he put down [wĕhišbît] the idolatrous priests, whom the kings of Judah had ordained to burn incense in the high places” (2 Kings 23:5; emphasis in all scriptural citations is mine). In this short note, I propose that Mormon (perhaps following his source) uses the same (or a very similar) idiom in Mosiah 11:5 in precisely the sense that the Deuteronomistic writer uses it in 2 Kings 23:5 where he uses it to describe the ousting of priests ordained, sanctioned, and supported by the ascendant king’s predecessor. Although a seemingly small historiographic and narratological feature of Mormon’s presentation of King Noah’s reign, Mormon’s description of King Noah’s purge using the same key verb and similar terminology as the Deuteronomistic description of King Josiah’s reform appears to draw a deliberate comparison and contrast.5 Mormon presents Noah as a negative reflection of other Nephite kings (e.g., Mosiah I, Benjamin, and Mosiah II) but also as a striking contrast to Josiah, whom the author of 2 Kings 23 lauds, “And like unto him was there no king before him, that turned to the Lord with all his heart, and with all his soul, and with all his might, according to all the law of Moses; neither after him arose there any like him” (2 Kings 23:25).

			In the cases of both Josiah’s and Noah’s accessions we see the political and organizational phenomenon of “clearing the deck” or “sweeping the room,” which commonly occurs when a new leader comes to power and deposes his predecessor’s advisors and middle managers. Although proceeding from evidently very different moral centers, King Josiah and King Noah both removed their respective fathers’ priests in order to install priests that would be loyal to them and the programs they intended to pursue, rather than to their deceased fathers whose ways they did not intend to follow.

			“He Put Down the Idolatrous Priests”:
King Josiah’s Cult Reform

			Ezekiel, a contemporary of Lehi and Nephi, uses the causative form of š-b-t in its most basic semantic sense when he prophesied that the Lord would destroy Egyptian cult images in Memphis: “Thus saith the Lord God; I will also destroy the idols, and I will cause their images to cease [wĕhišbîtî] out of Noph [Memphis]; and there shall be no more a prince of the land of Egypt: and I will put a fear in the land of Egypt” (Ezekiel 30:13). Evidence from elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible attests the use of the same verb with people as the object, where it has the sense of “remove, put away” (e.g., Amos 8:4; Psalms 8:2 [MT 3]).6 In one of these passages, this verb describes the removal, putting away — i.e., putting down or purging of priests by a king.

			The Deuteronomistic writer who recounted Josiah’s reign and reform used a verb form from the same root and stem to describe the latter’s removal of priests, whom Amon, Josiah’s father, and Manasseh, Josiah’s grandfather, had appointed: “And he put down [wĕhišbît] the idolatrous priests [ʾet-hakkĕmārîm], whom the kings of Judah had ordained to burn incense in the high places in the cities of Judah, and in the places round about Jerusalem; them also that burned incense unto Baal, to the sun, and to the moon, and to the planets, and to all the host of heaven” (2 Kings 23:5).

			The KJV’s inclusion of the qualifying adjective “idolatrous” here appears to be drawn from the ritual activities of the kĕmārîm described later in the verse. From an etymological perspective, nothing in the Hebrew word translated “idolatrous priests” in the KJV — kōmer — itself suggests that it denoted the performance of idolatrous rites, though it later acquired such a connotation.7 In Aramaic, the cognate noun kûmrāʾ constituted the main word for “priest.”8 Attested only three times in the Hebrew Bible, the evidence regarding the meaning of kōmer is scant. Hosea indicates that the kōmer-priest existed in the northern kingdom of Israel during the 8th century bce: “The inhabitants of Samaria shall fear because of the calves of Beth-aven: for the people thereof shall mourn over it, and the priests thereof [ûkĕmārâw or ûkĕmārāyw] that rejoiced on it, for the glory thereof, because it is departed from it” (Hosea 10:5). Although the worship involving the calf images at Dan and Bethel (the latter dysphemized9 as Beth-aven, “house of disaster/deception/ nothingness/sorcery”)10 was regarded as illicit, it would have constituted a form of the worship of Jehovah (cf. Exodus 32:4, 8).11 Those kĕmārîm who had been “ordained to burn incense in the high places of Judah” would have been burning incense to Jehovah, the national God. In fact, Zephaniah, whose prophetic ministry ran contemporaneously with King Josiah’s reign and reform, condemns both the kĕmārîm and kōhănîm at once for their cultic practices: “I will also stretch out mine hand upon Judah, and upon all the inhabitants of Jerusalem; and I will cut off the remnant of Baal from this place, and the name of the Chemarims with the priests” (Zephaniah 1:4). Stephen Ricks and John Tvedtnes have suggested that “the term kômer was simply used to denote a priest who was not of the tribe of Levi, while kôhēn in all cases refers to a Levitical priest.”12 While they overstate the case that kōhēn exclusively refers to a Levitical priest (cf. Melchizedek,13 Poti-phera,14 Jethro,15 etc.), they are probably correct that kōmer did not originally constitute a pejorative term.

			Whatever the precise meaning and referent of kōmer/kĕmārîm, we can firmly conclude that this term represented a type of priest, that Josiah had the royal authority to either ordain or remove such priests, and that the Deuteronomistic writer who detailed Josiah’s “put[ting] down,” “suppression,” or “purging” (wĕhišbît) considered it laudable. To some it might seem a small detail that the Book of Mormon also describes a purge of priests by a new king upon his ascension to the throne. However, Mormon’s use of the identical (or nearly identical) idiom to describe that purge, together with his use of the same formulaic language found in the Deuteronomistic royal evaluations of the kings of Israel and Judah, strongly suggests that Mormon was attempting to compare and contrast King Noah, not only to earlier Nephite kings, but to King Josiah in particular.

			“For He Put Down All the Priests That Had Been 
Consecrated by His Father”: King Noah’s Purge

			When Mormon narrates the ascension of Mosiah II to the throne in Zarahemla, he employs a formula Deuteronomistic writers and later chroniclers frequently used in ancient Israel for evaluating kings and their kingships: “And it came to pass that king Mosiah did walk in the ways of the Lord, and did observe his judgments and his statutes, and did keep his commandments in all things whatsoever he commanded him” (Mosiah 6:6).16 As a formula, “walked in the way[s] of X”/“did not walk in the way[s] of X” (wayyēlek bĕderek X/[lōʾ] hālak bĕderek X) occurs in variations in passages such as 1 Kings 15:26, 34; 16:2, 26; 22:43, 52 [MT 53]; 2 Kings 8:18, 27; 16:3; 21:21–22; 2 Chronicles 11:17; 20:32; 21:6, 13, 22; 22:3; 28:2; 34:2 (cf. 1 Samuel 8:3; Ezekiel 23:13). In other words, Mormon appears to use this formula to evaluate kings in using the same historiographic convention as other ancient Israelite/Judahite writers. Other expressions, like “walked in all the sins of X” (1 Kings 15:3; 2 Kings 17:22) constitute iterations of the same essential formula.

			When Mormon transitions from his full length quotation of Zeniff’s autobiography to an abridged narrative of his son Noah’s reign, he resorts to the royal evaluative formula again: “And now it came to pass that Zeniff conferred the kingdom upon Noah, one of his sons; therefore Noah began to reign in his stead; and he did not walk in the ways of his father” (Mosiah 11:1). The statement that Noah “did not walk in the ways of his father” levies an immediate and distinctly negative evaluation of him as a king and of his kingship. In fact, the rest of Mormon’s King Noah narrative and every mention of him thereafter can be seen, more or less, as a fleshing out of this statement. Mormon continues to use this evaluation formula in detailing the Nephite post-monarchic “reigns” or administrations with reference to some of the chief judges (Mosiah 29:43; Helaman 3:37) and even groups of people (cf. Alma 25:14), and Moroni uses it in Ether 10:2 to evaluate Shez as a righteous king. Moroni writes: “And it came to pass that Shez did remember the destruction of his fathers, and he did build up a righteous kingdom; for he remembered what the Lord had done in bringing Jared and his brother across the deep; and he did walk in the ways of the Lord; and he begat sons and daughters”. Moroni calls Shez a “descendant of Heth,” rather than his immediate son (Ether 10:1). As the sole survivor of Heth’s royal household left to “build up a broken people,” Shez’s succession was atypical. Moroni’s use of the formula leaves out Heth and his failings, instead focusing on Shez’s righteousness and devotion to the Lord as a new beginning. Given these later recurrences of the formula in the Book of Mormon, it seems plausible, if not likely, that Mormon used it to evaluate earlier Nephite kings in that portion of his record that is now lost to us.

			One of the features of King Noah’s kingship, in view of which Mormon levies his strongly negative evaluation against him, is the purge of the priests that had been ordained or installed by his father, Zeniff, a righteous king: “Thus he had changed the affairs of the kingdom. For he put down [cf. Hebrew (wĕ)hišbît] all the priests [Hebrew kol-hakkōhănîm] that had been consecrated by his father, and consecrated new ones in their stead, such as were lifted up in the pride of their hearts. Yea, and thus they were supported in their laziness, and in their idolatry, and in their whoredoms, by the taxes which king Noah had put upon his people; thus did the people labor exceedingly to support iniquity. Yea, and they also became idolatrous … ” (Mosiah 11:4–7). King Noah (King Rest) “rested” (“put down,” hišbît) his father’s priests and gave his own priests a “breastwork … that they might rest [*wayyannîḥû, causative of nwḥ] their bodies and their arms upon while they should speak lying and vain words to his people” (Mosiah 11:11).17

			Mormon appears to compare and contrast King Noah’s purge in Mosiah 11:5 with that of King Josiah who initiated his reform during the lifetime of Lehi. Josiah “put down” the priests whom his unrighteous father and grandfather had “ordained” (2 Kings 23:5) in an effort to suppress idolatry in Judah, and Noah “put down” the priests whom his righteous father had “consecrated” (or ordained) and consecrated his own priests who were guilty of “idolatry” and numerous other sins. Although the final form of the book of 2 Kings (as part of a unified “Deuteronomistic History”),18 certainly did not come about until after Judah’s exile to Babylon, Mormon almost certainly had access to royal annals and other historical/chronological material on the Brass Plates of Laban, such as became a part of the biblical history. Any comparison or contrast of Josiah and Noah would have necessarily drawn on this material. 

			Conclusion

			The Deuteronomistic Judahite historian who wrote 2 Kings 23:5 and Mormon, the Nephite historian who wrote Mosiah 11:5 both used identical — or nearly identical — verbs (and additional like terminology) to describe the purges of the priests their fathers ordained — purges that came to define their kingships. The Deuteronomistic writer used this language to positively evaluate Josiah’s kingship (“And he put down [wĕhišbît] the idolatrous priests whom the kings of Judah had ordained”), whereas Mormon levies a negative evaluation against Noah (“for he put down [cf. Hebrew hišbît] all the priests that had been consecrated by his father”). Mormon’s adaption and use of ancient Israelite historiographic conventions is evident in his reliance on the royal “walk/not walk in the ways of X” formula (wayyēlek bĕderek X/[lōʾ] hālak bĕderek X). Thus, Mormon appears to have drawn a deliberate historical contrast (or comparison) between kings Josiah and Noah. All of the foregoing data recommends Mosiah 11:11 as a significant, rather than a small historical and narratological detail in the Book of Mormon. The foregoing much more likely reflects the tendencies and concerns of ancient authors having an Israelite religious and cultural heritage who were attempting to write history, than it does the imaginative genius of a young man living in 19th century rural New York. We can thus see these historical and narrative details as additional evidence for the Book of Mormon’s antiquity and authenticity.
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