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Ima’s teaching of the doctrine of the Fall of Adam and Eve to his trou-

bled youngest son, Corianton, brings together and approximates two
related Hebraistic idioms: “as they [Adam and Eve] were cut off [Hebrew:
nikrati'] from the tree of life they should be cut off from the face of the
earth [yikkarétis mé al péné ha 'idama)]” and “our first parents were cut off
both temporally and spiritually from the presence of the Lord [nikrati . . .
mippéné yhwh)” (Alma 42:6-7). In this brief article, I will attempt to show
how Alma uses the multiple meanings or senses—hereafter polysemy—of the
Hebrew word panim, literally “face? in the idioms “cut off from the face of
the earth” and “cut off . . . from the presence of the Lord” to emphasize the
relational nature of the physical and spiritual death that resulted from the Fall.
Moreover, I will also explain the additional wordplay on the names of Adam
and Eve that Alma borrows from Genesis and uses in these verses.
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A Note on Language

Moroni reports that the Nephites kept records in Egyptian (in a mode
referred to as “reformed Egyptian” in his time) and that Hebrew existed
among them in altered form (Mormon 9:32-33), implying that it had uses
among them. Reformed Egyptian certainly served as Mormon’s editorial lan-
guage (or script). Nevertheless, the language in Mormon’s editorial work and
in the Book of Mormon as a whole reflects numerous Hebraisms.> Mormon’s
source documents, some of which he reproduced more or less wholesale
into his record, include letters,* sermons,” and fatherly counsel (paraenesis).®
Alma’s counsel to Corianton his son particularly employs the language of
Genesis 2—3 in Alma 42. For the purposes of this study, I assume that Alma’s
counsel, whether recorded in Hebrew or not, employed scriptural language
taken from the plates of brass that was originally Hebraistic in character,
whatever Alma’s spoken language may have been at that time.

“Face[s]” = “Presence”: The Polysemy of Panim

The Hebrew plural noun panim is often translated concretely as “face” or
sometimes less concretely with the abstract noun “presence.” Several texts
from the Hebrew Bible play on forms of pinim in terms of “face” as a sur-
face (compare sur + face)” and physical “presence.” For example, the prophet
Ezekiel prophesies that “surely in that day there shall be a great shaking in the
land of Israel; so that the fishes of the sea, and the fowls of the heaven, and the
beasts of the field, and all creeping things that creep upon the earth, and all
the men [ha 'adiam] that are upon the face of the earth [ 'a/ péné ha ddimi),
shall shake at my presence [mippinay], and the mountains shall be thrown
down, and the steep places shall fall, and every wall shall fall to the ground”
(Ezekiel 38:19—20 KJV). This first example is particularly significant in that
the prophet Ezekiel plays on both the polysemy of and the lexical associations
between hai adiam “the man” or “humanity” and b4 ‘ddama “the ground” or
“the earth” in a manner similar to the Creation, Fall, and Flood narratives in
Genesis® but also in that he plays on the polysemy of panim in terms of “[sur]
face” and “presence.”

Another illustrative biblical example of the rhetorical repetition® of
panim occurs in Exodus 25:30, which preserves the Lord’s commandment
regarding the showbread (the sacred bread of the tabernacle and, later, of
the temple): “And thou shalt set upon the table shewbread [lehem pinim]
before me [/épinay] alway[s]” or “And you shall place upon the table the
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bread of the Presence in my presence perpetually” (translation mine). The
repetition of panim in the idioms lehem panim and [épanay emphasizes this
sacred bread as wholly belonging to the realm of Yahweh’s holiness. Both
panim idioms allude to the phrase /ipné yhwh “before the Lord” or “in the
Lord’s presence,” which signals a temple or cultic context.® A similar, related
example occurs in the Deuteronomistic account of David’s flight from Saul
and the help rendered to David and his men by Ahimelech, the priest of the
sanctuary at Nob: “So the priest gave him hallowed bread [lehem gades, holy
bread]: for there was no bread there but the shewbread [lehemn happanim),
that was taken from before the LORD [millipné yhwh), to put hot bread in
the day when it was taken away” (1 Samuel 21:6 [MT 7])."* Here again the
repetition of panim idioms emphasizes that the holiness of the bread consists
in its connection to Yahweh’s “face” or “presence”—that is, within his realm,

of which the temple itself constituted “a scale model.”*? Other such examples
could be cited.?®

“Cut Off . . . from the Face of the Earth”: An Idiom for Temporal Death

Another passage, also from the Saul-David cycle, illustrates one of the most
significant idiomatic uses of panim. The Hebrew phrase “cut off . . . from
the face of the carth [meé ‘al péné ha idama)” constitutes a vivid description
of physical death. At the time when Jonathan, the son of Saul made—liter-
ally “cut”—his famous covenant with David, Jonathan sought a reciprocal
covenant from David. Jonathan wished to preserve his posterity from being
“cut oft” or exterminated with many of Saul’s other descendants: “But also
thou shalt not cut off [/5 -takrit] thy kindness from my house for ever: no,
not when the Lord hath cut off [6éhakrit yhwh] the enemies of David every
one from the face of the earth ¢ al péné hi ddima). So Jonathan made
[cut, wayyikrot] a covenant™ with the house of David, saying, Let the LORD
even require it at the hand of David’s enemies” (1 Samuel 20:15-16).° In an
unwittingly ironic way, the Nephites “did swear by the heavens, and also by
the throne of God, that they would go up to battle against their enemies, and
would cut them off from the face of the land” (Mormon 3:10).1® The Lord’s
response to the Nephites’ blasphemous oaths,!” of course, was to declare that
they, rather than the Lamanites, would be thus cut off: “Vengeance is mine,
and I will repay; and because this people repented not after I had delivered
them, behold, they shall be cut off from the face of the earth” (Mormon
3:15). With the withdrawal of the Holy Ghost,'® the Nephites became like
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the figure in the Greek play who, reaching the stage of 27 (madness), subse-
quently “cooperates in the gods’ or in nature’s operation to remove him.” It
should be noted that the Lord’s revelation to Mormon here uses the divine
passive, which does not explicitly state the agent of the passive verb. In other
words, the agent of the verb form in the phrase “they shall be cut oft” (Heb.
yikkarétii)® is ambiguous enough to refer to the Lord himself, the Lamanites
whom the Nephites had threatened to cut off (exterminate), or even the
Nephites themselves. In a real sense, the Nephites cut themselves off from the
face of the earth.

“Cut Off from the Presence of the Lord”: An Idiom for Spiritual Death

The Hebrew verb kdrat, “cut” or “cut off” serves as the fundamental term
in the Hebrew Bible for making or concluding a covenant.” The “cutting”
of a covenant refers to the actual sacrificial rite of cutting the sacrificial ani-
mals. Moreover, the cutting of the animal in the covenant-making ceremony
symbolically enacted what would happen to the party who failed to keep the
covenant and uphold its terms. Perhaps relatedly, in its passive stem, kdrar
came to constitute an “excommunication formula.”?

The Mosaic legislation of Leviticus, which concerned particularly priests
and the tabernacle/temple, describes the excommunication of Aaronic
priests who approach the sacred offerings made by the children of Israel while
in a state of ritual uncleanness: “Say unto them, Whosoever he be of all your
seed among your generations, that goeth unto the holy things, which the chil-
dren of Israel hallow unto the LORD, having his uncleanness upon him, that
soul shall be cut off [wénikrétd®] from my presence [millépinay): 1 am the
Lorp” (Leviticus 22:3).

Like the phrase “presence of the Lord” [péné yhwh; compare the toponym
Peniel/Penuel and Jacob’s experience there],?* the modified expression “before
the Lord [lipné yhwh]” was virtually synonymous with a temple context or sit-
uation in the Hebrew Bible.?® Jennifer Lane, a religious scholar, further notes
that “a key dimension of the term ‘presence’ is the expression of relationships,
both among humans and between God and humans”? Lane cites Horacio
Simian-Yofre, another scholar, who asserts that “insofar as panim bespeaks
presence, its purpose is to underline the positive aspect of the interpersonal
relationship. The negative aspect of the relationship is expressed by separa-
tion from panim.”?" In other words, to be “cut off from [the Lord’s] presence”
suggests not only being “cut oft” from the Lord’s literal and ritual “presence”
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but also having a disrupted personal divine-human interpersonal relation-
ship. Mormon highlights this sense of the idiom when he states, “And if the
Lord shall say—Because of thine iniquities thou shalt be cut off from my pres-
ence—he will cause that it shall be so” (Helaman 12:21). Moreover, Moroni’s
description of the Jaredite king Morianton’s moral failures emphasizes the
point: “And he [Morianton] did do justice unto the people, but not unto
himself because of his many whoredoms; wherefore he was cut off from the
presence of the Lord” (Ether 10:11). Because of his whoredoms, Morianton
had cut himself off from the Lord’s panim.

Lane also notes the change in or disruption of the “relationship” between
Adam and Eve and “the presence of the Lord” following their transgression
described in the Genesis account of the Fall: “And they heard the voice of
the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day: and Adam and
his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God [mippéné yhwh
¢lohim] amongst the trees of the garden” (Genesis 3:8).% Lane further states,
“Their disobedience had changed their relationship to the presence of the
Lord. They no longer desired to be in his presence” just as Laman and Lemuel
risked being “cast off from the presence of the Lord” (1 Nephi 8:36).° The
conditional “dynastic”® promise given to Nephi and his descendants in
1 Nephi 2:21, “inasmuch as thy brethren shall rebel against thee, they shall
be cut off from the presence of the Lord,” reiterated throughout the Book of
Mormon,* should be understood in this context.

Adam and Eve “hid themselves from the Lord’s presence” on account
of their disobedience, initiating their being “driven out™® of the garden by
the Lord, “shut out,®® and thus “cut off” from the Lord’s “presence;” with
cherubim as sentinels keeping the “way” of their potential return.® Jacob, the
brother of Nephi, taught that “the fall came by reason of transgression; and
because man became fallen they were cut off from the presence of the Lord”
(2 Nephi 9:6). Alma, using almost identical phraseology, defines being “cut
off from the presence of the Lord” as “spiritual death”: “Therefore, as the soul
could never die, and the fall had brought upon all mankind a spiritual death
as well as a temporal, that is, they were cut off from the presence of the
Lord, it was expedient that mankind should be reclaimed from this spiritual
death” (Alma 42:9; compare Helaman 14:16). Then Alma further explained
to Corianton, “And now remember, my son, if it were not for the plan of
redemption . . . as soon as they were dead their souls were miserable, being
cut off from the presence of the Lord” (Alma 42:11; compare especially



162 Religious Educator - VOL. 21 NO. 22020

2 Nephi 9:9). Without the Atonement of Jesus Christ, the condition of
spiritual death—being “cut off” from the Lord’s “face”—would have been
permanent: “And thus we see that all mankind were fallen, and they were in
the grasp of justice; yea, the justice of God, which consigned them forever to
be cut off from his presence” (Alma 42:14).

Losing Face: “Cut Off from the Face of the Earth” and the “Presence
of the Lord”

In his fatherly counsel to Corianton, Alma brings together the idioms “cut oft
from the face of the earth” and “cut off . . . from the presence of the Lord” to
try to resolve his youngest son’s concerns about the “justice of God” (Alma
42:1). Alma lays the groundwork for this teaching by quoting (a version of)
the Genesis narrative’s description of Adam and Eve’s expulsion from Eden:
“Now behold, my son, I will explain this thing unto thee. For behold, after
the Lord God sent our first parents forth from the garden of Eden, to till the
ground [hi ddama), from whence he was® taken—yea, he drove® out the
man [hai ddam], and he placed at the east end of the garden of Eden, cheru-
bim, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the tree of life” (‘és
hahayyim] (Alma 42:2, quoting Genesis 3:23-24).
The Genesis narrative establishes a strong interrelationship between
the names Adam (adam/hi’adam) and Eve (hawwa, “life-giver”)*” and the
“ground” (ha ddimi)® whence Adam was taken and the “tree of life” (‘es
hahayyim),® “liv[ing] forever” (wihay [¢ ‘6lam),"® and “life”/“living”** Alma’s
teaching on the Fall episode builds on this onomastic wordplay (wordplay
that involves the sounds in and meanings of names), culminating in a polyse-
mic wordplay on panim:
For behold, if Adam ['adam/ha idim] had put forth his hand immediately, and
partaken of the tree of life [‘és hahayyim], he would have lived forever [compare
wihay [é 6lam, Genesis 3:22], according to the word of God, having no space for
repentance; yea, and also the word of God would have been void, and the great plan
of salvation would have been frustrated.
But behold, it was appointed unto man to die—therefore, as they were cut
off from the tree of life ['és hahayyim] they should be cut off from the face of
the earth [12¢ ‘al péné hi’ddami)—and man ['adam/ha adim] became lost forever,
yea, they became fallen man [ adim/ha adam).
And now, ye see by this that our first parents were cut off both temporally

and spiritually from the presence [mippéné]* of the Lord; and thus we see they
became subjects to follow after their own will. (Alma 42:5-7)
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Alma describes Adam and Eve being “cut off from the face of the earth”
as a consequence of their being “cut off from the tree of life.” In other words,
their being “cut oft” from the source of eternal “life”—their spiritual “life”—
eventuates their being “cut off” from the source of physical life, the “carth”
or “ground.” Adam and Eve, in being cut off from the tree of life and the
carth/ground (their literary “namesakes”), are cut off from two “faces” or

“presences” (panim). In using this polysemic pun on panim, Alma effectively
equates panim—"the face of the earth” and “the presence of the Lord”—with
“life” (hayyim) or “lives.”

What motivated or inspired Alma’s juxtaposition of the idioms “cut off
from the face of the earth” and “cut off . . . from the presence of the Lord”?
A distinct possibility is the Cain and Abel story, which employs a similar
pun on panim and also repeats elements of the Fall narrative. After Cain’s
fratricide of Abel, the Lord curses the ground against Cain. Cain responds
thus: “Behold, thou hast driven me out [géraszi] this day from the face of
the earth [m2¢ ‘al péné ha idima]; and from thy face [dmippanéka, and from
thy presence] shall I be hid [compare Genesis 3:8!]; and I shall be a fugitive
and a vagabond in the earth; and it shall come to pass, that every one that fin-
deth me shall slay me” (Genesis 4:14). The narrator uses grs in essentially the
same sense as it is used in Genesis 3:24, “So he drove out [waygires] the man
[ha adiam]; and he placed at the east of the garden of Eden Cherubims, and
a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of life”
and as Alma uses it (“yea, he drove out the man,” Alma 42:2, Original Text).

Conclusion

Alma’s juxtaposition of idioms approximating the Hebraisms “cut off from
the face of the carth” (kdrat/yikkarét mé ‘al péné ha dadama) and “cut off from
the presence of the Lord” (kdrat/yikkarer millipné yhwh) not only reflects
a sophisticated understanding of the ancient texts that he had on hand but
also uses the concept of panim, which underlies both idioms to describe how
Adam and Eve’s spiritual death eventuated in physical death.

Understanding Alma’s use of the phrase “cut off from the presence of the
Lord” (karat/yikkarét millipné yhwh) in the context of the Fall narrative is key
to understanding the dynastic promise to Nephi recorded in 1 Nephi 2:21,

“inasmuch as thy brethren shall rebel against thee, they shall be cut off from
the presence of the Lord,” often reiterated throughout the Book of Mormon.
This understanding helps us to appreciate the ways in which the Nephites
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“Therefore, as the soul could never die, and the fall had brought upon all mankind a spiritual death as well as
atemporal, that is, they were cut off from the presence of the Lord, it was expedient that mankind should be
reclaimed from this spiritual death” (Alma 42:9)
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might have understood conceptually related biblical texts like Genesis 4:14
(“from thy face shall I be hid,” discussed above) and Deuteronomy 32:19-20
(“And when the LORD saw it, he abhorred them, because of the provoking
of his sons, and of his daughters. And he said, I will hide my face [pinay, my
presence] from them,* I will see what their end shall be: for they are a very
froward generation, children in whom is no faith [/5 - 'émun]”) as applying
to the Lamanites and themselves.*

Recognizing Alma’s polysemic wordplay on panim also helps us to better
understand and appreciate Enos’s use of similar wordplay in the conclusion
of his personal writings: “And I rejoice in the day when . . . [I] shall stand
before him [/épandw]; then shall I see his face [pindw] with pleasure” (Enos
1:27). From a Latter-day Saint perspective, the ancient Israclite “shewbread”
or “bread of Presence” has clear affinities with the bread of the sacrament by
means of which we “witness” our willingness “to take upon [us] the name of
[the] Son, and always remember him, and keep his commandments which he
hath given [us], that [we] may always have his Spirit to be with [us].**® Finally,
we can better see the connection between the praxis of worship, restoration
to God’s “presence,” and eternal life: “And now behold, I say unto you that
the right way [compare the cherubim and “the way” of return in Genesis
3:24%] is to believe in Christ, and deny him not; and Christ is the Holy One
of Israel; wherefore ye must bow down before him [/épandw, to his face],
and worship him [wéhistahiwitem®" I3, possibly from hwy/hyy (“live”); thus,

“cause oneself to live”]*® with all your might, mind, and strength, and your
whole soul; and if ye do this ye shall in nowise be cast out.”

Notes

The author thanks Suzy Bowen, Scott Esplin, Devan Jensen, Joany Pinegar, and Meghan
Wilson.
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everyday spoken language.

2. On the plural noun panim having a singular meaning, see Bruce K. Waltke and
Michael P. O’Connor, 4n Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona Lake, IN:
Eisenbrauns, 1990), 111.

3. See, for example, John A. Tvedtnes, “Hebraisms in the Book of Mormon: A
Preliminary Survey,” BYU Studies Quarterly 11, no. 1 (1971): 50—60; John A. Tvedtnes,
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8. See, for example, Genesis 2:5, 7, 195 3:17-19; 7:23; 8:21.
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died before the Lord [/ipné yhwh]” Subsequently in verse 6, “And Moses and Aaron went
from the presence [m2ippéné] of the assembly unto the door of the tabernacle of the congre-
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14. See also Numbers 20:9—10: “And Moses took the rod from before the Lord
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