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The gér in the Pentateuch
and the Book of Mormon

The Treatment of Refugees under the Mosaic Law

Krystal V. L. Pierce

he Hebrew word gér (1) in the Old Testament has been trans-
lated as “stranger,” “alien,” “foreigner,” and, most recently, “refu-
gee.” Passages within the Pentateuch explicitly stipulated the treat-
ment of the gér under the Mosaic law, especially within the Covenant
(Exodus 21-23), Deuteronomic (Deuteronomy 1-34), and Holiness
Codes (Leviticus 17—26). The use of the term gér typically referred to
a displaced person, either a refugee of the northern kingdom of Israel
displaced by the Assyrian invasion, an internally displaced Judahite,
or a displaced foreigner from another kingdom. Simply put, gér were
those who had left their settlement land and kinship ties to live in a
new place, which left them landless and dependent.” These refugees
were no longer protected under personal citizenship or inheritance
laws and were therefore vulnerable to exploitation and abuse.
This description of displaced persons can also apply to cer-
tain groups of people in the Book of Mormon, including the
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Anti-Nephi-Lehies and their children, Zoramites, Lamanite royal
servants, and Lamanite soldiers, all of whom were discussed in the
book of Alma. The treatment of these refugee groups might have
been influenced by the stipulations outlined in the Mosaic law, which
was included in the brass plates. In this paper, the social, judicial, and
religious laws concerning the gér in the Pentateuch will be discussed
in relation to the narratives surrounding the above-mentioned groups
of refugees found in the book of Alma. The treatment of the gér in
the Book of Mormon will be analyzed according to these laws, dem-
onstrating that the people of the Book of Mormon not only followed
the Mosaic law regarding the gér but went even further to provide
protection, inclusion, and compassion toward these displaced and

vulnerable groups.

Sources of the Mosaic Law

In order to establish if the gér laws of the Pentateuch were followed in
the Book of Mormon, we must first assess the sources of the Mosaic
law for the people of the Book of Mormon. One of the reasons the
Lehites brought the brass plates with them to the promised land was
so they could “keep the commandments of the Lord according to
the law of Moses,” because “the law was engraven upon the plates of
brass” (1 Nephi 4:15-16; see 5:11). The brass plates are mentioned nu-
merous times throughout the rest of the Book of Mormon, including
in the book of Alma, where Alma gave the plates to his son Helaman
(37:3).

Early in the Book of Mormon, the Nephites followed the judg-
ments, statutes, and commandments of the Lord according to the
law of Moses (2 Nephi 5:10). Observance of the Mosaic law con-
tinued throughout the Book of Mormon until the appearance of
Jesus Christ to the Nephites, when the law was fulfilled and rein-
terpreted (3 Nephi 9:17; 12:17-19; 15:1-10; 25:4; 4 Nephi 1:12; Ether
12:11)? In the book of Alma, the Nephites were “strict in observing
the ordinances of God, according to the law of Moses” (Alma 30:3).
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The Mosaic law was also mentioned in association with two refugee
groups found in the Book of Mormon. In Alma 24:15-16, the Anti-
Nephi-Lehies were described as keeping the law of Moses, and in
34:13—14, the missionary Amulek taught the law to the Zoramites,
who had not been observing it (31:9).*

It is clear that the brass plates contained the law of Moses and
that the Nephites, and sometimes other groups, tried to follow the
law in the Book of Mormon. However, the exact relationship between
the five books of Moses in the brass plates and the current canonical
form of the Pentateuch in the Old Testament is less clear. The Mosaic
laws concerning the gér are found in Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers,
and Deuteronomy. According to the Documentary Hypothesis, sec-
tions of these four books were written, collated, and edited during
different periods in the history of Israel.’ Only the gér laws found in
Exodus and certain sections of Deuteronomy can be securely dated
by scholars to time periods prior to the departure of the Lehites from
Jerusalem, thus making it possible for the gér laws to have been part

of the law in the brass plates.®

Definitions of Gér in the Pentateuch

The nominative form of the Hebrew word gér in the Pentateuch has
been translated as “stranger,” “alien,” “foreigner,” “immigrant,” and
“refugee.” These designations are typically based on a specific social
and historical context that is also tangentially related to the compo-
sition and redaction history of the text. Three main sociohistorical
theories are used to define the provenance of the gér in Exodus and in
the Deuteronomic Core. The most widely accepted theory posits that
the gér represents a person who comes from a non-Israelite and non-
Judahite kingdom. These foreigners immigrated to Judah and Israel
because of the Assyrian deportations that affected Philistia, Egypt,
Assyria, and the Transjordan in the seventh century BC.?

A second sociohistorical theory defining the gér is also related to

the Assyrian conquest but focuses on the invasion of the northern
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kingdom circa 721 BC. In this theory, the gér represents an individ-
ual from Samaria who fled south into the kingdom of Judah during
the wake of the Assyrian destruction of the north.® The third and
final theory about the provenance of the gér advocates that the term
refers to Judahites who have been internally displaced from their
own home because of invasion or indebtedness. This could be related
to Sennacherib’s campaign around 701 BC, when massive domestic
displacement in Judah gave rise to a large class of poor and landless
people, or even earlier in the eighth century BC, when Judah'’s move-
ment toward more extensive structures of statehood led to increased
social stratification and more permanent indebtedness.”

Recently, several scholars have demonstrated that not one of the
three sociohistorical theories defining the gér adequately covers all
the contexts in which the term is used in the Pentateuch. As for the
first theory (when gér refers to “foreigners”), migration patterns and
archaeological excavations have shown that only a small number of
non-Israelites were living in Judah and Israel during the seventh cen-
tury BC." The second and third theories (when gér refers to north-
ern Israelites fleeing south or displaced Judahites, respectively) pose
problems as well because the Deuteronomic conception of kinship
between Israel and Judah would not lead to a designation of every
Israelite or Judahite as “other” in Judah.”

Biblical scholar Mark Glanville has recently argued that the defi-
nition of gér in the Hebrew Bible should include varying numbers
of individuals representing each of the three sociohistorical theories.
Since there is not an exclusive provenance for the gér, Glanville pro-
vides a more comprehensive definition of the gér as “people who have
been displaced from their former kinship group and patrimony and
from the protection that kinship and land affords and who seek sus-
tenance in a new context.”® Furthermore, these displaced individuals
have left their homes because of life- or freedom-threatening events
yet are still susceptible to oppression, exploitation, or forced bondage
in their new land. Today, the official term for a person falling under

these definitions is refugee.”*
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Definitions of Gér in the Book of Mormon

There are at least five groups in the book of Alma that could be des-
ignated as gér according to the definitions discussed above. These
groups include the Anti-Nephi-Lehies (Alma 35; 43; 47; 53—58; 62;
Helaman 3) and their children (53—58), the Zoramites (31-35; 43),
the Lamanite royal servants (46—47), and the Lamanite soldiers (62).
Persons from each of these groups were displaced from their origi-
nal homes and kinship groups because of life-threatening violence
or bondage and sought sustenance, inheritance, and safety in a new
location.

In the first year of the reign of the judges, the sons of Mosiah
began a mission in the land of Nephi that led to the conversion of
thousands of Lamanites (Alma 17:4—6). The converts chose to be
called by a new name, “Anti-Nephi-Lehies,” and entered into a cov-
enant to no longer shed blood (23:16-17; 24:15-18). As a result of
this covenant, many were killed by other Lamanites who hoped to
“destroy the people of Anti-Nephi-Lehi” (24:20—22; 25:5—7; 27:2—3).
The Anti-Nephi-Lehies escaped out of the land of Nephi and were
allowed to enter Nephite territory, where they were given the land of
Jershon (27:14; 28:26). Although the Anti-Nephi-Lehies were “among
the people of Nephi” for at least thirty-one years, they always retained
their unique refugee identity—for example, they never referred to
themselves as Nephites and were never called Nephites by others
(27:27). The Nephites typically gave them the designation of “the
people of Ammon” or “the Ammonites” ™ and repeatedly mentioned
their Lamanite history and ancestry (53:10; 56:3; Helaman 3:12).

The Anti-Nephi-Lehies were also refugees in the sense of being
vulnerable in their new home. Although there is no evidence of
Nephite abuse against them, the refugees worried that the Nephites
would “destroy” them because of the violent history between the
Nephites and Lamanites and even offered to become slaves to the
Nephites (Alma 27:6-8). It must have been difficult for some

Nephites to accept the arrival of the Lamanite refugees, especially
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those who had previously suggested to Ammon that the Nephites
should “take up arms against [the Lamanites], that we destroy them
and their iniquity out of the land” (26:25).

The next group from the book of Alma that could fall under the
definition of gér was from the Zoramites, a group of Nephite dis-
senters who had left the land of Zarahemla (Alma 30:59; 31:8). In the
seventeenth year of the reign of the judges, Alma, Amulek, and five
other Nephites began a mission among the Zoramites (30:6). They
were successful among the poorer Zoramites (32:2), but the “more
popular part of the Zoramites” became angry because many of the
teachings focused on an egalitarian system of worship that removed
power and control from the current civil and religious leaders (35:3).
These Zoramite rulers, priests, and teachers searched through the
people to discover who believed the teachings of the missionaries,
and “those who were in favor of the words which had been spoken by
Alma and his brethren were cast out of the land; and they were many”
(35:3—6). The Zoramite refugees then joined the Anti-Nephi-Lehies
in the land of Jershon (35:6).

The Zoramite refugees continued to be vulnerable in their
new home because the Zoramite leaders demanded that the Anti-
Nephi-Lehies cast the recent refugees out of Jershon and because
the Zoramite rulers then joined with the Lamanites for war (Alma
35:8—9, 11). The Lamanites appointed the Zoramite leaders to
become chief captains in the army to “preserve their hatred” (43:6—7).
Eventually the Zoramite refugees, along with the Anti-Nephi-Lehi
refugees, had to leave their new home in Jershon because of life- and
freedom-threatening danger (35:13). Additionally, the Zoramite refu-
gees remained at risk because they were not likely welcomed by every
Nephite, especially since the Zoramites from which they had fled
believed that they had been elected by God and would therefore be
saved, while the Nephites would be cast “down to hell” because of
their “foolish traditions” (31:16—17).

In the following year, another group of possible gér emerged

among the Lamanites in the land of Nephi. Amalickiah, a Nephite
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dissenter, had joined the Lamanites and had become one of their
military commanders (Alma 46:7; 47:1, 3). Amalickiah desired the
Lamanite throne, so he had one of his followers assassinate the
Lamanite king (47:22—24). The Lamanite royal servants were blamed
for the king’s death, and Amalickiah told the Lamanites to “go forth,
and pursue his servants that they may be slain” (47:26—27). The ser-
vants escaped into the wilderness and eventually traveled to the land
of Zarahemla, where they “joined the people of Ammon” and the
Zoramite refugees (47:29). A decade later, one of the Lamanite royal
servants, who was named Laman, was mentioned as a solider in the
army of Moroni. Moroni had appointed the refugee Laman to help
liberate Nephite prisoners from the Lamanites in the land of Nephi
(55:5—23).

The war between the Lamanites and the Nephites continued for
thirteen years, and many Nephites died protecting the Anti-Nephi-
Lehi refugees, who would not defend themselves because of their
covenant to not shed blood. However, two thousand of their sons,
who had not entered into that covenant, joined together to “fight for
the liberty of the Nephites” under the command of Helaman (Alma
53:16—19). Although these refugee sons “called themselves Nephites”
and considered Nephite territory to be “their country,” they seem
to have retained some of their refugee identity among the Nephites
(53:16, 18). In Helaman’s letter to Moroni, he referred to the sons
as “stripling Ammonites” or “those sons of the people of Ammon,”
identified them as “descendants of Laman,” and mentioned their
Lamanite history of “unbelief” (56:3—4, 57; 57:6; 58:39)." Although
the Anti-Nephi-Lehi refugees had escaped life- and freedom-threat-
ening events over a decade eatlier, their vulnerability was still present
because they had to rely on their sons to “protect the Nephites and
themselves from bondage” (53:17).

One more large group of possible gér in the book of Alma consists
of over four thousand Lamanite soldiers and prisoners (Alma 62:17,
29). In the thirty-first year of the reign of the judges, Moroni and
Pahoran marched their army toward the city of Nephihah, which
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was controlled by the Lamanites. On the way, they came across a
large group of Lamanite soldiers, many of whom “were caused. . . [by
the Nephites] to enter into a covenant that they would no more take
up their weapons of war against the Nephites” (62:15—16). About four
thousand of these Lamanite refugees were sent to live with “the peo-
ple of Ammon,” who had already been joined by the Zoramite refu-
gees and the Lamanite royal servant refugees (62:17). After Moroni
and Pahoran conquered Nephihah, many of the Lamanite prisoners
from the city were also allowed to “join the people of Ammon and
become a free people” (62:27—28). For the Nephites to accept these
Lamanite soldiers into their territory and trust them in the middle of
war must have been challenging,

All five of the aforementioned groups in the Book of Mormon fit
under the general definition of gér from the Pentateuch. Mosaic laws
concerning the gér found in Exodus and the Deuteronomic Core cover
social, judicial, and religious issues. Because the Book of Mormon
does not contain large sections of law code like the Pentateuch, estab-
lishing whether the Nephites followed the Mosaic law in their treat-
ment of the gér must instead be discovered by examining the nar-
ratives of the Anti-Nephi-Lehies and their sons, the Zoramites, the

Lamanite royal servants, and the Lamanite soldier refugees.

The Gér in Social Law

The social law grouping of the Mosaic law in Exodus 22:20 through
23:9 and in the Deuteronomic Core (Deuteronomy 14:22—29; 15:1—
18; 24:17; 26:12—15) focused on the ethics of protecting the most
vulnerable in the community from exploitation surrounding labor
and production. Social laws concerning the gér can be separated into
four categories: oppression, employment, participation, and motiva-
tion. The most common social stipulation concerning the gér simply
stated that they must not be oppressed. The Hebrew verbs translated
as “oppress” in these verses, la}atz (Exodus 22:21; 23:9),'inah (Exodus

22:21), and ‘ashaq (Deuteronomy 24:14), also meant “vex,” “maltreat,”



THE 337

or “extort,” and typically referred to the exploitation of a weaker party
for economic gain.”

In the Deuteronomic Core, prohibiting the oppression of the
gér specifically referred to protecting a refugee who had been hired
for employment “in thy land within thy gates,” which could denote
an individual’s own settlement, village, or city or something nearby
(Deuteronomy 24:14—15)." The law stipulated that hirelings should
be paid for their labor before the sun went down on the day they
worked, due to an ongoing dependence on a daily wage for survival
or the need to pay off outstanding debts. The law required that the
hired gér be treated the same as hired “brethren,” which incorporated
the refugee into the Deuteronomic brother-sister ethic of justice and
compassion for kindred.” The gér had been uprooted from their own
land and kindred and should therefore be treated as part of the local
kin grouping, upon which they were dependent for their livelihood.

The Deuteronomic brother-sister ethic was also related to the
inclusion of the gér as an active participant in the community. The
social laws concerning the gér in the Deuteronomic Core stipulated
that the harvest residue should be given to the refugee, orphan, and
widow (Deuteronomy 24:19—21). According to the law, the land-
owner should not return to the field, orchard, or vineyard to gather
the leftover grain, olives, or grapes after the initial harvest, but the
landowner should instead allow vulnerable individuals to glean pro-
duce for themselves. The “triad of the vulnerable,” which includes the
refugee, orphan, and widow, represented those who are without kin-
dred, land, or sustenance.>® The Mosaic law attempted to alter the
status of these impoverished people, including the gér, by fostering
their inclusion as kindred and participants in the community.

The gleaning law was not only just a matter of charity but also
an example of case law with “governing primary rights and duties,”
in which it was the right of the gér to possess the residue and it was
the duty of the landowner to allow possession.”” Allowing the gér to
harvest and “own” the residual produce provided some means of self-

sustainability and provisioning of valuable resources. A further social
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food law stipulated that any unclean meat should be given to the gér,
because “holy people unto the Lord” should not consume it.>*> While
some scholars have grappled with the “deliberate tension in this text
between dynamics of inclusion . . . and the otherness of the gér that
is signified in the eating of the [unclean meat],” this tension disap-
pears in the Joseph Smith Translation of the verse, which clarified
that the unclean meat should “not” be given to the gér.** Therefore,
this refugee food law not only included the gér as part of the Lord’s
holy people but also commanded that they should receive a portion of
the divine supply of clean meat.

Each set of social, judicial, and religious gér laws was accompanied
by one or more motivation clauses to inspire obedience to the law.
These clauses typically related the purpose of the law and outlined
associated blessings or punishments. The overarching motivation
clause for the social laws concerning the gér was related to the Egypt-
Exodus motif. In the Covenant Code, the readers of the Mosaic law
were reminded that they were once “strangers in the land of Egypt”
(Exodus 22:21; 23:9), and according to the Deuteronomic Core, they
were “bondm/e]n in the land of Egypt” (Deuteronomy 24:22). Because
the Israelites experienced the hardships surrounding oppression and
slavery while foreigners in Egypt, they should not permit foreigners
in their own land to be treated in the same way. If the Israelites do,
the Lord will hear the cries of the oppressed and punish the oppres-
sors, just as he punished the Egyptians (Deuteronomy 24:15). In this
way, the Lord fulfils the role of the divine judge in the legal system of
the Mosaic law.

The social stipulations concerning the gér in the Mosaic law
focused on the freedom, subsistence, employment, and protection of
the refugee. Social laws concerning the freedom of the gér are found
in relation to the Anti-Nephi-Lehies, the Lamanite soldiers, and the
Zoramites. When the Anti-Nephi-Lehies offered to become the slaves
of the Nephites so that they could live among the Nephites, Ammon
stated that his father, King Mosiah, had established an antislavery
law among the Nephites (Alma 27:8—9). This law was referenced in
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Mosiah 29, where the king declared that “this land [should] be a land
of liberty, and every man may enjoy his rights and privileges alike”
(Mosiah 29:32). A similar law was referenced in the book of Alma,
stating that “all men were on equal grounds” (Alma 30:11; see 30:7).
The Lamanite soldier refugees were also described as “a free people”
(62:27). Although the Anti-Nephi-Lehi and Zoramite refugees were
initially settled in Jershon, the refugees had the freedom to leave the
city and move elsewhere (35:13; Helaman 3:12).

The Egypt-Exodus motif used as motivation for the gér social
laws in the Pentateuch is also found in the Book of Mormon. Not
only did Nephi and Abinadi mention the “bondage” of Egypt (1
Nephi 19:10; Mosiah 12:34), but Alma also referenced the “bondage
and captivity” of Egypt to his son Helaman (Alma 36:28).>* However,
the book of Alma introduced a novel motivation for establishing and
maintaining freedom among the Nephites. After Alma mentioned
the “bondage and captivity” of Egypt to Helaman, he supplemented
it with the idea of the Lehites escaping the “bondage and captiv-
ity” of Jerusalem to come to a free land. After speaking about the
Anti-Nephi-Lehi refugees, Ammon possibly referenced the gér social
laws of the Covenant Code; however, instead of citing that they were
“strangers in the land of Egypt,” he mentioned that they were still
“wanderers in a strange land” (Alma 26:36). The motivation for keep-
ing the gér (and the Nephites) free not only came from the reminder
that their ancestors were once strangers and slaves in Egypt but also
came from the knowledge that they were in bondage in Jerusalem and
were still strangers even in their today.

An important aspect of the social laws concerning the gér in the
Deuteronomic Core was caring for the impoverished, which included
the refugee, orphan, and widow. A similar essence of social law char-
ity was also found in the treatment of the most destitute group of ref-
ugees in the Book of Mormon, the Zoramites, who were persecuted
in their own land because of their “exceeding poverty” (Alma 32:5).
After the Zoramites were cast out of their land and became refugees

in the land of Zarahemla, not only did the Nephites “minister unto
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them” but the Anti-Nephi-Lehies also nourished and clothed them
and administered to them (35:7, 9). Amulek taught the Zoramites
that caring for the needy, the naked, the sick, and the afflicted was an
important part of religious worship (34:28—28).

The Mosaic law surrounding refugees not only focused on char-
ity for the impoverished but also sought to help them with the means
for self-sufficiency and protection from exploitation in employment.
When the Anti-Nephi-Lehies left their land for Zarahemla, Ammon
and the other sons of Mosiah helped them gather their flocks and
herds to take with them, which allowed for some pastoral means of
support for the refugees (Alma 27:14). Once the Anti-Nephi-Lehies
reached Zarahemla, the Nephites gave the land of Jershon “for an
inheritance” to the refugees, who later also gave some of that land to
the Zoramite gér “for their inheritance” (27:22, 26; 35:9, 14; 43:12).
Under the Mosaic law, the inheritance land-gift was a legally bind-
ing contract that gave a man and his descendants the right to occupy
and possess the land in perpetuity.” Owning these lands meant that
the Anti-Nephi-Lehies and Zoramites could provide for their own
subsistence.

As was commonly described in the social laws of the Covenant
Code and Deuteronomic Core, refugees in the Book of Mormon
also worked for the local inhabitants in their new land and there-
fore required protection from exploitation and oppression. The Anti-
Nephi-Lehies gave the Nephites a “large portion of their substance,”
and the Lamanite soldier refugees also worked for the Nephites
by tilling the ground, raising grain, and herding flocks so that the
Nephites were “relieved from a great burden” (Alma 27:24; 43:13;
62:29). Although these arrangements could appear imbalanced and
oppressive, the Nephites used these payments to help maintain their
armies, who continually offered protection, suffered “afflictions and
tribulations,” and even gave their lives for the refugees (27:24; 53:12—
13).>° Some of the gér in the Book of Mormon were also employed
in the Nephite army, including the Zoramites, the sons of the
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Anti-Nephi-Lehies, and the Lamanite royal servants (35:14; 53:17—
18; 55:4—5).

The Gér in Judicial Law

The judicial laws in the Deuteronomic Core provided further provi-
sion for the gér in the sphere of procedural law, granting them full
recourse in the legal system. Previous to the Mosaic law, a displaced
and impoverished individual was not provided with legal rights and
was therefore vulnerable to abuse in the courts.”” The legal vulner-
ability and perilous relationship with judiciary proceedings in the
Old Testament were evidenced in the stories of Lot and the men
of Sodom (Genesis 19:9), the wife-sister narratives of the ancestors
in Egypt (Genesis 12:10-20; 26:6—11), Naboth’s vineyard (1 Kings
21:1-29), and the prophet Amos (Amos 5:10—13). The function of the
judicial law was to use a relative egalitarianism to fortify the legal
process against the influence of those with power.

The judicial law found in Deuteronomy 24:17 provided protec-
tion for refugees in legal procedure, instructing that “thou shalt not
pervert the judgment of the [gér],” nor the orphan nor the widow.
The law was addressed to the whole community, including judges, lit-
igants, and witnesses, while the verb natah (“pervert,” or also meaning
“stretch out” or “bend”) was associated with misguiding justice and
parity in judicial process.”® Individuals in the triad of the vulnerable,
especially refugees, were to receive equal and fair treatment under the
law, which may be “the clearest requirement of [the gér’s] inclusion in
the public life of Israel.”®

As with social laws concerning the gér, judicial laws of the
Deuteronomic Core were also accompanied by a motivation clause
connected with the Egypt-Exodus motif (Deuteronomy 24:18).
However, the motivation clause referenced in judicial law moved a
step beyond an aide-mémoire of the bondage in Egypt to a new focus
concerning the Lord’s deliverance and redemption from that slav-

ery. Because God had liberated their ancestors (the Israelites) from
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captivity in a foreign land, refugees must also be saved and protected
from bondage while in their new land. The defenselessness of the gér
was emphasized, along with the associated blessings that were prom-
ised to those who work to keep refugees free from bondage. If the gér
can successfully and continually be delivered from freedom- and life-
threatening events, the Lord will also continue to save and redeem
the liberators from oppression.

Aspects regarding refugees in the Deuteronomic judicial law can
be found in the Book of Mormon, especially among the Anti-Nephi-
Lehies and their children. In Alma 30, the anti-Christ Korihor trav-
eled among the Nephites prevaricating, falsely accusing civil and
religious leaders, reviling priests and teachers, and blaspheming
against God, all of which were punishable crimes under Nephite (and
Mosaic) law (Alma 30:12—60).° When Korihor arrived in Jershon and
continued to break the law, the Anti-Nephi-Lehies arrested him and
took him to the local high priest, who banished Korihor from their
land (30:19—21). The refugees must have had enough legal rights and
recourse to have been able to arrest Korihor—who may have been a
Nephite**—and bring him to be judged by their high priest.* Under
the law of Moses, witnesses who falsely accused an individual of a
crime could suffer the same punishments as the guilty party for the
accused crime (Deuteronomy 19:15-19). Thus it is remarkable that
the vulnerable Anti-Nephi-Lehi gér were the first not only to arrest
Korihor but also to follow through with his judgment and punish-
ment, leading Alma to state that “they were more wise than many of
the Nephites” (Alma 30:20).

The Egypt-Exodus motivation clause that was integral to the
judicial law concerning the gér in the Pentateuch was also pres-
ent in the Book of Mormon. Nephi mentioned and used the con-
cept of ancestral deliverance from Egyptian bondage as motivation
several times, as did Limhi and Abinadi’* The same motif contin-
ued throughout the book of Alma, where both Alma and Moroni
reminded the Nephites of the Lord’s deliverance of their ancestors

from bondage and captivity in Egypt (Alma 29:11-12; 36:28; 60:20).
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Because their ancestors were redeemed from slavery while foreigners,
the Nephites must also liberate and protect the foreign refugees from
events that would threaten their freedom or lives.

The most extreme parallel example of deliverance and protection
of refugees were Ammon and the Anti-Nephi-Lehies, who, because of
their covenant not to shed blood, were completely defenseless against
the other Lamanites in their homeland. When these Lamanites began
to oppress the Anti-Nephi-Lehies, the Lord commanded Ammon to
“get this people out of this land, that they perish not” (Alma 27:12).
Ammon became a Moses-like figure, not only in physically leading
the people out of danger and through the wilderness but also in spiri-
tually mediating between the people and the Lord through Ammon’s
supplication. Ammon and Alma also facilitated the “reception and
safety” of the refugees among the Nephites, who voted to allow the
admittance of the refugees and to give them land because they “would
not suffer that they should be destroyed” (28:8; 43:12). The Nephites
placed their armies between the land of the Anti-Nephi-Lehi gér and
the Lamanites and protected them for decades (53:10-12).

Eventually, the refugee sons themselves engaged in the fight to
“protect the Nephites and themselves from bondage,” which was an
ever-present threat from the Lamanites (Alma 53:17). However, as
in the Egypt-Exodus motivation clause, the sons and their Nephite
leaders fully acknowledged the role of the Lord in the refugees’ origi-
nal and continued deliverance. The sons were taught by their Anti-
Nephi-Lehi mothers that God would deliver them, and the sons stood
“fast in that liberty wherewith God ha[d] made them free” (56:47;
57:21; 58:40. In his letter to Moroni, Helaman repeatedly stated that
it was God who had “delivered” and would continue to “deliver” the
refugee sons from their enemies (57:35—36; 58:11, 37). Even after the
wars with the Lamanites had ceased and there was peace among the
Nephites, Mormon recalled that it was the Lord who had “delivered

them from death, and from bonds,” again referencing the divine role
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in their deliverance from freedom- and life-threatening situations—
as found in the motivation clause for judicial law concerning the gér
(62:50).

The Gér in Religious Law

In the Pentateuch, religious law concerning the gér focused on trans-
forming the relationship between refugees and their new commu-
nity in terms of worship and kinship. An ethic of inclusion for the
gér in relation to religious and household concerns was embedded
in the Egypt-Exodus motivation clause associated with preservation.
Religious laws embracing the gér included the third-year provision of
the tithe, two harvest celebrations, and the Festival of the Firstfruits.
Instructions regarding the gér and the third-year tithe notably frame
the Deuteronomic Core (Deuteronomy 14:28-29; 26:12—15). The
Mosaic law stipulated that a tithe of one tenth of production should
be paid annually to the temple; however, every third and sixth year,
the tithe should be stored in the community for the ongoing suste-
nance of vulnerable or landless people, including the refugee, the or-
phan, the widow, and the Levite*

The law of the third-year tithe also required that the gér should
“eat [within thy gates] and be satisfied,” demonstrating that the
allotment of the tithe to the gér was not just about charity but was
also about inclusive household feasting and community kinship
(Deuteronomy 14:29; 26:12). In the ancient Near East, commu-
nal feasting broke down social stratification and forged powerful
brother-sister-type relationships® The gér became part of the local-
ized family structure in partaking of household produce, and they
also became part of the religious community through the consump-
tion of the “hallowed things” of the temple (26:13). The holiness of
the sacred portion was transferred to the refugee so that “the fact
that [gér] are allowed to consume the sacred portion . . . is explained

on the grounds that they are regarded as members of the covenant
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community.”® This theology of “corporate holiness” demonstrated
that the gér were part of the fellowship of the Lord .’

The gér were also included in the Mosaic law instructions regard-
ing the Deuteronomic festival calendar (Deuteronomy 16:1-17).
Refugees were incorporated as participants in the Feast of Weeks
(16:9-12) and the Feast of Tabernacles (16:13-15), which were har-
vest festivals for the community to celebrate the Lord’s provision and
blessings of agricultural abundance. These pilgrimage festivals forged
a communal identity for those who belonged to the people of the
Lord. The law specified that the guest list should include children,
servants, Levites, gér, orphans, and widows (16:11, 14). The inclusion
of refugees as participants enfolded the gér into the nuclear family
as brother or sister, thus overcoming differences in origin, culture,
social status, and wealth.*® Refugees not only became part of the fam-
ily but were also “grafted” into the nation and people of the Lord, so
that “fictive kinship became kinship of the flesh or blood.™

The gér were also listed among the religious laws surrounding
the Deuteronomic Festival of the Firstfruits (Deuteronomy 26:1-11).
During this festival, the participants returned the firstfruits of the
harvest to the Lord in a ritual of thanksgiving that focused on the
gifts of abundance and life. Unlike the harvest festivals, the list of
participants only included the household and landless Levites and
refugees, demonstrating that refugees played a special role in the cel-
ebration (26:11). The gér were incorporated as coheirs of the divine
blessings of the land and its produce, which were a significant part
of the brother-sister ethic embedded in the theology of the land-gift,
especially for landless refugees.*

During the Festival of the Firstfruits, participants carried the
basket of firstfruits on a pilgrimage journey from the farm to the
sanctuary, where the food was given to the priest to set on the altar of
the Lord (Deuteronomy 26:1—4). The participants would then recite
aspects of the Exodus narrative, including the Israelites’ wandering,
sojourning, enslavement, deliverance, preservation, and finding of

the promised land, most of which had been symbolically reenacted
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through the pilgrimage (26: 5—9). The motivation clause of the Egypt-
Exodus motif associated the displaced gér with Israel’s own displace-
ment in Egypt. Because the Lord emancipated and preserved vul-
nerable Israel through the wanderings in the wilderness, the lives
of vulnerable refugees should also be preserved through Israel, who
“always remains a redeemed community, a receiving community.*"
As part of the Firstfruits Festival and the Exodus narrative, the Lord
stood as divine king, judge, liberator, and protector of displaced peo-
ples, continually hearing their cries and preserving their lives (26:7—8).

Although none of the festivals of the Pentateuch were specifically
mentioned by name in the Book of Mormon and although the tithe
was only referenced twice, the treatment of the gér in the Book of
Mormon followed the Mosaic law in transforming relationships of
kinship and worship.* The motivation clause of the Egypt-Exodus
preservation motif associated with the Festival of the Firstfruits was
also referenced several times in the Book of Mormon, in which the
Lord was credited with preserving the lives of the children of Israel
against the Egyptian armies and while wandering in the wilderness.*
The gér of the Book of Mormon were perfectly aligned with this
motif in the book of Alma, in which Ammon referred to himself and
the Anti-Nephi-Lehies as “wanderers in a strange land” but that God
“has been mindful of us” (Alma 26:36). Like Moses, the Lord also
spoke to Ammon about facilitating the preservation of oppressed
people: Ammon was told to “get this people [the Anti-Nephi-Lehies]
out of this land, that they perish not; . . . for I will preserve them”
(27:12).

After the refugees reached their new land, the preservation motif
of the Festival of the Firstfruits continued with Helaman and the
sons of the Anti-Nephi-Lehies, who, like Joshua and the Israelites,*
believed that “God would deliver them” and that “he will not suffer
that we should fall” in their fight against the enemy (Alma 56:46—47;
see 58:37). The Lord not only delivered the refugee sons frequently
from the Lamanites, but also preserved the sons’ lives throughout

many battles; indeed, “not one soul of them . . . did perish” (57:25;
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58:39). Because many Nephites were killed in these same battles, the
sons” “preservation was astonishing to [the] whole army,” who “justly
ascribe[d] it to the miraculous power of God” (57:26). The Egypt-
Exodus motivation clause from the religious category of the Mosaic
laws was clearly present among the gér in the Book of Mormon, as
were the themes of kinship and worship reflected in the third-year
tithe and harvest festivals of the Pentateuch.

The religious laws concerning the gér in the Deuteronomic Core
focused on enfolding the gér into the nation and family of the Lord.
These themes of inclusion and the brother-sister ethic were also
present throughout the treatment of the refugees in the Book of
Mormon. The Nephites not only allowed the Anti-Nephi-Lehies, the
Zoramites, the Lamanite royal servants, and the Lamanite soldier
refugees to enter their territory, but also gave some of them land “for
their inheritance” (Alma 27:22; 35:9, 14). In this way, the Nephites
went beyond the mere stipulation that the gér partake of the produce
from the Lord’s land-gift (as found in the Festival of the Firstfruits)
and actually provided an inheritance land-gift for the refugees, thus
allowing them to literally become coheirs to the Lord’s blessing of
the land-gift. While the Anti-Nephi-Lehies never referred to them-
selves as Nephites, their sons considered themselves to be Nephites
and Nephite land to be “their country” (53:16, 18; 56:5). Helaman also
included the sons in his reference to the “people of Nephi” showing
that the refugees had been grafted into the nation (56:54).

The gér of the Book of Mormon became kindred of the Nephites,
not only through the land-gift and incorporation into the nation,
but also through more personal and familial associations. Ammon,
Alma, and Amulek all spoke of their love for the refugees, calling
them “dearly beloved” and “beloved brethren” numerous times.* The
legacy of this affection was even mentioned over four centuries later,
when Mormon described the “exceeding love which Ammon and his
brethren had” for the refugees (Alma 53:11). Many more examples
of how the Nephites demonstrated their love for the refugees have

already been discussed, but nothing was more powerful than the
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Nephites giving up their own lives to protect the refugees, treating
them as though they belonged to the Nephites’ own nuclear families.
Helaman formed a special kinship with the sons of the Anti-Nephi-
Lehies, continuously referring to them as “my . . . sons, (for they
are worthy to be called sons),” and the sons in turn called Helaman
“father” (56:10, 17, 27, 30, 39, 44, 46; 57:22). The display of familial kin-
ship toward the refugees of the Book of Mormon reflects the theology
of inclusivism that the religious laws outlined in the Pentateuch.

In the Book of Mormon, the integration of the gér into Nephite
religious life would have been imperative since many of the refugees
had been “converted unto the Lord” (Alma 23:6), as were some of the
gér in the Pentateuch.** Ammon rejoiced in the missionary work that
brought the Anti-Nephi-Lehies to the Lord, commenting that they
were no longer “strangers to God” (26:9). It is possible that a double
entendre was meant in this statement about the refugees, since the
Hebrew word gér was translated as “stranger” in the KJV, as was the
Late Egyptian loan-word qar, and so, the translation of “stranger”
may also have been used in the Book of Mormon.* In this way, the
refugees were no longer “strangers” to the Nephites nor the Lord. As
in the religious law stipulating that the gér consume the holy third-
year tithe, the refugees of the Book of Mormon became members of
the covenant community and “people of the Lord” (27:5, 14).

According to the Mosaic code, the gér in the Pentateuch were
integrated into the worship and celebration of the Lord through pat-
ticipation in the harvest festivals held in the households and sanctu-
ary of Israel. After the Anti-Nephi-Lehies reached their new land,
the Nephites supported the refugees’ worship of the Lord through
establishing a church in Jershon and numbering the gér “among
the people who were of the church of God” (Alma 27:27; 28:1). The
Nephites also continually sustained the Anti-Nephi-Lehi refugees
in keeping their unique covenant with the Lord to not shed blood,
“lest they should commit sin” (27:23). When the refugees desired to
take up weapons and fight in the war, they were “overpowered by the
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persuasions” of Helaman, so that they would not break their cove-
nant with the Lord (53:14—15).

Conclusion

It appears that the Nephites attempted to follow the Mosaic law
concerning the gér in the appropriate treatment of the Anti-Nephi-
Lehies, the Zoramites, the Lamanite royal servants, the children of
the Anti-Nephi-Lehies, and the displaced Lamanite soldiers, which
were groups of refugees discussed in the book of Alma. Under the so-
cial category of the law of Moses, the Nephites protected the gér from
oppression and exploitation in employment, while also promoting the
refugees’ self-sustainability and allowing their full participation in
the community. Judicially, the refugees were permitted full recourse
in the legal system, which also prohibited abuse of the vulnerable.
The Nephites especially followed the Mosaic law’s religious stipula-
tions concerning the gér and fully transformed the relationship of the
refugees with the Nephite community in terms of inclusion into the
nation, family, and covenant people of the Lord.

The Nephites also seemed to be aware of the Egypt-Exodus moti-
vation clauses attached to the social, judicial, and religious laws of
the gér in the law of Moses. In the Book of Mormon, this motif was
continually referenced in relation to the Israelites’ enslavement and
oppression in Egypt, divine deliverance and redemption, wanderings
and preservation in the wilderness, and arrival in the promised land.
The Nephites possibly understood these motivation clauses and their
association with the correct treatment of refugees in liberating and
protecting them from internal or external enslavement and oppres-
sion, as well as relying on and thanking the Lord for assistance. The
motivation clauses inspired obedience not only through a shared cul-
tural history but also through the many temporal and spiritual bless-
ings that the Nephites received from their compassionate treatment
of refugees. Some of these blessings included the Nephites receiving

a “great support” with provisions, warfare, labor, and sustenance, as
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well as becoming a “highly favored people of the Lord” (Alma 27:30;
53:19; 56:8, 19).

The social, judicial, and religious gér laws in the Covenant Code
and Deuteronomic Core were meant to promote social reform in
Israel's community. The purpose of the stipulations was “not to
reproduce a book of statutory law but [to] radically reorder society
according to its sister-brother ethic.*® The treatment of refugees in
the book of Alma demonstrated a successful result of this theology
of inclusion from the early Covenant and Deuteronomic Codes. The
Nephites even went a step further than the stipulations of the early
Mosaic law when they provided an inheritance land-gift for the ref-
ugees, which matched the more progressive gér reforms of the later
Holiness Code.* However, the ultimate validation for the Nephite
kinship-inclusion of the gér under the Mosaic law occurred when the
Savior visited the Nephites and reconfirmed the charitable treatment
of refugees, demonstrating the perpetual importance for followers of
Jesus Christ to treat vulnerable people with the utmost compassion

(3 Nephi 24:5).

Notes
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1, 11; Mosiah 2—3, 12-13, 16, 24; Alma 25, 30—31, 34; Helaman 13, 15; 3
Nephi 1, 9, 12, 15, 25; 4 Nephi 1.

4. Besides the Anti-Nephi-Lehies, other Lamanites are also described as fol-
lowing the law of Moses (see Helaman 13:1; 15:5).

5. The Documentary Hypothesis proposes that the current version of the
Pentateuch was formed through a long process of writers and editors pro-
ducing documents referred to as the J, E, D, and P sources (see also note 5).

For treatments of the Documentary Hypothesis, see Richard Friedman,
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The Bible with Sources Revealed (New York: HarperOne, 2003); Richard
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Deuteronomy and the Holiness Legislation (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007).
The gér laws in Deuteronomy are found in both the framework (chapters
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the collation of the Deuteronomic framework to the sixth century BC and
the law core to the seventh century BC, only gér laws from the latter will be
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Press, 2013), 213—14.
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