Was Noah’s Ark Designed As a Floating Temple?
An Old Testament KnoWhy1 for Gospel Doctrine Lesson 6: “Noah … Prepared an
Ark to the Saving of His House” (Moses 8:19-30; Genesis 6-9; 11:1-9)
(JBOTL06A). See the link to the video supplement to this lesson at the end of this
article under “Further Reading.”

Figure 1. Thomas Cole, 1801-1848: The Subsiding Waters of the Deluge, 1829
Question: In the Bible, Noah’s ark is described as a huge, rectangular box with
three floors and a roof, which makes it sound more like a building than a boat.
Was Noah’s ark designed as a floating “temple”?
Summary: In the Bible, God reveals the design of three manmade structures: two
of these are temples and one is Noah’s ark. To ancient Israelites, the dimensions,
shape, layout, materials, and function of the Ark would have immediately
suggested that it, too, had been designed as a “temple.” In addition, the story of
the Flood explicitly echoes the scenes of Creation and Eden found in the story of
Adam and Eve, including the Ark’s final destination on the heights of a mountain.

The Know
How did people in ancient times read scripture? The Prophet Joseph
Smith held the view that scripture should be “understood precisely as it reads.”2
In saying this, however, it must be realized that what ancient peoples understood
to be a literal interpretation of scripture is not the same as what most people
think of today.
To those who recorded Bible history, it was not enough to describe events in
photojournalistic fidelity to the sights and sounds that might have been picked up
“objectively” by a camera (if one had been available in their day). Rather, an
inspired author would want to write a history that acknowledged the hand of God
within every important occurrence. To the ancients, important events in history
were part of “one eternal round.”3 They took pains to help the reader detect that
current happenings were consistent with divine patterns seen repeatedly within
scriptural “types” at other times in history —past and future. A simple description
of the bare “facts” of the situation, as we are culturally conditioned to prefer
today, would not do for our forebears.4
Consider, as a more recent example, Joseph Smith’s description of the Book of
Mormon translation process. Modern readers are usually interested in the
detailed, “literal” accounts given by some of the Prophet’s contemporaries about
the size and appearance of the instruments he was supposed to have used and the
exact procedure by which the words of the ancient text were made known to him.
This kind of account appeals to us — the more physical details the better —
because we think this kind of history will help us best understand what “actually
happened” as Joseph Smith translated.
However, we should realize that Joseph Smith himself declined to relate the
specifics about how he translated, even in response to direct questioning while he
was meeting with a small group of believing friends.5 The only explicit statement
he made about the translation process is his testimony that it was accomplished
“by the gift and power of God,”6 a description that avoids reinforcing the
misleading impression that we can understand “what really happened” through
detailed accounts of observers.
Of course, there is no reason to throw doubt on the idea that instruments and
procedures such as those described by Joseph Smith’s contemporaries were used
in translation. However, by wisely restricting his description to the statement that
the translation was accomplished “by the gift and power of God,”7 the Prophet
resisted the effort to describe this sacred process in a way that would appeal to
modern standards and sensibilities. Instead, he pointed attention to what
mattered most: that the translation was accomplished by divine means.

Figure 2. Typology in the Biblical Tradition8
How should this lesson be applied to the story of Noah? As we will see, the story
provides plenty of physical details, such as the size of the Ark, the place where it
landed, and the date of its debarkation. All these details are important to the
story — indeed they are crucial to our understanding. However, in most cases,
you can be sure that small details of this sort are not included merely to add a
touch of “realism” to the account for the sake of moderns such as you and me.
Rather, they are there to help readers make mental associations with scriptural
stories and religious concepts found as “types” elsewhere in scripture. In the case
of Noah, for example, those who wrote the Bible seem to have wanted to highlight
themes that would tie back to the story of Creation and would anticipate the
Tabernacle of Moses. A photorealistic description of the Flood would not have
accomplished the aims of its author. What readers needed most was not a
modern historical account, but rather some help to recognize the backward and
forward reverberations of Noah’s story elsewhere in scripture.
With these considerations in mind, we are ready to begin to answer the question
posed at the beginning of this article: Was Noah’s ark designed as a floating
temple?

Figure 3. Noah Sees the Ark in Vision. Detail of Patriarchs Window, Holy
Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon, England9
Resemblances between the Ark and the Tabernacle. It is significant that,
apart from the Tabernacle of Moses10 and the Temple of Solomon,11 Noah’s ark
is the only man-made structure mentioned in the Bible whose design was directly
revealed by God.12 In this image, God shows the plans for the Ark to Noah just as
He later revealed the plans for the Tabernacle to Moses. The hands of Deity hold
the heavenly curtain as Noah, compass in his left hand, regards intently.

Figure 4. J. James Tissot, 1836-1902: The Ark of the Covenant, ca. 1896-1902.13
Layout and size of the Ark. There is no doubt among Bible scholars that, like the
Tabernacle, Noah’s Ark “was designed as a temple.”14 The Ark’s three decks
suggest both the three divisions of the Tabernacle and the threefold layout of the
Garden of Eden.15 Indeed, each of the three decks of Noah’s Ark was exactly “the

same height as the Tabernacle and three times the area of the Tabernacle
court.”16 Strengthening the association between the Ark and the Tabernacle is
the fact that the Hebrew term for Noah’s Ark, tevah, later became the standard
word for the Ark of the Covenant in Mishnaic Hebrew.17 In addition, the
Septuagint used the same Greek term, kibotos, for both Noah’s ark and the Ark of
the Covenant.18 Signaling another resemblance is that the ratio of the width to
the height of both of these arks is 3:5.19
Rectangular shape and free-floading nature of the Ark. Going further, the shape
of Noah’s ark was very un-boat-like. Westermann describes it as “a huge,
rectangular box, with a roof.”20 Thus, like the Ark of the Covenant, it was shaped
like a chest. Not only was the Ark “not shaped like a ship,” it also lacked oars,
“accentuating the fact that Noah’s deliverance was not dependent on navigating
skills, [but rather happened] entirely by God’s will.”21 Its movement was solely
determined by “the thrust of the water and wind.”22 This reminds us of the story
of the infant Moses, the only other place in the Bible where the Hebrew word for
ark appears. As you recall Moses’ deliverance from death was also made possible
by a free-floating watercraft — specifically, in this case, a reed basket.23 Reeds
also seem to have been used as part of the construction materials for Noah’s Ark,
as we will now discuss.
Temple allusions in the materials used to build the Ark. Genesis 6:14 reads:
“Make thee an ark of gopher wood; rooms shalt thou make in the ark, and shalt
pitch it within and without with pitch.” Each of these three types of materials
seem to have had temple connotations:
•

•

Gopher wood. The referent for the term “gopher wood” — unique in the
Bible to Genesis 6:14 — is uncertain.24 Modern commentators often take
it to mean cypress wood.25 Because it is resistant to rot, the cypress tree
was used in ancient times for the building of ships.26 There is an extensive
mythology about the cypress tree in cultures throughout the world. It is
known for its fragrance and longevity27 — qualities that have naturally
linked it with ancient literature describing the Garden of Eden.28 Cypress
trees were sometimes used to make temple doors — gateways to
Paradise.29
Pitch. There is a possibility of wordplay in the rhyme between gopher and
kopher (“pitch”) within the same verse. As Harper notes, the word kopher
might have reminded the ancient readerof “the rich cultic overtones of
kaphar ‘ransom’ with its half-shekel temple atonement price,30 kapporeth
‘mercy seat’ over the Ark of the Covenant,31 and the verb kipper ‘to atone’
associated with so many priestly rituals.”32 Some of these rituals involve
the action of smearing or wiping, the same movements by which pitch is
applied.33 Just as God’s presence in the Tabernacle preserves the life of
His people, so Noah’s Ark preserves a righteous remnant of humanity
along with representatives of all its creatures.

Figure 5. Nik Wheeler, 1939-: Marsh Arab Village, 1974
•

Reeds. Although reed-huts may sometimes serve as secular enclosures,
references to them in Mesopotamian flood stories clearly point to their
ancient use as divine sanctuaries.34 In a Mesopotamian account of the
flood story, Ziusudra enters into a “reed-hut… temple,”35 where he stands
“day after day” listening to the “conversation” of the divine assembly.36
Eventually, Ziusudra learns that the council of the gods have decided to
destroy mankind by a devastating flood. Regretting the decision, the god
Enki warns Ziusudra and instructs him on how to build a boat. Similar to
ancient Near East parallels where the gods whisper their secrets to mortals
standing on the other side of temple veils separating the divine and human
realms,37 Enki conveys his message privately through a thin wall of the
sanctuary.38 Related accounts tell us that Enki instructed Ziusudra to tear
down the reed-hut temple and to use the materials to build a boat.39
Concluding “that the apparent lack of the reed-hut or primeval shrine in
the Genesis flood account demands closer inspection,”40 Jason McCann
observes41 that reinterpreting the Hebrew for the description of “rooms”
in the Ark would lead to an alternate translation describing it as “wovenof-reeds.” Thus, the New Jerusalem Bible translation of Genesis 6:14:42
“Make yourself an ark out of resinous wood. Make it with reeds and caulk
it with pitch inside and out.”

Let’s now turn our attention to Creation and Garden themes in the story of the
Flood, where we will find temple parallels not only to the structure of the Ark, but
also in its function.

Creation. In considering the role of Noah’s ark in the flood story, it should be
remembered that it was, specifically, a mobile sanctuary,43 as were, of course,
the Israelite Tabernacle and the ark made of reeds that saved the baby Moses.
Despite its ungainly shape as a buoyant temple, the Ark is portrayed as floating
confidently above the chaos of the great deep. Significantly, the motion of the Ark
“upon the face of the waters”44 paralleled the movement of the Spirit of God
“upon the face of the waters”45 at the original creation of heaven and earth. The
deliberate nature of this parallel is made clear when we consider that these are
the only two verses in the Bible that contain the phrase “the face of the waters.”
In short, we are made to understand that in the presence of the Ark there has
been a return of the same Spirit of God that had hovered over the waters at
Creation — the Spirit whose previous withdrawal had been predicted in Genesis
6:3.46

Figure 6. The Ark as a Mini-Replica of Creation47
The motion of the Ark “upon the face of the waters,”48 like the Spirit of God
“upon the face of the waters”49 at Creation, was a portent of the appearance of
light and life. Within the Ark, a “mini replica of Creation,”50 were the last
vestiges of the original Creation, “an alternative earth for all living creatures,”51
“a colony of heaven”52 containing seedlings for the planting of a second Garden
of Eden,53 the nucleus of a new world — all hidden within a vessel of rescue
described in scripture, like the Tabernacle, as a likeness of God’s own traveling
pavilion.54
Just as the Spirit of God patiently brooded55 over the great deep at Creation, and
just as “the longsuffering of God waited… while the ark was a preparing,”56 so
the indefatigable Noah endured the long brooding of the Ark over the slowly
receding waters of the Deluge.57 At last, the dry land appeared.58

The settling of the Ark at the top of the first mountain to emerge after the Flood
would have reminded ancient readers of the emergence of the dry land at
Creation. In ancient Israel, the Foundation Stone in front of the Ark of the
Covenant:59 “was the first solid material to emerge from the waters of
Creation,60 and it was upon this stone that the Deity effected Creation.”
Note also that it was “in the six hundred and first year [of Noah’s life] in the first
month, the first day of the month” that “the waters were dried up.”61 The
wording of this verse would have hinted to ancient reader that there was special
significance to the date. They would have remembered that it was also the “first
day of the first month”62 when the Tabernacle was dedicated, and that
“Solomon’s temple was dedicated at the New Year festival in the autumn.”63

Figure 7. J. James Tissot, 1836-1902 : Noah’s Sacrifice, ca. 1896-1902
Garden. Allusions to Garden of Eden and temple themes begin as soon as Noah
and his family leave the Ark. Just as the book of Moses highlights Adam’s
diligence in offering sacrifice as soon as he entered the fallen world,64 Genesis
describes Noah’s first action on the renewed earth as being the building of an
altar for burnt offerings.65 Likewise, in both accounts, God’s blessing is followed
by a commandment to multiply and replenish the earth.66 Both stories contain
instructions about what the protagonists can and cannot eat.67 Notably, in each
case, a covenant is established in a context of ordinances and signs or tokens.68
More specifically, according to Pseudo-Philo,69 the rainbow as a sign or token of
a covenant of higher priesthood blessings was said by God to be as an analogue of
Moses’ staff, a symbol of kingship.70 Both the story of Adam and Eve and the
story of Noah prominently feature the theme of nakedness being covered by a
garment.71 Noah, like Adam, is called the “lord of the whole earth.”72 Surely, it is
no exaggeration to say that Noah is portrayed as a new Adam, “reversing the
estrangement” between God and man by means of an atoning sacrifice.73
Having outlined some of the Creation and Garden themes within the story of
Noah, the next article will discuss a “fall” and consequent judgment.

The Why
Given their status as targets of humor and caricature, it is sometimes difficult to
be taken seriously when discussing the well-worn stories of Adam, Eve, and
Noah. Hugh Nibley described the problem this way:74
The stories of the Garden of Eden and the Flood have always furnished
unbelievers with their best ammunition against believers, because they are the
easiest to visualize, popularize, and satirize of any Bible accounts. Everyone
has seen a garden and been caught in a pouring rain. It requires no effort of
imagination for a six-year-old to convert concise and straightforward Sundayschool recitals into the vivid images that will stay with him for the rest of his
life. These stories retain the form of the nursery tales they assume in the
imaginations of small children, to be defended by grown-ups who refuse to
distinguish between childlike faith and thinking as a child when it is time to
“put away childish things.”75 It is equally easy and deceptive to fall into
adolescent disillusionment and with one’s emancipated teachers to smile
tolerantly at the simple gullibility of bygone days, while passing stern moral
judgment on the savage old God who damns Adam for eating the fruit He put
in his way and, overreacting with impetuous violence, wipes out Noah’s
neighbors simply for making fun of his boat-building on a fine summer’s day.
We do an injustice, both to these marvelous records and to ourselves, when we
fail to pursue scriptural understanding beyond the initial level of cartoon cut-outs
drummed into the minds of young children.76 To understand the stories of Adam
and Eve and Noah for what they are, we need to bring our best: the powerful tools
of modern scholarship, the additional light shed by modern revelation, and, of no
less importance, the consecrated dedication of inquiring minds and honest hearts
diligently seeking divine inspiration. The simple fantasies of a “fanciful and
flowery and heated imagination”77 will not suffice.
Further Study
As a video supplement to this lesson, see Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, "The Ark and the
Tent: Temple Symbolism in the Story of Noah" on the YouTube Interpreter
Foundation channel (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kIfArfB54Mk ). For
additional material on temple symoblism in the story of Noah, see J. M.
Bradshaw, Ark and Tent, available as a free pdf download at
www.TempleThemes.net.
For a verse-by-verse commentary on the story of Noah in Genesis and the book of
Moses, see J. M. Bradshaw, et al., God's Image 2, pp. 199-294. The book is
available for purchase in print at Amazon.com and as a free pdf download at
www.TempleThemes.net.

For a scripture roundtable video from The Interpreter Foundation on the subject
of Gospel Doctrine lesson 6, see
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5vrupSqzbIQ.
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47 Photo licensed from Fotolia.
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Gnostic sources describing the process of creating new worlds through a
“colonizing process called ‘planting.’” “[T]hose spirits that bring their treasures to
a new world are called ‘Plants,’ more rarely ‘seeds,’ of their father or ‘Planter’ in
another world [cf. Adam’s “planting” (E. S. Drower, Prayerbook, #378, pp. 283,
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essential material elements or as the colonizers themselves, who come from a sort
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portable counterparts. For example, in Psalm 18 and D&C 121:1, the “pavilion”
(i.e., booth or canopy; Hebrew sukkah) of “God’s hiding place” should not be
equated with the celestial “temple” (i.e., palace; Hebrew hekal) to which the
prayers of the oppressed ascend (see Psalm 18:6; D&C 121:2; S. E. Robinson et
al., D&C Commentary, 4:151. Contrast J. F. McConkie et al., Revelations, p. 945,
who mistakenly identifies the “pavilion” of D&C 121:1 as God’s heavenly
residence). Rather, it is a representation of a movable “conveyance” (G. B. Eden,
Mystical Architecture, p. 22; cf. M.-A. Ouaknin et al., Rabbi Éliézer, 12, p. 82) in
which God could swiftly descend to rescue His people from mortal danger (K. L.
Barker, Zondervan, p. 803 n. 18:7-15). The sense of the action is succinctly
captured by Robert Alter: “The outcry of the beleaguered warrior ascends all the
way to the highest heavens, thus launching a downward vertical movement” of
God’s own chariot (R. Alter, Psalms, p. 53 n. 8).
Some Christians came to view Psalm 18 as foreshadowing the Incarnation of
God’s son (J. N. Sparks et al., Orthodox Study Bible, p. 691 n. 17). Noah’s Ark was
sometimes seen in a similar fashion: “The ark was a type of the Mother of God
with Christ and the Church in her womb (Akath). The flood-waters were a type of
baptism, in which we are saved (1 Peter 3:18-22)” (ibid., Genesis 6:14-21, p. 12).
55 The word describing the agent of divine movement is expressed in the
beginning of the story of Creation and in the story of the Flood using the same
Hebrew term, ruach (in Genesis 1:2, the KJV translates this as “spirit,” while in
Genesis 8:1 it is rendered as “wind”). In the former, the ruach is described as
“moving” using the Hebrew verb merahepet, which literally “denotes a physical
activity of flight over water” (M. S. Smith, Priestly Vision, p. 55), however Walton
has argued that the wider connotation in both the Creation and Flood accounts
expresses “a state of preparedness” (J. H. Walton, Genesis 1, p. 149): “ruach is
related to the presence of the deity, preparing to participate in Creation” (ibid., p.
149).
Consistent with this reading that understands this verse as a period of divine
preparation, the creation story in the Joseph Smith’s book of Abraham employs
the term “brooding” rather than “moving” as we find in the King James Version.
Note that this change is consistent with the English translation given Hebrew
grammar book that was studied by Joseph Smith in Kirtland (see J. Seixas,
Manual, p. 31). John Milton (J. Milton, Paradise Lost, 1:19-22, p. 16; H. J.
Hodges, Dove; cf. Augustine, Literal, 18:36; E. A. W. Budge, Cave, p. 44)
interpreted the passage similarly in Paradise Lost, drawing from images such as
the dove sent out by Noah (Genesis 8:6-12), the dove at Jesus’ baptism (John
1:32), and a hen protectively covering her young with her wing (Luke 13:34):
[T]hou from the first
Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread

Dovelike satst brooding on the vast abyss
And mad’st it pregnant.”
“Brooding” enjoys rich connotations, including, as Nibley observes (H. W. Nibley,
Before Adam, p. 69), not only “to sit or incubate [eggs] for the purpose of
hatching” but also:
… “to dwell continuously on a subject.” Brooding is just the right word—a
quite long quiet period of preparation in which apparently nothing was
happening. Something was to come out of the water, incubating, waiting—a
long, long time.
Some commentators emphatically deny any connection of the Hebrew term with
the concept of brooding (e.g., U. Cassuto, Adam to Noah, pp. 24-25). However,
the “brooding” interpretation is not only attested by a Syriac cognate (F. Brown et
al., Lexicon, 7363, p. 934b) but also has a venerable history, going back at least to
Rashi who spoke specifically of the relationship between the dove and its nest. In
doing so, he referred to the Old French term acoveter, related both to the modern
French couver (from Latin cubare—to brood and protect) and couvrir (from
Latin cooperire—to cover completely). Intriguingly, this latter sense is related to
the Hebrew term for the atonement, kipper (M. Barker, Atonement; A. Rey,
Dictionnaire, 1:555).
Going further, Barker admits the possibility of a subtle wordplay in examining
the reversal of consonantal sounds between “brood/hover” and “atone”: “The
verb for ‘hover’ is rchp, the middle letter is cheth, and the verb for ‘atone’ is kpr,
the initial letter being a kaph, which had a similar sound. The same three
consonantal sounds could have been word play, rchp/kpr” (M. Barker, June 11
2007). “There is sound play like this in the temple style” (ibid.; see M. Barker,
Hidden, pp. 15-17). In this admittedly speculative interpretation, one might see
an image of God, prior to the first day of Creation, figuratively
“hovering/atoning” [rchp/kpr] over the singularity of the inchoate universe, just
as the Ark smeared with pitch [kaphar] later moved over the face of the waters
“when the waters cover[ed] over and atone[d] for the violence of the world” (E. A.
Harper, You Shall Make, p. 4).
56 1 Peter 3:20.
57 In the following chiastic structuring of the account, Wenham demonstrates the
pattern of “waiting” throughout the story, as well as the centrality of the theme of
Genesis 8:1: “But God remembered Noah” (G. J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, p. 157):
7 days of waiting for flood (7:4)
7 days of waiting for flood (7:10)
40 days of flood (7:17a)
150 days of water triumphing (7:24)
150 days of water waning (8:3)

40 days of waiting (8:6)
7 days of waiting (8:10)
7 days of waiting (8:12)
58 J. H. Sailhamer, Genesis, p. 89 observes:
The description of God’s rescue of Noah foreshadows God’s deliverance of
Israel in the Exodus. Just as later “God remembered his covenant”
(Exodus 2:24) and sent “a strong east wind” to dry up the waters before his
people (Exodus 14:21) so that they “went through… on dry ground”
(Exodus 14:22), so also in the story of the Flood we read that “God
remembered” those in the ark and sent a “wind” over the waters (Genesis
8:1) so that his people might come out on “dry ground” (Genesis 8:14).
59 J. M. Lundquist, Meeting Place, p. 7. Ancient temples found in other cultures
throughout the world also represent—and are often built upon—elevations that
emulate the holy mountain at the starting point of Creation (see, e.g., E. A. S.
Butterworth, Tree; R. J. Clifford, Temple; R. J. Clifford, Cosmic Mountain).
60 E.g., Psalm 104:5-9.
61 Genesis 8:13.
62 Exodus 40:1.
63 N. Wyatt, Water, pp. 215-216. See 1 Kings 8:2. Wyatt remarks that the
expression about the New Year festival comes from S. W. Holloway, What Ship,
noting that “[m]any scholars regard the search for the New Year festival to be
something of a futile exercise” (N. Wyatt, Water, p. 235 n. 129).
64 Moses 5:5-8.
65 Genesis 8:20.
66 See Moses 2:28; Genesis 9:1, 7.
67 See Moses 2:28-30, 3:9, 16-17; Genesis 9:2-4.
68 See Moses 5:5, 59; Genesis 9:9-17.
69 See Pseudo-Philo, Biblical Antiquities, 19:11, pp. 129-130.
70 See J. M. Bradshaw et al., Investiture Panel, pp. 38-39 for a brief summary of
the symbolism of the staff, and B. N. Fisk, Remember, pp. 276-281 for PseudoPhilo’s identification of the staff with the rainbow. Just prior to his equating of
the rainbow and the staff as a “witness between me and my people,” PseudoPhilo, Biblical Antiquities, 19:12, pp. 130 has the Lord showing Moses “the
measures of the sanctuary, and the number of the offerings, and the sign whereby

men shall interpret (literally, begin to look upon) the heaven, and said: These are
the things which were forbidden to the sons of men because they sinned” (cf. JST
Exodus 34:1-2).
71 See Moses 4:27; Genesis 9:21-22.
72 G. J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, p. 198.
73 L. M. Morales, The Tabernacle Pre-Figured (pre-publication draft), p. 197. Cf.
O. S. Wintermute, Jubilees, 6:2, p. 66: “And he made atonement for the land.
And he took the kid of a goat, and he made atonement with its blood for all the
sins of the land because everything which was on it had been blotted out except
those who were in the ark with Noah.” See also F. G. Martinez, Genesis
Apocryphon, 10:13, p. 231: “I atoned for the whole earth.”
74 H. W. Nibley, Before Adam, p. 63. Commenting further on simplistic
assumptions that believers too often apply to the story of Noah, Nibley wrote
(ibid., p. 66):
From where he was, “the whole earth” (Genesis 8:9) was covered with
water as far as he could see; after things had quieted down for 150 days
and the ark ground to a halt, it was still three months before he could see
any mountaintops. But what were conditions in other parts of the world? If
Noah knew that, he would not have sent forth messenger birds to explore.
The flood as he described it is what he saw of it. “He sent forth a dove from
him, to see if the waters were abated from off the face of the ground”
(Genesis 8:8). Couldn’t he see for himself? Not where the dove went. It
was not until seven days later that he sent it out again; and after flying all
day, the bird came back with a green leaf fetched from afar; “so Noah knew
that the waters were abated from off the earth” (Genesis 8:11). Still he
waited another seven days. When the dove did not return, Noah had his
answer. In some distant place, trees were bearing and there was birdfood
to be found. But not where Noah was. All that time he had not dared to
open up.
Note that the author does not fall into the literary trap of telling where the
birds went and what they saw. That became a standard theme of early
Oriental literature, faithfully reflected in the classical stories of the seaeagle and the hoopoe. All Noah tells us is what he saw of the birds and the
flood. The rain continued at least in spots, for there was that magnificent
rainbow. Why do Christians insist on calling it the first rainbow, just
because it is the first mentioned? Who says that water drops did not
refract light until that day? Well, my old Sunday School teacher, for one,
used to say it. The rainbow, like the sunrise, is strictly the product of a
point of view, for which the beholder must stand in a particular place while
it is raining in another particular place and the sun is in a third particular
place, if he is to see it at all. It is a lesson in relativity.

Of course, Nibley also took issue with skeptics who believed that there was no
historical antecedent for the kinds of events reported in the Bible. As Parley P.
Pratt wrote about such views in his day (P. P. Pratt, Voice, p. 4):
It was well for Noah that he was not well-versed in the spiritualizing
systems of modern divinity; for under their benighted influence he would
never have believed that so marvelous a prophecy would have had a literal
meaning and fulfillment. No, he would have been told that the Flood
meant a spiritual flood, and the Ark a spiritual ark, and the moment he
thought otherwise he would have been set down as a fanatic, knave, or
fool. But it was so—that he believed the prophecy literally. Here then is a
fair sample of foreknowledge, for all the world who did not possess it
perished by the Flood.
Truman G. Madsen further explains (T. G. Madsen, Essay, p. xv):
Mormons seem to be biblicistic and literalistic. But it is the recognition
that the Bible is in central parts clear narrative, an account of genuine
persons involved in genuine events, that is characteristic … Creation was
an event; the Resurrection occurred. The religious experiences chronicled
in the book of Acts are acts in a book. The Bible, the point is, becomes thus
a temporal document just as much as it is spiritual. And the same can be
said for other Mormon scriptural writings. They too are “time-bound”;
they cannot be understood in a non-historical way. They arise from and, it
is hoped, return to the concrete realities of the human predicament.
For more about LDS perspectives on historicity of the scriptures, see J. M.
Bradshaw, God's Image 1, Excursus 13: Some Perspectives on Historicity, pp.
552-553. See D. E. Jeffery, Noah's Flood and C. M. White et al., Noachian
Flood Story for considered LDS perspectives on reconciling current scientific
findings with the Genesis flood story. See also J. A. Widtsoe, Flood; M. S.
Petersen, Earth, p. 432.
75 1 Corinthians 13:11.
76 LaCocque observes: “To consider [such stories as tales] for children is only
possible when the story is vaguely known, when it is considered from a distance,
and with a preconceived feeling that nothing can be learned from so ‘naïve’ a tale”
(A. LaCocque, Trial, pp. 10-11).
77 J. Smith, Jr., Teachings, 25 March 1839, p. 137.

