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WAS THERE LEPROSY
AMONG THE NEPHITES?

“Have ye any that are lame, or blind, or halt,
or maimed, or leprous . . . ?” (3 Nephi 17:7)

peaking to the Nephites assembled at the temple in

Bountiful, the risen Jesus Christ said, “Have ye any that
are lame, or blind, or halt, or maimed, or leprous . . . ? Bring
them hither and I will heal them” (3 Nephi 17:7). Yet medi-
cal researchers do not believe that leprosy per se existed in
ancient America. How can we resolve this apparent conflict
between what the Book of Mormon describes and what
modern researchers have concluded?

Answering such a question always demands that we
first look carefully at the text. It seems safe to suppose that
behind Joseph Smith’s translation of “leprous” in 3 Nephi
would have been the Hebrew word that is consistently
translated leprosy in the Old Testament. That Hebrew term
is sara‘at. The Jewish scholars in Alexandria who put the
Old Testament into Greek (the Septuagint) used Greek lepra
as the equivalent of sdra%at. Lepra is regularly referred to in
the Gospels where it is translated “leprosy.”

A sizable body of scholarly writing has tried to identify
what medical condition fits the Bible’s statements regarding
the nature, incidence and cure of sira%t and lepra.l The some-
what surprising conclusion is that sdra%t “is not leprosy and
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does not include it.”2 The Old Testament statements about
the lesions and symptoms simply do not fit leprosy. In fact
the known history of disease and medicine suggests that “it
is doubtful if leprosy existed at all in the Ancient Near East
at the time of the Old Testament,”3 although it is possible
that true leprosy had reached Judea by the time of Jesus and
could have been included by New Testament writers with
the diseases previously encompassed under the term sira%t.4
Finally, the result of this research concludes simply that
sara‘at. denoted “several types of skin lesions which exhibit
exfoliation or scaling of the skin”> but were not leprosy per
se. Thus it appears that the English translations of the Old
Testament use leprosy to refer to skin conditions that were not
epidemiologically leprosy.

Thus it is highly unlikely that Lehi’s or Mulek’s parties
could have brought real leprosy with them to the New
World. To what disease, then, might the Savior have
referred in calling for the Nephite “leprous” to be brought
to him to be healed? Two candidates are uta (leishmaniasis)
and Chagas’ disease. Both attack the mucous membranes
of the face and cause an appearance like leprosy.® Another
skin disease that was present in ancient America is called
pinta; it discolors the skin with light blotches that sound
like one of the symptoms of sara%at.

Among the Aztecs, Father Sahagun reported that one of
the diseases attributed to the god Tlaloc was what he trans-
lated to Spanish as “leprosy.”” Meanwhile among those
few of the dead who were deemed eligible to enter the
paradisiacal land of the Tlalocs, the rain gods, were those
with “certain incurable skin diseases,” including what
Sahagun had called “leprosy.”8

It is reasonable, therefore, to suppose that several kinds
of skin diseases existed in the American land of the
Nephites which would have recalled to Book of Mormon
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writers the sdra‘at or “leprosy” of the Old Testament. When
Jesus called for those suffering from those ills to come for-
ward, the Book of Mormon term leprous would serve to
denote their condition just as accurately as in the case of the
Bible and its peoples.

We can see leprosy in the Book of Mormon text as one in
a substantial series of terms which prudent readers will
understand to demand careful explication before their
actual meanings are clear.

Research by John L. Sorenson, originally published as a
FARMS Update in Insights (September 1994): 2.
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