
language barriers and the lack of familiarity
with local judicial and governmental sys-
tems. Biblical law makes this mistreatment 
of foreigners especially odious and abhorrent
because the people of Israel themselves were
foreigners who were oppressed in a distant
land. The law requires all participants in the
judicial process to empathize with these dis-
advantaged parties, and just as God was kind
to Israel in liberating them from bondage, so
it is becoming of all lawyers to emulate this
divine characteristic in promoting fairness in
the interest of resident aliens.

For all their shortcomings and other fail-
ings, ancient Israel apparently honored these
rules of judicial conduct in practice as well 
as in theory. Scholars strongly suspect that
behind or alongside the series of judicial rules
in Exodus 22–23 there once stood in ancient
Israel specific sets of instructions that were
given to or expected of those who partici-
pated in the legal process.10 We see evidence
of this in several places. Judges in Israel 
were charged with the duty of judging righ-
teously according to these rules of conduct. 
In 2 Chronicles 19:7, 9, King Jehoshaphat
installed judges and sent them to do justice.
As he did so he reportedly “charged them” to
avoid “iniquity” or any perversion of justice,
“respect of persons” or improper partiality,
and “taking of gifts” or bribes. 

Similar reflections of this judicial code of
conduct are found in several other places in
the Old Testament. Classic formulations of
judicial ethics are found in Deuteronomy:
“Judge righteously between every man and
his brother, and the stranger that is with him.
Ye shall not respect persons in judgment; but
ye shall hear the small as well as the great; ye
shall not be afraid of [or be intimidated by]
the face of man” (Deuteronomy 1:16–17);
“Judge the people with just judgment. Thou
shalt not wrest [stretch, pervert] judgment;
thou shalt not respect persons, neither take 
a gift” (Deuteronomy 16:18–19); “They shall
justify the righteous, and condemn the
wicked” (Deuteronomy 25:1).

The violation of these rules of professional
conduct would call down the wrath of divine
disapproval and justice. Amos 5:12 reads, “For
I know your manifold transgressions and your
mighty sins: they afflict the just, they take a
bribe, and they turn aside the poor in the 
gate from their right.” The prophet Zechariah
demanded, “Execute the judgment of truth

and peace in your gates: and let none of you
imagine evil in your hearts against his neigh-
bor; and love no false oath: for all these are
things that I hate, saith the Lord” (Zechariah
8:16–17). For this reason “the fear of the Lord”
is listed in Psalm 19 among the defining, oper-
ative components of Hebrew law, namely, the
Torah, the testimony, the statutes, the com-
mandments, and the judgments of the Lord
altogether (Psalms 19:7–10).

Conclusion
For those involved in the administration of
justice under Hebrew law in biblical times,
all this was serious business indeed. In these
ancient roots can be found the direct ances-
tors of many of the requirements found in
the modern code of professional responsi-
bility that demands openness, truthfulness,
fairness, diligence, competence, and avoid-
ance of undue influence. Those roots are
strong; in some ways they are even stronger
than their manifestations in the modern
code of professional conduct.

Every judicial system operates within a
set of rules, regulations, and moral expecta-
tions. Sometimes these norms are set forth
explicitly, other times they exist as general
societal values. In the United States the con-
cept of criminal justice is bound up with such
legal values as affording due process, notice,
the right to be heard, the opportunity to
confront one’s accuser, the right to counsel,
the privilege of appeal, and protection from
double jeopardy. Going beyond the minimal
requirements of civil justice, Elder Dallin H.
Oaks has discussed the challenge of conduct-
ing litigation today “in the Lord’s way.”11

Addressing those who would be plaintiffs in
a lawsuit, Elder Oaks encourages people to
remember to forgive, to pursue private settle-
ment options, to eliminate revenge, to act to
protect others, to consider the effect of civil
action on those who are sued, and, in gen-
eral, to think of one’s own responsibilities
ahead of one’s rights. Although such modern
value systems address the concerns of our
day, they are still consonant with the ancient
rules of judicial ethics that were embodied in
Jehovah’s code of justice in Exodus 22–23.

In sum, one would hope that lawyers and
judges in the modern world would find the
biblical rules just as compelling as did the
ancients. In requiring clear communication,
honesty, fairness, diligence, competence, and

avoidance of bribes, modern rules of profes-
sional conduct still require many of the same
virtues as did these ancient commandments.
At the same time, Jehovah’s code of civil justice
seems to go even farther in explicitly requiring
participants in the judicial process to shun false
rumors, to keep confidences, to avoid over-
reaching, to eschew ill will, to be courageously
independent, not to be overzealous for a
minority cause, to be affirmatively fair to those
in need, to eradicate perjury, to be careful, and
to accept no inappropriate personal benefits 
for the discharge of legal authority.
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he Library of Congress and Brigham Young University will hold a joint symposium May 6–7, 2005, in

Washington, D.C., to examine the religious, social, and theological contributions of Joseph Smith Jr. in

recognition of the bicentennial of his birth. The Worlds of Joseph Smith symposium, to be held in the

Coolidge Auditorium of the Library of Congress, will feature sessions focusing on Smith’s own world,

his recovery of “past worlds,” his challenges to the theological world, and his founding of a global

religion, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

Religion experts from Baylor, BYU, Columbia, Pepperdine, and other major universities will par-

ticipate in the symposium. Elder Dallin H. Oaks, a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, will

be a featured speaker. Prior to his call to full-time Church service, Elder Oaks served as a Utah

Supreme Court justice, as president of BYU, and as a professor of law at the University of Chicago.

The symposium is open to the news media

and invited scholars in the fields of American

religious history and religious studies. Each ses-

sion will feature the presentation of a paper,

three respondents, and time for open discus-

sion. Some seating by registration only will be

available to the public. The program will also be

broadcast via the Internet.

James H. Hutson, chief of the manuscript

division at the Library of Congress, says people

will find it instructive to be informed by a group

of distinguished scholars exactly how the

Church, founded by Joseph Smith, evolved from

a small, persecuted band to a major religion

influential in the United States and the world.

“Other religious persuasions important 

in American history—Puritanism, for exam-

ple—traced the same trajectory but, unlike

Mormonism, reached a limit from which their

influence receded,” said Hutson. “This topic will

be among the many subjects that should stim-

ulate reflection and make the symposium an

intellectual feast.”

Jack Welch, professor of law at BYU and 

co-planner of the symposium along with Hutson,

is pleased that the Library of Congress and 

BYU could come together to sponsor a scholarly

examination of Smith’s life.

“Joseph Smith is a towering religious figure.

Perhaps for that very reason he draws a lot of

lightning but also channels extraordinary power,”

said Welch. “The conference is not aimed at pros-
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elytizing or advocating any particular point of

view. It will not involve polemics or propaganda.

Anyone who would be interested in knowing how

informed scholars approach the study of Joseph

Smith, just as they might study Buddha, Moses,

Mohammed, St. Francis, or any other major reli-

gious leader, will find the outcome of this confer-

ence informative, up-to-date, interesting, and

reliable. . . . We anticipate that modern scholars

and the general public will appreciate the rele-

vance of the principles he taught.”

Robert Millet, the Richard L. Evans Professor

of Religious Understanding at BYU, who was

instrumental in the genesis of the symposium,

says the event will recognize and explore the

impact of an important religious figure.

“Even if one doesn’t accept Joseph Smith’s

claims of divine inspiration and authorization,

it’s hard to dismiss his impact on the theological

world,” said Millet, a professor of ancient scrip-

ture. “As we approach the anniversary of his

birth 200 years ago, it’s important and worth-

while to examine and explore his contributions,

which include the establishment of a worldwide

church.”

Another of Smith’s contributions was the

translation of the Book of Mormon, a religious

history of peoples who lived on the American

continents before and after the time of Christ.

Today the book is printed in 104 languages. A

first-ever commercial edition of the Book of

Mormon will be published this November by

Doubleday.

Richard Bushman, the Gouverneur Morris

Professor of History emeritus at Columbia

University and chair of the executive committee

at the Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for Latter-

day Saint History at BYU, said: “The time is ripe

for an assessment of Joseph Smith’s position in

American culture. Events of the 200 years since

his birth have proven that the religious culture

he created has staying power.”

T
Daguerreotype of an etching with the

image of Joseph Smith, the first 
president of The Church of Jesus Christ

of Latter-day Saints, and his brother
Hyrum. Courtesy of L. Tom Perry Special

Collections, Harold B. Lee Library,
Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah.




