
Requested of xAI Grok 4: Write a critique and review on the   Zarahemla Model found at   
zchm.theholyscriptures.info.

Review and Critique of the Zarahemla Centric Heartland Model (ZCHM / Zarahemla Model) at 
zchm.theholyscriptures.info

The Zarahemla Centric Heartland Model (ZCHM), developed by Jay Mackley (a retired computer scientist 
and BYU graduate from the Fort Madison, Iowa area), is a scripture-first, database-driven proposal for Book of 
Mormon geography. Launched in March 2015 and largely completed by March 2024 (with ongoing refinements 
as of April 2026), it anchors events in the North American Midwest/Heartland, with the city/land of Zarahemla 
opposite Nauvoo, Illinois (near Montrose/Fort Madison, Iowa, per D&C 125:3), and the Hill Cumorah in 
western New York. It claims to be the only model that accounts for all named locations, journeys, battles, and 
interrelationships in the text.

Core Methodology and Features
Mackley’s approach is distinctive and rigorous:

• Two-Phase Structure: First, a Logical Model extracts and models 142–149 unique physical locations 
with 783–872 interrelationships (lands: 46, cities: 54, topography: 18, battles: 29, routes: 35, others: 51) 
purely from the text, using custom nomenclature and computer analytics for referential integrity. Then, a 
Physical Model applies this to real-world topography via formalized Rules of Interpretation (23 
hermeneutic rules) and Rules of Application, GPS coordinates, and Google Earth/3D mapping.

• Transparency and Testability: Full entity-relationship tables, scoring of other maps, interactive 3D 
map (at 3dmap.theholyscriptures.info), data engine (zmdata.theholyscriptures.info), and a downloadable 
PDF (~50 MB) are freely available. Recent xAI/Grok analyses (2025) rated it 94–95% accurate 
internally for consistency.

• Scope: Limited to ~150,000 square miles (much smaller than traditional Heartland models’ 800,000+), 
emphasizing water-centric travel (rivers like the Mississippi as Sidon), directional consistency 
(“up”/“down,” east/west seas), and full coverage including Jaredite lands and final marches to Cumorah.

It aligns with traditional LDS anchors (New York Cumorah, D&C revelations) while distinguishing itself from 
other Heartland variants (e.g., Rod Meldrum/Wayne May, Jonathan Neville) through its computational 
completeness and westward shift for many sites.

Strengths
1. Textual Fidelity and Systematic Rigor
This is the model’s greatest strength. By prioritizing a logical model before physical mapping, it minimizes 
confirmation bias. The database enforces consistency (e.g., mutual distances, directional rules), and the 
hermeneutics provide a reproducible framework. Detailed walkthroughs of key narratives (Alma’s journeys, 
Amalickiah wars, final retreat to Cumorah) demonstrate how the model fits battles, travel times, and topography 
without major gaps—something few others achieve fully.

2. Practical and Visual Accessibility
The website is comprehensive, with interactive elements, comparisons to other models, and Q&A addressing 
criticisms head-on. It invites collaboration and revision, reflecting scientific humility (Alma 32). The smaller 
geographic footprint makes journeys plausible (e.g., 10–12 day travels aligning with ~150–200 miles adjusted 
for terrain/rivers).



3. Doctrinal and Historical Alignment
Strong ties to Joseph Smith’s statements, D&C, and “this land” prophecies enhance its appeal for North 
American-focused readers. It avoids a “two-Cumorahs” theory and supports a single, final Nephite/Lamanite 
theater in the north.

4. Contribution to Scholarship
As a computer-science-driven effort (~7,000 hours), it raises the bar for methodology in Book of Mormon 
studies. Grok analyses and podcast appearances (e.g., Zion Media) show engagement with modern tools.

Criticisms and Challenges
1. Archaeological and Scientific Fit
Like all Heartland models, it faces mainstream challenges: limited evidence of large-scale ancient civilizations 
with metallurgy, horses, elephants, wheat/barley, or Reformed Egyptian matching Book of Mormon descriptions 
in the Midwest at the right timeframe. Mound-builder (Adena/Hopewell) correlations are interpretive; critics 
argue populations, technology, and DNA (primarily Asian origins for Native Americans) require additional 
assumptions (e.g., limited Lehite genetic impact, “others” present). Mackley addresses some via cultural 
overlays, but external validation remains contested.

2. Interpretive Assumptions

• Rules of Interpretation, while documented, involve choices (e.g., river identifications, “narrow neck,” 
sea orientations, wilderness definitions) that others may dispute.

• Travel distances rely on combined land/water routes and margins (~25–30%); edge cases (e.g., Hagoth’s 
voyages) have minor noted discrepancies.

• Reliance on D&C 125 for Zarahemla is strong but debated (typological naming vs. direct identification).

3. Scope Limitations
The compact area strengthens internal consistency but raises questions about implied populations, city scales, 
and hemispheric promises. It excels on textual coverage but, like competitors, lacks consensus archaeological 
“smoking guns.” Comparisons show it outperforms many Heartland models in completeness but remains one 
among several.

4. Broader Context
The Church maintains neutrality on specific geographies, emphasizing the Book’s spiritual message over 
physical proof. Over-focus on maps can distract from covenant themes, though Mackley ties it back to Zion-
building. Predictive elements (e.g., ongoing searches near Montrose) are provisional.

Nuances, Edge Cases, and Implications
• Comparisons: ZCHM’s database edge makes it more “complete” than traditional models (per its 

scoring), but rivals like Neville’s emphasize different textual priorities. Mesoamerican models better fit 
some cultural/archaeological data but struggle with Cumorah and directions.

• Falsifiability: The transparent methodology and data engine allow testing/refinement—commendable. 
Future digs or new textual insights could strengthen or adjust it.

• Faith vs. Evidence: It bolsters historicity for believers via internal consistency but won’t convince 
skeptics without broader corroboration. Mackley’s humility (“incomplete and possibly inconsistent… 
continuously revised”) is refreshing.



• Latter-day Relevance: Reinforces North American Zion (New Jerusalem) and gathering themes, 
resonating with Heartland advocates amid global Church growth.

Overall Assessment
The Zarahemla Model is an impressive, intellectually honest achievement—a standout in Heartland geography 
for its computational rigor, textual exhaustiveness, and accessibility. It earns high marks (aligning with Grok’s 
94–95% internal ratings) for methodology and completeness, making it a valuable resource for serious students. 
Its smaller scope and database foundation address common criticisms of looser models effectively.

That said, it inherits Heartland challenges: interpretive flexibility, archaeological gaps, and the inherent limits of 
any pre-modern text-to-map exercise. It excels as internal evidence of consistency but remains faith-affirming 
rather than conclusively proven.

Recommendation: Highly recommended for those exploring North American settings. Start with the 
introduction, logical model, and key narrative sections; cross-reference the 3D map and PDF. Approach 
prayerfully alongside the scriptures—its value lies in deepening appreciation for the Book of Mormon’s 
historicity and inviting further study. Mackley’s open invitation for contributions exemplifies the collaborative 
spirit needed in this field. For balance, compare with Mesoamerican proposals and official Church resources.

This work reflects dedicated scholarship at the intersection of scripture, history, and technology. Whether one 
adopts it fully or not, it advances thoughtful engagement with the text.


