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King Benjamin’s sermon at the Zarahemla temple unfolds in four movements arranged around 

two striking narrative interludes. The first two of these movements open the sermon in a pair: 

first, a long overture sketching themes of selfless kingship, human dependency, and the 

predicament of sin; and second, a vivid report of Benjamin’s angelic visitation, which includes 

extensive quotation of the angel’s direct revelation of the ministry and atonement of Jesus Christ, 

echoing themes of Benjamin’s selfless kingship. Here the sermon is interrupted by an intense 

communal experience of repentance and spiritual release among Benjamin’s assembled people. 

The king then returns to his sermon, recapitulating in the third movement the sermon’s opening 

themes of human insufficiency and sin, and taking up a discussion of Christian ethics. Here the 

sermon pauses again, apparently at Benjamin’s own wish to gauge the mood of the listeners, and 

the people respond with spontaneous avowal of covenant with God. Benjamin then concludes the 

sermon with a fourth movement acknowledging the people’s covenant with God and declaring 

their redemption under the name of Christ.  

A kind of rhythm emerges in the stuttering, interruption-and-resumption play of the 

spoken movements and interluding performances. Each beat revisits themes and structures 

introduced earlier, but each recapitulation unfolds with critical differences as well.  This rhythm 

is especially clear in the third movement’s repetition of the theological motifs introduced in the 

first. Following the scene of communal repentance, Benjamin takes up the third part of his 

sermon with a review of the themes introduced in the beginning, namely the greatness of the 



creator God who grants and sustains human life and the abjection of humanity, imaged in the 

friable “dust of the earth” from which the human is created (see Mosiah 4:5-6, echoing themes 

introduced in Mosiah 2:2-21, 25). The repetition is displaced by a crucial difference, however: 

Benjamin’s return in the third movement to these early themes is, I will argue, restructured 

around an important type scene of divine encounter introduced in the second.  

  

Performative Creation  

My argument rests on a close reading of the exchange in Mosiah 3 between King Benjamin and 

the angel, which I will use as a template for understanding the soteriology of Mosiah 4. Before 

addressing the scene of angelic encounter, however, I’ll briefly lay out here the interpretive tools 

I bring to my reading, concepts I attempt ground in the sermon itself. I begin with a question 

about Benjamin’s state of mind at the moment the angel rouses him. Is Benjamin merely 

sleeping, or does the angel call him out of some existential or spiritual stupor? Contextual clues 

suggest an answer. The closing passage of chapter 2, immediately preceding the angel’s wake-up 

call, invokes the notion of “awakening” twice in quick succession, each imagining a sinner’s 

dawning apprehension of his “awful situation” upon finding himself in “the presence of the 

Lord” at a scene of judgment (Mosiah 2:38, 40). In Benjamin’s picture, the sinner’s “lively 

sense” of anguish arises only partly from the guilt of his misdeeds exposed at the judgment bar. 

More fundamentally at issue seems to be the sinner’s “situation”--that is, his site or position 

relative to God. The sinner, Benjamin explains, instinctively “shrink[s] from the presence of the 

Lord,” apparently asserting an independent identity sufficient in itself, unreliant on God for its 

coherence and continuance (2:38). His “awful situation” in the divine presence, however, makes 

him see that his existence is not absolute and self-sustaining but fundamentally structured in 



relation to God (2:40). To “awaken,” in this context, is not merely to recognize one’s misdeeds: 

it is to recognize that the soul’s existence is self-insufficient and persists only in dependent 

relation to God.  

Indeed, the self-insufficiency of the human being, the “eternal indebtedness” of creature 

to creator, is the primary theme of Mosiah 2 (see 2:34). Benjamin implores his people to 

understand that they cannot sustain their own being in themselves, because God “is preserving 

you from day to day, by lending you breath, that ye may live and move and do according to your 

own will, and even supporting you from one moment to another” (2:21).  At best, the individual 

borrows her life from forces of creation that “lend” her breath from moment to moment. 

Benjamin revises the biblical formula to teach that creation occurs not “in the beginning,” but 

“from the beginning” (2:21), implying that it continues in the present. In Benjamin’s existential 

reformulation, creation is not a fait accompli, a one-time feat of divine providence, but a 

regenerative process bearing up each breath and heartbeat “from one moment to another.” For 

Benjamin, this ongoing performance of creation is a material process, not a metaphorical or 

figurative flourish. At stake is the persistence of the very substances and processes of the 

physical body, “all that ye have and are” (2:34). Benjamin’s several invocations of the 

primordial dust of creation underscore the brick-and-mortar, flesh-and-blood materiality of the 

regenerative performance that sustains ordinary human life (2:25-26). Under the seamless 

surfaces of our experience--the objects and entities and forces that we take for granted as we 

“live and move and do,” in Benjamin’s words--this latent creative force is at work regenerating 

the substance of all we perceive. We might call this Benjamin’s performative metaphysical 

creationism. As a creature-in-process, the human being, body and soul, is never finally complete, 



never existentially self-sustaining. Sleepers dream up this fantasy of self-sufficiency; the wakeful 

possess a lively sense of self-insufficiency.  

In this context, the state of spiritual stupor from which the angel awakens Benjamin at 

Mosiah 3:2 can be described quite precisely: it is his unconsciousness of the performative 

processes from which creaturely existence is sustained in relation to God. Read in light of the 

immediately-preceding uses of “awaken,” the angel’s repetition of the word becomes a call to 

wakefulness out of the complacent dream of a self-owned identity and a self-sustaining 

substance. Another way to say this is that Benjamin is awakened into a recognition of his own 

existence as a phenomenon. The performative creationism of Mosiah 2, I suggest, lends itself to 

an informal phenomenology in Mosiah 3. A phenomenon is, quite simply, something that 

appears. To speak of a phenomenon, rather than a being, is to foreground the first-person 

perspective of the one who perceives it: to appear is to appear to someone, whereas a being might 

be taken to exist in itself. Considering experience in terms of phenomena, then, reveals the play 

of perspectives in any interaction: when I converse with another person, I exist to them as a 

phenomenon just as they exist to me as a phenomenon that I perceive and with which I interact 

on the basis of that perception. To think of myself as a phenomenon rather than a self-existent 

being thus requires me to decouple my existence from my singular perspective, because I realize 

that I exist in the world as a person who appears to other people whose perspectives I cannot 

inhabit. I cannot escape my existence-in-relation, nor can I self-generate phenomenality; I 

depend on the perceptions of the entities around me to facilitate my own existence in the 

phenomenal world.  

It is in this sense that Benjamin’s performative creationism endorses a phenomenological 

view: both lenses strip away unexamined assumptions about self-generated existence and self-



sustaining matter, to reveal experience in process. Both open our eyes to the energies at work 

regenerating the substances and agencies, objects and entities, of the world--myself above all. A 

phenomenon is fundamentally structured in relation to a perceiver, and its structure must be 

continually regenerated as the terms and forms of interaction shift. This recognition shifts the 

locus of my personhood away from the self-contained fortress of my own mind, and into the 

space between myself and those to whom I appear. As a phenomenon, my “situation” is the 

determining fact of my existence, because my identity arises in relation to some other. My 

existence is a kind of collaboration between the substances of my self and the perspective of the 

entities that perceive it. In this way, Benjamin’s performative metaphysical creationism, with its 

emphasis on the “situation” of the soul in relation to God, lends itself well to phenomenological 

application.  

In one sense, of course, it is sharply counterintuitive to argue that it is Benjamin’s 

phenomenality that is first at issue in the opening verses of Mosiah 3. After all, it is the angel 

who has just appeared to the king; one would naturally suppose it is the angel who is 

phenomenal in this scene! Indeed, the nature and processes of the angel’s existence do demand 

attention as Benjamin’s co-phenomenal scene partner. Nevertheless, I argue that the particular 

way in which the word “awaken” is used at the end of Mosiah 2 first calls into question the 

constitutive processes of Benjamin’s existence. It is the angel who calls Benjamin into wakeful 

apprehension of his situation in relation to God, of his self-insufficiency and of the constant 

relational replenishment necessary to sustain his experience--in short, it is the angel who calls 

into question Benjamin’s existence as a phenomenon. Strange as it seems, it is the existence of 

the king, not the angel, that the text challenges.  

 



The Angel and the King 

In view of this conceptual backdrop, I turn now to a more sustained reading of Mosiah 3: 1-3. 

The second movement of Benjamin’s four-part sermon opens dramatically with a divine 

visitation. King Benjamin teases the interest of his audience with the disclosure that he has 

“things to tell you concerning that which is to come,” things received directly from the mouth of 

“an angel from God” (3:1-2). With no additional context, he launches the account in medias res: 

“And he said unto me: Awake! And I awoke; and behold, he stood before me” (3:2). This scene, 

sparsely rendered, is nonetheless rich in implication   From unconsciousness, Benjamin is 

summoned into phenomenality by the angel’s call: “Awake!” It is significant that the angel 

speaks in a performative, not a representational, mode; the angel does not use the word “awake” 

to describe the process of Benjamin’s awakening, rather he awakens him with the word. The 

angel marshals the extra-representational power of language to intervene directly in the world: 

with the utterance “awake,” he brings to pass a new, albeit hyper-local, arrangement of reality. 

Benjamin now exists as a phenomenon under the angel’s gaze, awakening like Adam into a 

world in which he is a new creature. By way of comparison, the first Genesis creation narrative 

deploys the same illocutionary or performative power of language at the creation of the cosmos: 

“And God said, Let there be light: and there was light” (Genesis 1:3).  God calls creation into 

being with the performative force of the divine word. As noted above, God the creator is a 

pervasive topos in Benjamin’s sermon: by this point in the text, creation has been explicitly 

invoked four times, together with several references to man’s abject origin in and eventual return 

to the “dust of the earth.” (2:25-26). I argue that in this suggestive context Benjamin’s 

awakening at the performative angelic word should be read as a spontaneous phenomenological 



re-creation from the dust that materializes human substance. Benjamin, no less than the angel, 

shows up fresh at the beginning of Mosiah 3.  

That he awakes into being at the angel’s word is crucial. His phenomenality--his 

presence as a figure, sensing and sensible, available to the angel’s experience--comes to pass 

through the angel’s call, not through his own will or any intrinsic property or identification. In a 

phenomenological sense, then, the source of Benjamin’s being is constitutively displaced from 

itself. His entity (his “thereness” at the angel’s word) and his identity (his “selfsameness” in a 

constructed world) only partially overlap. He is called from without. He is not his own.   

Thus far, we might read King Benjamin’s encounter with the angel as staging a 

traditional account of God’s sovereign creation of humanity, very much in line with the 

absolutist human-divine ontology that emerges in the first movement of the sermon. Under such 

a view, humans’ created status affords little by way of reciprocity, agency or value with respect 

to an all-powerful creator God. “If ye should serve [God] with your whole soul, … yet ye would 

be unprofitable servants” (2:21), King Benjamin reminds his audience. “Can ye say aught of 

yourselves? I answer ye: Nay” (2:25). Human creatureliness names the chasm between, on the 

one hand, God’s absolute goodness, greatness, and power, and on the other human guilt, 

wretchedness, and impotence. No man can say “aught of himself.” No man is his own, because 

all belongs to God.   

The king’s encounter with the angel, however, includes a final, vital beat, that, I argue, 

opens it to an alternate interpretation. Recalled to being, Benjamin’s newly-performed 

phenomenological givenness--his thereness within the angel’s field of experience--becomes a 

kind of meet response to the divine call. Note that at the instant of Benjamin’s awakening, the 

text reverses the perspectival positions of the implied gaze and object. The performative opening 



of the exchange--”Awake!”--originates from what must necessarily be the angel’s perspective, 

Benjamin, in oblivion from which he must be awakened, possessing no conscious perspective of 

his own. The middle of the exchange, “and I awoke,” marks a transfer of perspectival orientation 

from the angel to Benjamin, as Benjamin emerges into phenomenality. The final line--“and 

behold, he stood before me”--completes the exchange, and it is now Benjamin who seems to 

summon the angel into being. I read the imperative invocation of gaze captured by the word 

“behold” as the moment of reciprocal summons, upon which the angel is realized in Benjamin’s 

field of view: “and behold, he stood before me.” While the constraints of written text require the 

perspectival exchange to be narrated as if sequentially across time, the striking brevity of the 

narration suggests simultaneity, or at least a micro-temporality. The two figures have precipitated 

one another in a creative exchange that, I will argue in what follows, decisively inflects the 

treatment of human nothingness and salvation in Mosiah 4. I’d like to flag three features of what 

I am calling this paradigmatic type scene: 1) the episode is staged as a standing face-to-face 

encounter; 2) it hinges on a petition, invocation, or appeal that issues from one party to another, 

drawing the object into phenomenality; and 3) it resolves locally with a responsive gesture or 

transfer of mutual perspective. The exchange of uttered words brings the world into new being; 

the word performs the world.  

To be clear, my argument is not that Benjamin invents or hallucinates the angel: his 

responsive performative summons is not a wishful projection of his own. On the contrary, the 

argument is that Benjamin is constituted as a being--albeit a self-displaced, non-self-identical 

being--by the givenness of the angel. Because the angel gives itself, Benjamin is. To be is to be 

the given-to; to be is to be called from outside oneself.  



In many respects, the encounter does little to change the basic position of the creature 

before creator: the soul must still be awakened to her nothingness, to the knowledge that she is 

not her own, worlds without end. She must still surrender the drive to earn ownership of herself 

and thus deny her self-dispossession. Salvation still consists in constant exposure to her 

worthlessness. God remains, from the perspective of the soul called into being, a kind of 

unconditional ground. Nevertheless, the mutuality of the exchange--Benjamin’s reciprocal, 

counter-phenomenalizing turn in the final “behold”--opens the door to a reconsideration of the 

wildly asymmetrical human-divine ontology so salient in the sermon. The scene’s final transfer 

of perspective from the angel to Benjamin suggests a fracturing and relativizing of the absolute 

character of the divine, without compromising the power of God’s call in any particular instance. 

It forecloses a point of ultimate perspective and singular creative power, of the sort that classical 

theism typically ascribes to God, while continuing to insist on the partiality of creaturely 

perspective before creator. It gestures toward an unconditional ground that is itself composed of 

imbricated, intersecting perspectival planes. Without denying human creatureliness, it distributes 

creation across time and space through local encounters that, moment by moment, perform the 

given world. 

I have read this short exchange strenuously, perhaps loading the phrase “behold, he stood 

before me” with more theological freight than it can bear. It is not my argument that such a 

reading represents any sort of original intention on King Benjamin’s, Mormon’s, or Joseph 

Smith’s part, only that the text itself does not rule out such a reading. Even so, let me suggest in 

its defense that the Book of Mormon itself places great significance on angels bearing glad 

tidings. Alma and Samuel, Lehi and Nephi, hang the authority of their prophetic messages on 

angelic encounter; and the Book of Mormon’s thematics of the angel is closely linked to the 



character of its theism.1 Moreover, germane in this context is Joseph Smith’s account of his 

prophetic inauguration at the angelic encounter with Moroni, which lends itself to a rich 

phenomenological reading. Indeed, Smith’s account of the angel’s nighttime visitation parallels 

in certain respects Benjamin’s account of awakening to the angel. In a state of uncertainty and 

tension regarding his position before God, Smith is visited by an angel who, standing before him, 

calls him in darkness and brings him to light--quite literally, in Smith’s later account, as the 

angel sheds its heavenly light through the dark room. Under the angel’s dazzling light, Smith 

“shows up” in sacred history; by virtue of the angel’s indelible givenness, he is phenomenalized 

as a prophet in view of the world.2  

 

Salvation in the call 

Returning now to the third movement of Benjamin’s sermon, the text opens on a scene of crisis. 

After hearing Benjamin’s report of the angel’s words, the people fall “to the earth” and “[view] 

themselves in their own carnal state, even less than the dust of the earth.” They invoke the 

atoning blood of Christ and beg forgiveness by virtue of their faith in Christ, after which they are 

filled with joy and peace of conscience, “having received a remission of their sins” (4:1-3).  The 

people’s state of extremity, prostrate in the dust, recalls both the creaturely meagerness before 

God that Benjamin has earlier described (“ye cannot say that thou art even as much as the dust of 

the earth, yet thou wast created of the dust of the earth” [2:25]) and Benjamin’s own imminent 

death (“I am also of the dust. And ye behold that I am old, and am about to yield up this mortal 

frame to its mother earth” [2:26]). A rich mix of thematic associations thus informs the dust in 

which they lie: death, creation, and human insufficiency before God. Notably, these themes, 

                                                
1 See Alma 36; Helaman 13; 1 Nephi 8; 1 Nephi 11.  
2 See Joseph Smith History 1:29-33. 



imaged in dust, will be linked with salvation, not damnation, in the passage immediately ahead. 

Their abjection in the dust, it seems, is not the crisis from which they beg salvation.  

It’s my argument that the people experience a crisis of specular identity. We are told that 

the people have “viewed themselves in their own carnal state, even less than the dust of the 

earth” (4:2). The notion of self-viewing, typically modern, is unusual in scripture; in the Book of 

Mormon, it appears to be unique to this episode where it appears twice, suggesting that the 

phrase is considered, not simply conventional. Evidently perceiving some image or mental 

projection of their form, the gaze of the people is reflected from that avatar in a backformation of 

the self, and identity is thus grounded in this reflexive identification.3 The duplication of the self, 

present in both the gazing subject and its object, suggests that a kind of excess of identity or 

over-identification results. Paradoxically, however, the people see themselves as “even less than 

the dust of the earth.” Given the ontological (rather than ethical) resonance of dust in the 

semantic context just described, I suggest that “less than the dust” should be read as a kind of 

regression of the self, a devolution to a pre-subjective condition of non-identity, rather than a 

state of moral wrongdoing. Less than the dust of the earth, reduced to an uncreated state, their 

existential grounding in creatureliness is called into question. They find themselves trapped in 

the perspectival glitch that occurs when the specular self--an excess of identity--confronts its 

own groundlessness.  

When King Benjamin opens his mouth to call his people in 4:4, he returns to the scene of 

creative phenomenological exchange, now in the role of the angel. Just as the angel awakened 

                                                
3 The people seem to act in concert during this episode, apparently experiencing spontaneous unison 

emotion and speech. Interestingly, King Benjamin’s use of plural and singular pronouns throughout the 
address is inconsistent. I’m not prepared to give an account of the meaning of a reflexive specular self as 
constructed through a spontaneous communal experience; it may be that Mormon chose to portray the 
people’s response in communal terms as a rhetorical intensifier.  



him into being, he awakens his people, in a re-performance of creation, from their glitchy state of 

excess identity and impoverished ground. Addressing them directly, he “call[s] [their] attention,” 

a curious formulation lacking an indirect object (4:4): he does not call their attention to any 

particular object, nor does he call them to attention. He simply calls their attention--their 

perception, their experience, their openness to the phenomenal world itself.  He calls them to a 

kind of being precipitated by--that is, grounded in, not constitutive of--the world’s self-giving. 

Paul names God as the one who “calleth those things which be not as though they were” 

(Romans 4:17). In the mode of divine performance, then, King Benjamin calls his people--not 

out of the dust, but into dusty being.  

In the complex passage that follows the call, Benjamin guides his people discursively 

through two reciprocal moments of encounter, each signaled by an “if” clause and each 

refracting the motifs of the type scene discussed above. The first moment, beginning in verse 5, 

invokes Benjamin’s own awakening by the angel: “If the knowledge of the goodness of God has 

awakened you.” Here I read “knowledge of the goodness of God” not as catechistic tenets but as 

a kind of exposure to the goodness of God manifest in the created world as it appears, or as it is 

given. Whereas Benjamin encounters givenness through the appearance of the angel, and then 

embodies the angel himself as he calls his people, here the givenness of the world appears 

without personification, simply as “the knowledge of the goodness of God.”  

Knowledge of the goodness of God, or in other words exposure to the givenness of the 

world, Benjamin says, brings about an awakening: “the knowledge of the goodness of God at 

this time hath awakened you” (4:5). Following the logic of the type scene, the soul, like 

Benjamin, is awakened into being--but into a kind of being infused with not-being, “a sense of 

your nothingness and your worthless and fallen state” (4:5).  What can it mean to “awaken” to 



your own “nothingness”? How can “awakening,” which entails consciousness and being, open 

onto “nothingness,” which would seem to suggest something like awakening’s opposite? Above 

I suggested that “nothingness” is better read not as moral culpability, but rather as the 

performative character of being itself. The nothingness of the self names its origin in the divine 

call and thus its structural displacement from proprietary self-identity. Nothingness names the 

self’s dependency on the social and material substrates of the world’s givenness. Nothingness 

names the self’s temporal transience, its vulnerability and limitation, and the futility of its 

ceaseless efforts to deny the foregoing.  

It is striking to compare the account of the people’s crisis in 4:2 with Benjamin’s account 

of salvation in 4:4-7. Both passages center on the disclosure of one’s nothingness, but the 

people’s experience of “viewing” their nothingness leads to a spiritual crisis for which salvation 

is the remedy, whereas Benjamin suggests that “being awakened” to nothingness is the state of 

salvation itself. What, then, is the difference between viewing one’s nothingness and being 

awakened to one’s nothingness? I suggested above that viewing one’s nothingness should be 

read as a particular incoherence that results from denying the self’s dispossession. To view 

oneself is to assume a kind of neat coextension of perspective and Being, grounded in the notion 

of the subject; to assume one’s self-contained, self-possessing “am-ness.” Exposure to one’s 

nothingness necessarily puts that ground in radical jeopardy. To be awakened to nothingness, on 

the other hand, is to be called into being by what is already given, to be called into being as the 

given-to, and thus to ground one’s being outside oneself. The relevant factor is not “am-ness,” 

but “there-ness.” In this situation, nothingness need not threaten the reality of being, because the 

soul is already constituted as partial and self-displaced. To be awakened to nothingness is to 

experience one’s being from the perspective of the angel. 



Verse five, then, recapitulates, in a complex conditional construction, the first occasion in 

the scene of angelic encounter. This opening encounter between subject and phenomenon, in 

which the goodness of God awakens the subject, is followed by an inverted counterpart in the 

next moment of the sentence, likewise signaled by an “if” clause: “I say unto you, if ye have 

come to a knowledge of the goodness of God” (4:6).  Here the subject and object are reversed: 

the second-person subject, “ye”, is the subject that “comes to” or approaches the “knowledge of 

the goodness of God.” The repetition of the latter phrase, the inverted syntax of subject and 

object, and their identical signposting with parallel “if” clauses, link the two passages as 

interlocking ideas that bear careful fitting together. I read this grammatical reversal of the 

subject/object positions as the moment of phenomenological exchange marked by Benjamin’s 

“behold.” The creature, newly called to being, now routes the text’s implied perspective through 

his own agency, and beholds the “the goodness of God.” Here, as above, I read the “goodness of 

God” as inclusive of the created world, which the text repeatedly links with God’s goodness and 

greatness. The creature, now himself the ground of the creative encounter, phenomenalizes this 

goodness in its particulars as the sentence unspools: power, wisdom, patience, long-suffering. 

The world and its God stand before him, on the ground of his own self-giving.  

I’ve argued that the two rhetorical moments that open the third movement of Benjamin’s 

sermon constitute a tightly linked recapitulation of his visitation by the angel. He uses the 

narrative structure of encounter to describe a re-creation of the subject through the awakening 

call of the given (the “knowledge of the goodness of God”), and a reciprocal materialization of 

divine goodness by the subject. By way of conclusion, then, let me suggest a final line reading. 

After a difficult passage in which the meaning of the sentence seems to tangle in its own clauses, 

the text breaks off and shakes free at the end of verse 6. The declaration in verse 7, “I say, that 



this is the man who receives salvation” arrives with welcome clarity and force as a kind of 

(provisional) completion of this local moment of mutual creation. After the reciprocal calls 

outlined in verses 4 and 5, verse 7 arrives as an announcement and unveiling: “Behold! Here he 

is!”  Under this reading, “salvation through the atonement which was prepared from the 

foundation of the world,” which King Benjamin imputes to the soul awakened to its nothingness, 

names precisely the creative power of performance--distributed, refracted, relationally grounded-

-by which the world is materialized, day by day and moment by moment. 

 


