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“Second nature” is a term that has become, well, second nature. If somebody refers to something 

having become “second nature,” we know what they mean: that something has become so 

habitual as to be unconsciously performed. That thing has become, in a word, “culture,” in either 

of its predominant senses—as signified either by the apparent effortlessness of the virtuoso’s 

bow- or brushstrokes or the evident automaticity with which everyone, including the virtuoso, 

conforms to certain suprapersonal norms of thought, expression, and behavior. More precisely, 

then, “second nature” evokes the process whereby culture is naturalized for its subjects—in ways 

both enabling and disabling. One of the term’s classic articulations is in Aristotle’s ethics, where 

it is introduced in order to lay out how “virtue” is acquired—by sustaining, through discipline, an 

ethical practice to such an extent that the practice becomes an activity integral to the person. In 

this instance, “second nature” refers to humans creating the conditions for their own 

enhancement; it keys, in multiple senses, a positive program of human development.1 

However, in the Christian uptake of the concept by Augustine, Aquinas, and others, the 

term is substantially transvalued. “Second nature” is ontologized and oppositionalized—it 

becomes a pseudo-reality fabricated by humans that nonetheless attains a kind of quasi-reality 

                                                 
1 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics VII.10, trans. David Ross and Lesley Brown (Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2009), 135; see also Klaus Corcilius, “Aristotle’s Definition of Non-Rational Pleasure and Pain 

and Desire,” in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics: A Critical Guide, ed. Jon Miller (Cambridge and New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2011), 141. For one contemporary leveraging of Aristotle’s notion of second nature, 

see John McDowell, Mind and World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996).  
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for them, blocking them from “that which is just and true,” to borrow a phrase from Mosiah 4 to 

which I shall return.  Ironically, it is the strong theocentric creationism arising out of Christian 

rereadings of Genesis that bulks “second nature” up in this way.2 Adam and Eve’s transgression 

is apprehended as compromising the divine creation so fatally as to demand nothing less than a 

divine re-creation. Put more strongly, Adam and Eve, by their action, create a qualitatively other 

world whose very existence is an affront to the “good” world made by God, and, as such, a world 

that can only await its deserved leveling. Adam and Eve’s “transgression” is, in an etymological 

sense, a stepping out of their place as crowning objects of creation in an attempt to become “like 

the gods” themselves, which is to say, subjects of creation. The original sin is human world-

making, and the world made by Adam and Eve constitutes a second creation whose every 

unfolding is only the reiteration of that sin. In other words, original sin is but a name for how this 

second nature created by Adam and Eve becomes second nature in the familiar sense with which 

we began: the lone and dreary world brought into being by an assertion of human creativity 

demands more such assertions, each of which can only deepen the reality effect of the second 

creation, causing the first creation to recede. All is vanity; the only solution is a subjective and 

objective restoration of the first creation at the expense of the second. The biblical story of the 

tower of Babel—which, we shall see at essay’s end, hovers ever so suggestively around the 

edges of King Benjamin’s characterization—provides fodder for this view: in a replay of the 

Fall, a triumph of human creativity is anxiously dashed by God in order to reassert his superior if 

no longer sole power to dispose the world (Genesis 11:1-9). 

                                                 
2 Bonnie Kent, “Habits and Virtues (Ia IIae, qq. 49-70),” in The Ethics of Aquinas, ed. Stephen J. Pope (Washington, 

D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2002), 116- 27. Two indices of the contemporary persistence of this Christian 

suspicion of “second nature” as a “second creation” dubiously vying with God’s: the recent emergence of “an online 

journal for critical thinking about technology and new media in light of the Christian tradition” entitled Second 

Nature, see https://secondnaturejournal.com/; Marilynne Robinson’s essays “Grace,” “Theology,” and “Realism” in 

her collection The Givenness of Things: Essays (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2015). 

https://secondnaturejournal.com/
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At the end of his prophetic career in Nauvoo, Joseph Smith challenged this metanarrative 

of creation in profound ways. Conceptually, he called into question divine creation ex nihilo and 

closed the ontological gap between gods, humans, and maybe even other life forms; practically, 

he increasingly comported himself as though king of the kingdom of God on earth.3 This so-

called Nauvoo theology, which arguably comprises both that which is most exhilaratingly 

distinctive and disconcertingly problematic in early Mormonism, is, I am going to venture, a 

theology of second creation. In fact, these teachings can be understood to imply—for better and 

worse—that there has only ever been and only ever will be second creation, which is to say a 

contingent, material history of collective world-making by immanent intelligences variously 

organized into forms that might be distinguished (or perhaps not) as gods, humans, animals, etc. 

Further, this essay argues that an early site of Smith’s theology of second creation is—

appropriately enough, perhaps—what might well be called the second creation of the Book of 

Mormon, which begins with the translation of what is now Mosiah 1-6 after the loss of the 

manuscript pages containing “the book of Lehi.”4 This passage, particularly Mosiah 4, is a highly 

reflexive working-over and -through the problem of creation, including, in some sense, its own. 

In terms of content, the text here depicts a re-creation of the Nephite theopolitical order by way 

                                                 
3 On Smith’s questioning of divine creation ex nihilo during the Nauvoo period, see "Discourse, 7 April 1844, as 

Reported by William Clayton," pp. 15-16, The Joseph Smith Papers, accessed October 5, 2018, 

http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/discourse-7-april-1844-as-reported-by-william-clayton/6; 

although this tendency was arguably present earlier, see "Revelation, 6 May 1833 [D&C 93]," p. [1], The Joseph 

Smith Papers, accessed October 5, 2018, http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/revelation-6-may-1833-

dc-93/1; on Smith’s comportment as king of the kingdom of God, see "Council of Fifty, Minutes, March 1844–

January 1846; Volume 1, 10 March 1844–1 March 1845," pp. [93-114], The Joseph Smith Papers, accessed October 

5, 2018, http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/council-of-fifty-minutes-march-1844-january-1846-

volume-1-10-march-1844-1-march-1845/98 93-114. 

 
4 Richard Lyman Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005), 74. For more 

granular accounts of this reboot, including of its historical and hermeneutical implications, see Brent Lee Metcalfe, 

“The Priority of Mosiah: A Prelude to Book of Mormon Exegesis: Explorations in Critical Methodology,” in New 

Approaches to the Book of Mormon, ed. Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City, UT: Signature Books, 1994), 395-444; 

and Dan Vogel, Joseph Smith: The Making of a Prophet (Salt Lake City, UT: Signature Books, 2004), 116-65.  

http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/discourse-7-april-1844-as-reported-by-william-clayton/6
http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/revelation-6-may-1833-dc-93/1
http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/revelation-6-may-1833-dc-93/1
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of a nominal commitment to Jesus Christ, “the Lord [God] Omnipotent,” as the sole agent of the 

world’s creation and re-creation (Mosiah 3: 5, 17, 18, 21; 5:2). However, the tortuous, dialectical 

form of Mosiah 4 tells another story. This is a story of bumping up against the inadequacy of 

what I will dub first creationism for the purposes of energizing and ennobling the difficult work 

Smith, on some level, must have felt himself to be performing as he tried his hand again at 

translating the Book of Mormon—namely, making the sacred in “a secular age,” conjuring gods 

whose exact nature and overwhelming presence were no longer given.5 Insofar as such making 

sacred in a secular age remains a task to which the theologian is called, Mosiah 4 instructively 

reflects that task back to her. Mosiah 4 is, among other things, a record of the arduous labor of 

remaking theology for a secular age. This undertaking I here understand—to put my cards on the 

table—to be best served by a proactive re-routing of theology through the second creation rather 

than an ever more sophisticated reassertion of the first.  

 

Making the First (of the Second) Second:  

The Macro-Trajectory of the Character King Benjamin 

 

The characterological formation “King Benjamin”—a technical term I used advisedly in order to 

highlight I am concerned with textual effects rather than historical persons—is the first fruits of 

what can only be called the Book of Mormon’s second creation. By referring to the Book of 

Mormon’s “second creation,” I intend two things. One, the simple fact that the production of the 

extant English-language text of the Book of Mormon, beginning with the dictation of the book of 

                                                 
5 On Mormonism’s relation to what Charles Taylor has called “a secular age,” see my “The Perverse Core of 

Mormonism: The Book of Mormon, Genetic Secularity, and Messianic Decoloniality,” in “To Be Learned is Good”: 

Faith and Scholarship Among the Latter-day Saints, ed. J. Spencer Fluhman, Kathleen Flake, and Jed Woodworth 

(Provo, UT: Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship, 2017), 131–46;  “Mormonism; or, Art All the 

Way Down,” in The Kimball Challenge at Fifty: Mormon Arts Center Essays, ed. Glen Nelson (New York: Mormon 

Arts Center, 2017), 45-53. 
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Mosiah in September 1828, proceeds in the wake of the aborted production of the lost “book of 

Lehi” (the Book of Mormon’s first creation, as it were). Two, that this recommencement of 

production—without (ever) going back to the beginning—marks the assertion of Smith’s own 

creative agency6 and thus his own emergent practice of what I’ve called a theology of second 

creation that highlights the constructive potentialities and ultimate responsibilities of human 

creativity. The latter claim is supported by Don Bradley’s demonstration that the annunciation of 

Jesus Christ by Benjamin’s angel at the heart of Mosiah 1-6 registers a self-conscious change of 

direction for Smith from a Zionism focused on Jewish restoration, which had underpinned the 

book of Lehi, so far as one can tell, to Christian primitivism.7 The endgame here is a 

nonsecularist—and even potentially, if not necessarily, devotional—account of Joseph Smith’s 

authorship of the Book of Mormon.8 

What stands out is how Smith starts over without starting over. He begins anew not 

merely by picking up more or less where he left off but with the last recorded words of a Nephite 

king, “about to yield up [his] frame to mother earth,”9 who, furthermore, is dedicated to propping 

                                                 
6 At a minimum, even the most conservative interpreter of the Book of Mormon—one who believes in an ancient 

source-text and a “tight” translation—has to acknowledge that Smith’s decision not to retranslate the book of Lehi 

and to replace it with a translation of the small plates of Nephi involves a substantial act of composition.  D&C 

10:39-43 suggests that over the course of the translation of the book of Lehi and possibly also of Mosiah 1-6, Smith 

had not yet handled the small plates of Nephi. The implication being that the placement of 1 Nephi-Words of 

Mormon at the head of the published text did not reflect the sequence of the records as edited by Mormon. This 

stands out as Smith’s creative choice. In other words, even under these auspices, the form of the published text of 

the Book of Mormon was significantly determined by Smith. 

 
7 Don Bradley, “American Proto-Zionism and the ‘Book of Lehi’: Recontextualizing the Rise of Mormonism,” 

M.A. Thesis, Utah State University, May 2018, esp. 188-89. 

 
8 For a related argument, see my “‘Bringing Forth’ the Book of Mormon: Translation as the Reconfiguration of 

Bodies in Space-Time,”,” in Producing Ancient Scripture: Joseph Smith’s Translation Projects and the Making of 

Mormonism, ed. Michael Mackay, Mark Ashurst-McGee, and Brian T. Hauglid (Salt Lake City, UT: University of 

Utah Press, forthcoming). 

 
9 The inclusion here of the decidedly nonbiblical “mother earth,” which appears here for the first of only three times 

in LDS scripture, all in the Book of Mormon (although one might also include Moses 7’s earth who speaks as “the 

mother of men”), might itself be taken as a gesture toward second creationism.  
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up a theopolitical order the text will almost immediately and then repeatedly make-second, as we 

shall see (2:26). With the dictation of Mosiah 1-6 in September 1828, then, Smith affirms the 

second creation precisely by leaning into secondness. The characterological formation “King 

Benjamin,” I want to suggest, is a kind of first principle of this secondness, a mechanism 

whereby the place of firstness is vacated and second wins by default, a chunk of kryptonite for 

first creationisms of all kinds. King Benjamin never finishes first—his priority, whether political, 

moral, or narratological is always undermined. Even where he has a claim to that place—in the 

chronology of the dictation of the extant English-language text of the Book of Mormon—he 

arrives already second, as we have seen, in light of the preexisting but non-extant manuscript of 

the “book of Lehi.”  

If the characterological formation “King Benjamin” arrives already second for the 

reasons described above, that does not stop the text—whether one follows the chronology of the 

dictation or attends to the final form of the published text—from making him second again and 

again and again. That process begins with Benjamin himself, who makes himself second in 

various ways—emphasizing his common mortality with his subjects (2:10-14), turning the reins 

over to Mosiah while he yet lives (2:29-30), and ultimately conducting a ceremony of coronation 

not only of his royal heir but of one he calls “the heavenly King” and names as Jesus Christ 

(2:19). With this final move, Benjamin makes second not only his own mortal kingly person but, 

to some extent, the transmortal office of the Nephite king that ostensibly lives beyond him in the 

person of King Mosiah. Hence, we must speak of the king’s three bodies, for it is the 

immortalized body of Jesus that ultimately serves as the only subject position from which to 

“judge” with “a righteous judgment” nothing less than “the world” (3:10-11).10 The subjects of 

                                                 
10 Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theology (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2016). 
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the Nephite king thus also become “the children of Christ” (5:7-8). The scrupulousness of the 

Nephite kingship is thereby diminished, and the diminutiveness of its scope highlighted.  

However, the Book of Mormon narrative subsequently seconds even Benjamin’s making-

second of himself. Right after the narration of Benjamin’s death (6:5), the book of Mosiah 

diverts for nineteen chapters (7-25)—the bulk of text—to the story of the creation of Alma’s 

community of Christian believers, who also “bec[o]me children of God [or Christ]” but by 

pointedly other means: by founding a “church” rather than perpetuating a state (18:17-22), 

explicitly rejecting monarchy (Mosiah 23:6-18), and organizing themselves socioeconomically in 

ways arguably more radical than Benjamin’s exhortations regarding the beggar allow (Mosiah 

18:26-29). Most strikingly, Alma’s community is represented as autonomous, even 

autochthonous—that is, as spontaneously generating in place. From a Mosiah-priority 

standpoint, they invent the ordinance of baptism, the first instance of which is the memorable 

double dunking of Alma and Helam at the waters of Mormon, there being no precedent or 

preexisting line of authority sanctioning this act (18:12-14).  

This narrative swerve deepens the text’s commitment to secondness by making the first 

of the second—King Benjamin—second to a nakedly immanent, mutualistic formation of 

covenant community. That is, Alma’s community represents a bottom-up rather than top-down 

achievement of ultimate meaning: the people at the waters of Mormon “gather” rather than being 

summoned by royal edict and seem collectively to “desire” their way toward a novel social 

arrangement (the absence of any direct discourse relaying Alma’s preaching of “repentance, and 

redemption, and faith on the Lord” also seems a significant contrast here) (18:7, 10-11). This, it 

seems to me, is second creation finding ways to consequentially consecrate itself. Contrast this 

with how “children of [Christ]” are made in Mosiah 1-6: the “heavenly King” is announced by 
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an angel to an earthly king, who in turn announces the heavenly King to his subjects, ritually 

bestowing the name of that King on them even as he “consecrate[s] his son Mosiah to be a ruler 

and a king over his people” (Mosiah 6:3). That the (re)incorporation of Alma’s community in 

Zarahemla directly leads, in short order, to the onset of a secular age of sorts in the Book of 

Mormon—Mosiah’s abolition of the Nephite monarchy, the inauguration of the reign of 

popularly elected judges, and Alma the Younger’s formal separation of church and state by 

refusing to hold simultaneously the offices of chief judge and high priest—strikes me as further 

evidence that the second creation of the Book of Mormon that starts with Benjamin is animated 

by Smith’s savvy attempt in his own secular age to develop rather than decry the theological 

potentialities of second creationism.11 

 The small plates and Mormon’s editorial interpolation before the Book of Mosiah (1 

Nephi-Words of Mormon) complete this process of making King Benjamin second. 1 Nephi-

Words of Mormon overwrites Benjamin on two counts—according to the chronology of the 

dictation, this swath of text not only continues but culminates the text’s theopolitical critique of 

Benjamin; in light of the final form of the published text, in which 1 Nephi-Words of Mormon 

precedes Mosiah 1-6, this swath of text’s coup de grâce against Benjamin also becomes a 

preemptive strike. 1 Nephi-Words of Mormon of course literally makes Benjamin second by 

giving us the grand origin story of the Nephite kingship, in relation to which the story of 

Benjamin’s immediate royal family—the Mosiahs on either side of him (yes, second again)—

becomes a mere iteration and, more than that, a rather pale anticlimax. Whereas Nephi gets a 

miraculous exodus to an unforeseen distant land promised him by God and eventually named 

                                                 
11 For a resonant reading, see Grant Shreve, “Nephite Secularization; or, Picking and Choosing in The Book of 

Mormon,” in Americanist Approaches to The Book of Mormon, ed. Elizabeth Fenton and Jared Hickman (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 208-30. 
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after him (1 Nephi 17; 2 Nephi 5); Mosiah I gets forced just down the road from this promised 

land of Nephi to a place that retains the name of its original founder, Zarahemla the Mulekite 

(who has also been the beneficiary of a divinely-supported transmarine migration) (Omni 1:12-

20). The fact that Benjamin’s immediate royal family are not named as Nephi n, Nephi n+1, and 

Nephi n+2, as custom, we’re told, demanded (Jacob 1:11), further highlights Benjamin’s 

attenuation from these glorious origins. He’s even an outlier within his immediate royal family—

Benjamin, rather than Mosiah II, although, as I’ve been suggesting, “Benjamin” might as well be 

translated simply as “II.” 

Omni and Words of Mormon introduce biographical background that raises doubts about 

Benjamin’s apparently exemplary character. Specifically, the ballyhooed “lack of contention” in 

Zarahemla at the end of Benjamin’s reign (Mosiah 1:1) seems not unrelated to what we learn 

about his earlier reign in which he quite brutally fought off externalized others, the Lamanites, 

and purged internal dissenters (Omni 1:24; Words of Mormon 1:12-18). Reading Words of 

Mormon as the last word of the dictated text, it seems significant that this is given over to 

portraying a Benjamin quite different from the venerable, universally beloved authority figure 

we meet at Mosiah 1. Placed in the chronology of the dictation, the effect of this gesture is to 

definitively nullify any firstness that might attach to the first of the Book of Mormon’s second 

creation. Indeed, one doesn’t want to lose sight of the fact that King Benjamin frames the 

dictated text of the extant Book of Mormon, albeit in a notable way. It’s the curious case of King 

Benjamin Button, for we begin at Mosiah 1 with the aged king and end at Words of Mormon 

with the young warrior and reformer. This reversal of narrative sequence delegitimizes Benjamin 

at least in the weak sense of pulling back the curtain on the king we initially encounter at a 

moment of apotheosis—after being shown the accomplished figure, we are finally made privy to 
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the always messy process of accomplishment. If we follow the sequence of the published text, 

the brief prologue in Omni and Words of Mormon authorizes us to read Benjamin’s fine 

discourse with a hermeneutics of suspicion. Specifically, his own glowing account of his reign in 

Mosiah 2 begins to look a bit like spin given what come into view as conspicuous omissions. The 

dictated and published texts of the extant Book of Mormon combine to compound King 

Benjamin’s utter secondness.  

However, my larger point is not just that both these texts of the Book of Mormon are 

relentless and ruthless in making King Benjamin second but that this very excess around the 

characterological formation “King Benjamin” shows it to be what I’ve called a first principle of 

secondness that exposes the metarelation between the dictated and published texts and, in so 

doing, points toward Smith’s emergent theology—and lived religion—of second creation. “King 

Benjamin” is the half-twist that makes of the extant Book of Mormon a Möbius strip within 

which the dictated text that runs from Mosiah 1 to Words of Mormon and the published text that 

runs from 1 Nephi to Moroni run into each other in a way that prevents either from claiming 

primacy. For Benjamin’s always-already secondness, including his making-second of himself, 

can also be turned to make-second the Nephi who heads the published text but also follows 

Benjamin in the chronology of dictation.  The theopolitical order Nephi founds can be seen as a 

repetition of Benjamin with a diminishing difference. Whereas Benjamin to some extent makes-

second the Nephite theopolitical order, turning toward a Christian universalism in order to 

encompass in some measure the pluralism represented by the Mulekites, King Nephi builds up a 

land and people who “retain in remembrance his name”—over and against that of a Lamanite 

other—rather than Christ’s (Jacob 1:11; cf. Mosiah 5:6-12). In fact, Nephi’s culminating 
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articulation of what he calls “the doctrine of Christ” is circumscribed by knee-jerk 

ethnocentrism—the relentless address of his remarks to “my people.”12   

What the characterological formation “King Benjamin” reveals is that there is no firstness 

in the creation of the Book of Mormon—the text dictated first (Mosiah 1-6) is made-second in all 

the ways I’ve described, and the text that appears first in published form (1 Nephi-Words of 

Mormon) was dictated second and is subject to the critique of the always-already secondness of 

the first fruit of the Book of Mormon’s second creation—“King Benjamin.” The experience of 

producing the extant English-language text of the Book of Mormon, from Benjamin to 

Benjamin, and then placing Benjamin firmly in the middle (the second-to-last Nephite king) of 

the published text is Smith’s first lesson in second creationism—in coming to appreciate the 

potentially ultimate significance, for better and worse, of human creativity. The thoroughgoing 

secondness produced by the characterological formation “King Benjamin” suggests the dialectic 

of cosmic history that, Smith will intimate in Nauvoo, has no beginning or end and no 

transcendental outside—just uncreated, co-eternal intelligences organizing and reorganizing 

themselves across an eternity understood as an infinite extension of time rather than as a hideout 

of atemporality. “King Benjamin,” I am venturing, may be that dialectic’s first avatar. 

 

Second-Guessing the First Creation: The Micro-Trajectory of King Benjamin’s Sermon 

That King Benjamin is a mechanism for Smith’s early grasping toward second creationism is 

underscored at a micro-level in Mosiah 4 by its anxious elaboration of a theology of first creation 

that is compulsively second-guessed. This “remainder” of Benjamin’s words (4:4)—another 

                                                 
12 Nephi’s farewell in 2 Nephi 33 refers to “my people” in verses 1, 3, 4, and 7, and never directly addresses the 

Lamanites, as subsequent writers on the small plates will do, particularly after Enos. 
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second—whose relation to the authoritative creation of a transcript of Benjamin’s discourse is 

left unclear (2:8), insistently transgresses what seems to be the through-line of the sermon: 

establishing the authority of the first creation. To this point, even the salvation-event that is often 

imagined as affording a new creation—the “atonement”—is folded into the first creation insofar 

as it is described as having been “prepared from the foundation of the world” (4:6). The 

annunciation of Jesus Christ as redeemer by Benjamin’s angel is upstaged by the pronouncement 

of him as “Creator of all things from the beginning” (3:8). This collapse of Jesus Christ’s role as 

redeemer into his role as creator renders ambiguous what might otherwise read as psalms to 

God’s merciful condescension through the incarnate Jesus, such as at Alma 7:10-13. For 

instance, the phrase “he cometh to his own” (3:9, my italics), coming as it does after the weak 

kenosis of 3:5-7 (which emphasizes the temporariness of the Lord Omnipotent’s “dwell[ing] in a 

tabernacle of clay”) and then the emphatic revelation of Christ’s creatorship, arguably denotes a 

relation of possession rather than a gesture of identification. In other words, the people to whom 

Christ comes are “his own” not because he is substantially like or with them but rather because 

they are “substance” belonging to him as “Creator of all things from the beginning.” All of this is 

to say that King Benjamin seems hell- (or heaven-) bent on a theology of first creation. 

But right at what are arguably the two high-water marks of first creationism in Mosiah 4, 

there’s a sudden drop of level that suggests some uneasiness or doubt—which I want to attribute 

at least in part to the phenomenology of the creation of the very text at hand. That is, Smith’s 

own experience of producing these first fruits of the Book of Mormon’s second creation causes 

him to second-guess the polemical first creationism otherwise voiced through the character 

Benjamin.  

From “Knowledge of the Goodness of God” to  

“Knowledge of That Which Is Just and True” (4:1-16) 
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The first high-water mark of first creationism is the completion of what I will 

cumbersomely call the “knowledge-of-the-goodness-of-God” complex in v. 12. But in the very 

same breath this discursive complex is completed it is potentially undercut by the blithe equation 

of this hypertheistic edifice with the—strictly speaking—nontheistic “knowledge of that which is 

just and true.” That the sermon immediately thereafter returns for the first time since Mosiah 2 to 

the domain of social ethics (vv. 13-16) only amplifies these tensions. 

The first fact of note in Benjamin’s discourse in Mosiah 4 is that its grounding notion of 

“the knowledge of goodness of God” does not appear in his preceding words. So what, if 

anything, does the text suggest has prompted its introduction? It is hard not to take into account 

here the people’s own reported response to Benjamin’s “speaking [of] the words which had been 

delivered unto him by the angel of the Lord,” which opens the chapter (4:1). This bit of narrative 

discourse describes the people as having “fallen to the earth, for the fear of the Lord had come 

upon them,” “cr[ying] aloud with one voice” to God, and then being “filled with joy, having 

received a remission of their sins” (4:1-3). It seems to be in his felt need to translate this 

experience that Benjamin arrives at his key theological conceit: he recasts the people’s 

experience—from “fear” to “joy” by way of desperate petition—as their having “come to a 

knowledge of the goodness of God” and, as a corollary, their comparative “nothingness” and 

“worthlessness” (4:5). 

This conceptual innovation perhaps suggests Benjamin’s worry that the people have not 

properly picked up what he (and/or the angel) has put down. And perhaps Benjamin has cause 

for concern, because the bit of direct discourse from the people we get suggests they are to some 

extent doing their own thing, theologically speaking. The people, we’re told, cry out for 

“mercy,” “forgiveness of their sins,” and the “purifi[cation]” of their “hearts” (4:2). Quite 
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strikingly, “mercy” appears twice before this point only as a formulaic negative: first Benjamin 

and then the angel (a striking distribution in his own right) speak of those on whom “mercy” can 

have “no claim” (2:39; 3:26). That is, “mercy” is previously invoked only as something that can 

be denied, yet the people clamor for it all the same. “Mercy” is subsequently admitted into 

Benjamin’s discourse but only in his final catalogue of divine traits where it is balanced or 

canceled by “justice” (5:15). Similarly, “forgiveness” does not appear until the people ask for it, 

although Benjamin then incorporates it into his discursive complex (4:10). The cry to have their 

hearts purified is perhaps most interesting of all, for it appears nowhere else in Benjamin’s ritual 

performance and very scarcely in the Book of Mormon in general (Helaman 3:35 seems the only 

slam-dunk case). All of this is to say that Benjamin and the people seem to be having somewhat 

independent responses to the angelic revelation as mediated by Benjamin. The people’s 

independence here might presage the immanent religion-making of Alma and his fellows, which 

will decisively bring down the Nephite theopolitical order Benjamin is at this point still propping 

up.  

As such, the knowledge-of-the-goodness-of-God complex of vv. 4-12 can be read as 

Benjamin’s attempt at remediation, in two senses—an extemporaneous restatement, after taking 

in the people’s response, of what the angelic revelation, in his view, entails but also a corrective 

reform of that response. Its aim is to discipline the people’s response and perhaps to foreclose 

what will later happen at the waters of Mormon. This aim is accomplished through a slow-

motion version of the subsumption of Christ-as-redeemer by Christ-as-creator in chapter 3, 

spelling out the social relations between God and humans and among humans that follow 

therefrom. The “atonement prepared from the foundation of the world” is made a lever whereby 

the people are shifted from being righteous desirers of enhancement, desperate for the kindness 
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of a graceful redeemer, to “unworthy creatures” (4:11, my italics) meant to understand 

themselves as belonging to Christ as they once “belonged” to Benjamin (Mosiah 1:1, 10). It 

seems even the new creation afforded by Christ-as-redeemer is somewhat held in suspicion as a 

potential subversion of the first creation, and so Benjamin works to reinscribe the latter. In sum, 

the work of this discursive complex is to make the first creation become second nature for the 

people.  

 Benjamin’s first move seems aimed at preventing the people’s feeling of being “filled 

with joy” from eclipsing what he subsequently calls “a sense of [their] nothingness,” as though to 

remind them of the “fear of the Lord” and view of “themselves in their own carnal state, even 

less than the dust of the earth” that preceded their redemption. More precisely, he wants to 

transmute the sense of nothingness that accompanies “fear” of God’s punishment into a new 

sense of nothingness that follows from “joy” at God’s grace. He accomplishes this, it has to be 

said, by a bit of sleight of hand, characterizing their “knowledge of the goodness of God at this 

time”—that is, the fullness of joy they’re feeling at “having received a remission of their sins”—

as having “awaken[ed] them to sense of [their] nothingness.” Another reading of the situation 

would reverse this causality: a sense of nothingness has awakened the people to a knowledge of 

the goodness of God, the emotional upshot of which is a sense of fullness, not nothingness. 

Interestingly, Benjamin’s suspicion of any creation other than the first might be read here as so 

strong as to cause him to apprehend even the divine re-creation of the people through Christ’s 

atonement as a dubiously second creation. Hence, the first move is to turn the fullness of joy 

accompanying redemption—“knowledge of the goodness of God”—back toward a sense of 

nothingness that will eventually be re-anchored in creation.  
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 The next trick up Benjamin’s sleeve is, under the pretense of simply resuming his 

tortuous reflection on God’s “goodness” (“again I say unto you, as I have said before” [v. 11]), to 

switch out his conceptual cornerstone by suddenly speaking of “hav[ing] come to the knowledge 

of the glory of God.”  The parenthesis that follows this new phrase—“(or if ye have known of his 

goodness)”—may at first suggest just a synonymic flourish: having come to the knowledge of 

the glory of God is the same as having known of his goodness. The verb tense—present 

perfect—is the same (“have come”/“have known”), but the verbs are different: one has come to 

the knowledge of the glory of God when one has known of his goodness, “knowledge” of which 

was previously “come to” (4:6). There’s an implicit sequence: already having known of God’s 

goodness enables one to come to the knowledge of the glory of God. The equation seems to be: 

duration in knowledge of God’s goodness = knowledge of God’s glory. The apposition of the 

novel phrase “tasted of his love” to this extended experience of knowing God’s goodness 

suggests an intensification.  

That not only a process is being described but an incentive structure is being pitched is 

marked by Benjamin’s superlative reformulation of the “joy” associated with the people’s 

remission of sins: basking in the knowledge of God’s goodness—as the people are in real-time as 

Benjamin utters his “remainder”—“causeth . . . exceeding great joy in your souls” (4:11, my 

italics). Even greater joy is on offer, Benjamin suggests, but this carrot comes with a stick—

shifting one’s focus from God’s “goodness” to His “glory.” Whereas the former speaks to God’s 

benevolent disposition, as just revealed in his merciful redemption of the people, the latter refers 

to God’s might and right to do as He pleases, that is, the omnipotence most obviously evident in 

His purported act of creation. The smuggling-in of “glory” can thus be read as Benjamin’s 

attempt to hurry the people onward from their momentary experience of sinlessness, a moment 
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that might yield a kind of antinomian enthusiasm under the influence of which one might, I don’t 

know, create an ordinance—or a scripture. The second creation threatens here.   

 At the height of the people’s experience of second creation, of empowering rebirth, 

Benjamin swiftly pivots, enjoining the people to “remembrance [of] the greatness of God and 

your own nothingness, and his goodness and long-suffering towards you, unworthy creatures” 

(4:11, my italics). Notably, this is the first we hear of God’s “greatness,” and, when coupled with 

his unique address of the auditors here as “creatures,” it becomes clear that Benjamin’s main 

concern is to solidify the authority of the “heavenly King” as the absolute ruler of the first 

creation, which is the one-and-only creation. 

The “goodness of God,” associated with God-as-redeemer, is finally subordinated to “the 

greatness of God,” associated with God-as-creator, which seems to yield a familiar Calvinist 

synthesis: God’s goodness consists in his mysterious, gratuitous condescension from his perch of 

greatness.13 A further synthesis occurs when Benjamin, having dialectically sloughed off God’s 

“goodness,” returns to God’s “glory” on the other side of his assertion of God’s “greatness.” If 

there was any ambiguity in Benjamin’s invocation of God’s “glory”in response to the people’s 

reveling in God-as-redeemer, it is now firmly linked to God’s absolute right as creator: 

“knowledge of the glory of him that created you” (4:12, my italics). The fact that “of the glory” 

appears to be an insertion in the printer’s manuscript here only highlights “glory” as something 

like Benjamin’s Trojan horse—the means by which he insinuates himself into the people’s 

independent, empowering enjoyment of God-as-redeemer in order to attack them from within by 

                                                 
13 For a long view of Christian debates around God’s “goodness” and “greatness,” see Roger E. Olson, The Mosaic 

of Christian Belief: Twenty Centuries of Unity and Diversity, 2nd ed. (Downer’s Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016), 

112-33; for an account of the “theocentricity” of American Calvinism around Smith’s lifetime, see Mark A. Noll,  

Mark A. Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2002), 253-329.   
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insisting on the prerogative of the heavenly (and perhaps also earthly) king to whom they 

“belong.” Hence, Benjamin establishes order under the new theopolitical regime of the Creator 

God. This dialectical transit from knowledge of Christ’s redemptive “goodness” to “knowledge 

of the glory of him that created you”—by way of a notion of God’s “greatness”—constitutes 

perhaps the discourse’s most sophisticated intellectual (as opposed to rhetorical) performance of 

a kind of Calvinist Christianity.  

Yet all that work to particularize and aggrandize God and the right human relation to him 

is potentially trivialized by the suggestion at the end of v. 12 that “knowledge of the glory of him 

that created you” can be readily translated into patently nontheistic terms: “knowledge of that 

which is just and true.” Now one could argue that this synonymizing parallelism only 

underscores the fiat of the Creator God: as the Creator of everything, “that which is just and true” 

is necessarily an emanation of God.  However, Benjamin’s return at 4:13, for the first time since 

his opening remarks (2:9-19), to mundane matters of social justice makes possible other 

interpretations. The case that some sort of auto-deconstruction may be occurring at 4:13-16 is 

perhaps made stronger by recalling Mosiah’s initial framing of matters of social justice in 

chapter 2. There, Benjamin constructs a theopolitical hierarchy under which social justice is not 

an end in itself.  First, it is a means to personal vindication—Zarahemla’s lack of economic and 

legal oppression serves as evidence that Benjamin has been a good king and thus that he, as an 

individual in the role allotted him in the divine creation (2:11), “can answer a clear conscience 

before God” (2:15). Second, any “service” personally rendered by Benjamin to his people (2:14) 

or among his people under the influence of his example and policies (2:13) is ultimately 

valorized as “service of . . . God” (2:17). In this scheme, the foremost reason to serve humans is 

to serve God and, in so doing, “rid [one’s] garments of [the] blood [of other humans] . . . [so] 
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that [one] might . . . join the choirs above in singing the praises of a just God” (2:28). Put baldly, 

serving other humans here seems to be a way not of connecting with other humans as ends in 

themselves, as Immanuel Kant would say, but actually of disconnecting oneself from them 

insofar as they potentially bring one down in the estimation of “a just God.” “Serv[ing]” one’s 

“fellow beings” thus subserves “join[ing] the choirs above,” that is, climbing to a higher rung on 

the ladder of being and becoming an angel of the sort who has visited Benjamin.  

That a different framing of social justice becomes available beginning at 4:13-16 is 

highlighted by verb modality. The theistic obligations elaborated at the beginning of v. 12—

immediately preceding the bomb-drop I’ve been discussing—are attended by the auxiliary verb 

“shall”: “if ye do this [that is, all the work of properly orienting oneself toward the proper God], 

ye shall always rejoice . . . and ye shall grow in the knowledge of the glory of him that created 

you.” And “shall” is the only auxiliary verb used to this point in the chapter to create the future 

tense. However, it is not the future tense Benjamin is forming when he uses “shall” in this 

context. According to traditional English grammar, “shall” forms the future tense only in relation 

to first-person pronouns (“I” and “we”), and “will” is the proper auxiliary verb for forming the 

future tense for second- and third-person pronouns like “ye.” The wrinkle is that when “shall” is 

attached to the second- or third-person pronouns, as it is here (“ye shall”), it creates a kind of 

imperative. For example, if I wanted through grammatical rather than merely vocal inflection to 

enjoin a duty on someone, instead of saying “you will not waste all your money on gelato,” I 

would say, “you shall not waste all your money on gelato.” Hence, when in the course of 

establishing the people’s theistic obligations Benjamin relies on “shall,” grammatically speaking, 

he is not simply tracing an effect that follows a cause, as it might seem; such a formulation 

would demand the construction: “if ye do . . . then ye will.” Benjamin’s “shall” suggests he is 
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exhorting in the vein of the more strictly imperative mood he employs just before: “Believe in 

God,” etc. (4:9-10). Benjamin’s theopolitical elaboration thus results in something other than a 

simple conditional: If you do this, you will get that. The condition—if you do—is instead 

weirdly followed by an additional commandment, a positive injunction. In effect: if you do this, 

then . . . do this other thing.  

Notably, it is only after the eyebrow-raising nontheistic reduction of the knowledge-of-

the-goodness of God complex to “that which is just and true,” when Benjamin turns to the this-

worldly business of human social life that the second-person future tense is successfully formed 

by using the auxiliary verb “will”: “And ye will not have a mind to injure one another . . . and 

will not suffer your children to go hungry or naked . . . But ye will teach them.”  

How to interpret this marked grammatical division—the institution of theistic obligation 

hindering the satisfaction of conditional logic through the accretion of further top-down speech 

acts of obligation; and the reminder regarding human obligation seamlessly issuing forth in a 

vision of good society?  Might it be that what is exposed here between “shall” and “will” is the 

felt artificiality of this new theopolitical regime—that it is something that doesn’t come, well, 

naturally. It is something that, for better or worse, has to be arbitrarily legislated. By the same 

token, the use of “will” in relation to human rather than theistic obligations instead suggests that 

“liv[ing] peaceably,” etc. follows naturally from “doing this.” The implication of constructedness 

arguably built in to the dual auxiliary verbs across vv. 12 and 13 and the nontheistic reduction at 

the end of v. 12 might be read as combining to illuminate Benjamin’s creationist theism as a 

heuristic, a useful fiction to inhabit for the purposes of achieving “that which is just and true” in 

the way of human social relations. The outermost reach of this observation might be to say that 

the text is here disclosing that first creationism itself is a product of the second creation—
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specifically, of King Benjamin’s theopolitical project at a particular juncture in Nephite history. 

Has the Calvinist King Benjamin turned the Westminster Confession on its head: Can we now 

say that the chief end of man is not to glorify God but that the chief end of God is to glorify 

man? At the least, the supplementation of “knowledge of that which is just and true” can be 

taken as unsettling the theistic project to this point of establishing “God” as the only subject of 

History, the source and locus of all value. If we draw the Venn diagram of “him that created 

you” and “that which is just and true,” might the latter actually encompass the former, we’re 

invited to wonder. 

 

From a Divine Economy of the Political to a Political Economy of the Divine (4:16-30) 

The second high-water mark of first creationism occurs with the resurgence of creationist theism 

within the discussion of social ethics through the rhetorical question at v. 19: “Are we [that is, 

“rich,” “poor,” and “beggar”] not all beggars?” This conceit is clinched by Benjamin’s charge 

that “the poor” who do not speculatively extend their potential substance to “the beggar” are 

guilty of “covet[ing] that which they have not receive[d]” from God, making clear that there is 

but one economy—a divine one (v. 25). However, as we shall see, both this creationist trope of 

the universal beggar and the knowledge-of-the-goodness-of-God complex are made-second in 

the final verses of chapter 4 (vv. 26-30). 

“The beggar [who] putteth up his petition to you in vain” first materializes in Benjamin’s 

discourse as a recognizable social type in Zarahemla—a kind of person the audience have met 

and will continue to meet and perhaps also a constituent element of the audience (v. 16). We first 

meet the beggar, that is, in that portion of the discourse in which social justice has come into 

view as an end in itself and not merely a means to or effect of theistic devotion. However, no 
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sooner has Benjamin invoked this actually existing class of individuals than he transforms it into 

a figure for the dependence of all “unworthy creatures” on their divine creator. The momentary 

downshift into the second creation triggered by “that which is just and true” is reversed by a 

reabsorption of the second creation at its grittiest into the ether of the first. 

 At best, this scaling upward of the figure of the beggar usefully defamiliarizes the status 

quo by noting basic commonalities obscured by rank’s reification: the perishing king, on some 

level, is no better off than the beggar “turn[ed] . . . out to perish” (v. 16). Indeed, another truism 

that locates equality at such a high level of generality seems to be the subtext here: “Death is the 

greater leveler.” But as activists today are rightly reminding us, some lives are made to matter 

more than others; some deaths are precipitated much more quickly and violently than others. To 

put it bluntly, it is not the beggar who is on a tower commanding a multitude. Just imagine if 

Benjamin had made the occasion carnivalesque, in Mikhail Bakhtin’s sense, and ceded his stage 

to the beggar from which to make his or her petition to the multitude?14 At worst, then, 

Benjamin’s scaling upward of the figure of the beggar dangerously obscures the historically 

determinate social relations of production under which “substance”—perhaps in all of its senses, 

from the metaphysical to the economic—is unevenly distributed. Food, raiment, etc. don’t come 

directly from God; they are mediated—radically transmuted, even invented—through specific 

forms of human organization (for humans, obviously, but also, increasingly, for many nonhuman 

species as well). These elements that enable mortal life (and the possibility of a thriving by 

which certain forms of if not immortality then transmortality are secured) are immanently 

experienced as coming through certain human social relations of production, even if, in some 

transcendent sense, they could be traced back to divine creation. Benjamin’s pious paean to a 

                                                 
14 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Hélène Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984). 
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first creation under which everyone is equally a beggar before God prevents reckoning with the 

real inequalities produced by human beings’ second creation. Vesting all creative agency in God 

becomes a way of disingenuously downplaying the negative impact and cynically denying the 

positive potential of the human power to (re)create—to disproportionately alter, for worse and 

better, at least the order of “mother earth” (Mosiah 2:26). And so we are left with a king who 

professes to be just like his people, alongside whom he labors, even as he perpetuates a 

hereditary monarchy under God, as though there could be no other way.  

Insofar as God is regarded as the direct source of all substance and credited with granting 

the beggarly creature “whatsoever ye ask that is right, in faith, believing that ye shall receive” (v. 

21), the beggar proper is tacitly subjected to the sorts of judgments that the text, at another level, 

prohibits (vv. 17-18). For this formula forces us to ask why the beggar proper hasn’t received 

life-saving relief from the only dispenser of substance, God. The possible answers seem to be: 

(a) that the beggar has never asked God to remedy his condition, which seems unlikely given the 

precarity under which he is described as living; (b) the beggar has asked but without sufficient 

faith, which would seem to violate the aforementioned injunction against assessing the beggar’s 

character; or (c) that asking for such a thing is not “right” in the first place. Is there a tacit 

distinction between the material and the spiritual operative here, even despite the insistence on 

God as creator of all “substance”? Is the implication that it is right to ask for remission of sins 

but not of poverty?  

A rather fierce answer perhaps emerges in v. 25 when “the poor” are told that they are 

under condemnation if they don’t internally express an intention to give to the beggar were they 

in a position to do so. What such a failure would betoken, we are told, is “covet[ing] that which 

[one] ha[s] not received.” This is not easy to gloss, but one interpretation is that “the poor” 
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would be guilty in this case of withholding a potential substance—a substance they could but 

don’t actually have. But why don’t they actually have this substance—because they have not 

“received” it (note this is the same verb used in relation to “remission of sins”). And from whom 

does any creature receive anything—God. So how are the poor being “covetous” by withholding 

a substance that God could but has not granted?  Benjamin here seems to make covetousness a 

theological sin: the coveter’s immediate object may be the wealth of his neighbor, but, in a 

creationist scheme, what he’s actually doing is questioning the divine economy, that is, God’s 

distribution of substance. Hence, at a certain point, any felt sense of greater desert among “the 

poor” (it seems important that we are arguably talking about a class here and hence a collective 

objection to socioeconomic inequality rather than a bitter individual’s overweening greed) 

constitutes a kind of coveting of God’s creative power to make the world as it is. We’re back to 

the threat of the second creation again. 

But the second creation gets the last word in Mosiah 4. Verses 26-30 make-second both 

of the chapter’s most grandiose performances of first creationism. First, they reverse the 

causality of the knowledge-of-the-goodness-of-God complex, suggesting that maintaining a state 

of redemption under God is not the basis for more equitable social relations but rather more 

equitable social relations in and of themselves are the basis for maintaining a state of redemption. 

We have moved from if ye “always retain a remissions of your sins” by remaining properly 

oriented to God (v. 12), then ye will “impart of the substance that ye have” (v. 21); to “for the 

sake of retaining a remission of your sins from day to day . . . ye should impart of your substance 

to the poor” (v. 26). A strong reading of this reversal would suggest that salvation is being 

redefined as consisting in an egalitarian redistribution of substance in at least two dimensions: (a) 

a greater equalization among humans; and (b) a greater equalization between humans and God. 
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Put another way, the perfection of the second creation is being nominated as a locus of value, 

perhaps the only value (because the only creation).  

Second, these verses refuse to privilege “the beggar,” singularized both by the discourse’s 

grammar (compare “the poor” or “the rich,” which function as plural) and by its freighting as an 

allegorical figure for any creature. Before v. 26, the beggar is the sole object of social 

amelioration in Benjamin’s program—and this before the beggar is drained of any socially 

determinate meaning by Benjamin’s rhetorical extravagance. Even though “the poor” are 

described as merely “remain[ing] from day to day,” they are only subjects of social amelioration 

to this point, called upon to intend to relieve the beggar but afforded no relief themselves. 

However, v. 26 calls upon “the rich” to “impart of their substance to the poor”—unambiguously 

a class, especially vis-à-vis “the beggar”—thus making those “who remain from day to day” 

objects of social amelioration as well.  This recentering of social amelioration on “the poor” 

rather than “the beggar” thus marks a return to the genuine and legitimate concerns of the second 

creation. 

That claim tallies with the—in multiple senses—exhausted aphorisms into which 

Benjamin’s speech lapses at its close: do all this in wisdom and order; don’t run faster than you 

have strength (Benjamin never finishes first); there are lots of ways to sin—figure it out, people; 

watch yourselves. These statements are readable in two opposite ways that together illuminate 

the hard truths of a theology of second creation. The first reading is a critical one that perhaps 

resonates with what Patrick Mason has described in these pages as the limits of King Benjamin’s 

moral imagination: Benjamin here defaults to a royal imperative whose main object is “order.”. 

The Nephite kingship, the argument would go, is second nature to Benjamin, and so his 

coronation of a Heavenly King does not preclude the coronation of his heir; his “interest in the 
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kingdom of God” does not require him to fully divest from the status quo (4:18). Such a reading 

usefully illuminates one of the difficulties that arises if one acknowledges only second 

creation—what we might call the problem of historical inertia. If there is only second creation, 

what calls King Benjamin to abandon the theopolitical scheme that has become second nature to 

him? What means does he have in the first place to denaturalize this scheme in his own mind and 

transcend the contingencies of his own formation? Such questions, admittedly at a deep level of 

implicitness, are nonetheless raised by the textual construction of Benjamin in the Book of 

Mormon as the always-already second that inaugurates an unfolding of and in secondness.  

The second reading of these exhausted aphorisms is sympathetic. If there is only second 

creation, then Benjamin’s closing remarks—in their theological poverty and jaded affect—are 

the only stuff of theology. They capture the wearied “unwearyingness” and indispensable 

hardheadedness that must accompany the endless work of second creation (Helaman 10:4). Old 

and tired, Benjamin momentarily fantasizes his “immortal spirit . . . join[ing] the choirs above in 

singing the praises of a just God” (2:28), but the trajectory of Mosiah 4 itself suggests a different 

outcome, well captured by Sterling McMurrin’s anecdote of being outed as a Mormon in the 

epistemology seminar of William Peperell Montague:  

[Montague asked,] "Mr.  McMurrin, I understand that you are a Mormon." When I assured him that I was, 

he said,  “All I know about the Mormons is what I have learned from my friend and colleague Professor 

John Dewey the great pragmatist. . . . he once told me that when you Mormons die and go to heaven you 

don't get harps and play on them like other Christians.  Could that be true?" I said, "That's the truth, no 

harps." Montague continued, "Professor Dewey told me that in heaven you Mormons get jobs and go to 

work like in this life.  Could that be true?" "Yes," I replied, "we have to go to work." Whereupon Montague 

said, "Ah, I like that, I like that, that's great; I was never partial to string music.”15 

 

                                                 
15 Sterling M. McMurrin, “Some Distinguishing Characteristics of Mormon Philosophy,” Sunstone 16:4 (March 

1993): 42; see also Sterling M. McMurrin and L. Jackson Newell, Matters of Conscience: Conversations with 

Sterling M. McMurrin on Philosophy, Education, and Religion (Salt Lake City, UT: Signature Books, 1996), 141. 
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The characterological formation called “King Benjamin,” I want to say, is also not partial to 

string music. It knows better than to expect an infinity of praise-singing to the Lord God 

Omnipotent. In fact, it knows that heaven is actually hard to distinguish from “the lake of fire 

and brimstone,” as Smith would finally reveal in that climactic bit of Nauvoo theology, his 

funeral sermon for King Follett: God, he there teaches, “dwells in everlasting burnings,” and so 

in, “learn[ing] to be Gods yourselves . . . the same as all Gods have done before you,” you have 

to become “able to dwell in everlasting burnings.”16 Drawing on Benjamin’s language, we might 

say that exaltation then consists in countenancing our complicity in the “awful situation[s]” that 

will inevitably occur and recur as the second creation unfolds but without that disabling our 

creative powers to redress them.  Hell it is, people, but together, Smith also ventured, we can 

make a heaven of it.17 

 

Coda: “Therefore He Caused a Tower to Be Erected” 

Even more so than the Fall, the story of the tower of Babel is the locus classicus of the clash 

between first and second creations (Genesis 11:1-9), a story whose centrality to the Book of 

Mormon and Smith’s other projects of translation Sam Brown has importantly highlighted.18 The 

tower of Babel is even deeper in the grain of secondness, because it signifies in Genesis as a 

second Fall—which is to say, second creation—in relation to a second first creation, the 

                                                 
16 "Discourse, 7 April 1844, as Reported by Wilford Woodruff," p. [135], The Joseph Smith Papers, accessed 

October 7, 2018, http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/discourse-7-april-1844-as-reported-by-wilford-

woodruff/3. 

 
17 "History, 1838–1856, volume E-1 [1 July 1843–30 April 1844]," p. 1680, The Joseph Smith Papers, accessed 

October 7, 2018, http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/history-1838-1856-volume-e-1-1-july-1843-30-

april-1844/50. 

 
18 Samuel Morris Brown,  In Heaven as It Is on Earth: Joseph Smith and the Early Mormon Conquest of Death 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 78-141. 

http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/discourse-7-april-1844-as-reported-by-wilford-woodruff/3
http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/discourse-7-april-1844-as-reported-by-wilford-woodruff/3
http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/history-1838-1856-volume-e-1-1-july-1843-30-april-1844/50
http://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/history-1838-1856-volume-e-1-1-july-1843-30-april-1844/50
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divinely-mandated Flood. Notably, the intention of the tower-builders is represented as 

“mak[ing] us a name” before God “lest we be scattered upon the face of the whole earth.” One 

interpretation is that the people, by achieving the engineering feat of “reach[ing] unto heaven,” 

aim to demonstrate that they are not merely “unworthy creatures” but those creatures told they 

are especially imprinted with the image of God. That is, through their own astonishing creation, 

extended toward God’s high hiding place, they are not making their own name but demonstrating 

they are indeed worthy of the name God Himself in some sense gave them when he singled them 

out in the creation: their creation of the tower represents the fulfillment of the measure of their 

creation, understood as being creators like the God who created them. God, however, interprets 

this second creation as a threat rather than the offering it can be read to be: “Behold, the 

people is one, and they have all one language; and this they begin to do: and now nothing will be 

restrained from them, which they have imagined to do.” God asserts his exclusive right to 

create/uncreate, dashing the second creation (which he of course just did a few chapters before 

with the flood). Such polemical first creationism, I’ll call it, not only literally demolishes the 

second creation in these particular mythic narratives but functions, on another level, to trivialize 

human creation as a site of significance and explanation.  

That this is a legitimate intertext for Benjamin’s speech is suggested by a couple of 

narrative details. In what is the prologue to Benjamin’s discourse in the published text and the 

climax of Benjamin’s making-second in the dictated text, Amaleki—just before he resolves to 

deliver the Nephite plates and relics to King Benjamin—narrates events to which Benjamin, as a 

child or young man, would have been privy: the Nephite discovery of the Mulekites in 

Zarahemla and, with that, the Mulekites’ discovery of their precursors in the land, the Jaredites. 

The Mulekites, we’re told, bring to Mosiah I, Benjamin’s father, “a large stone . . . with 
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engravings on it . . . giv[ing] an account of one Coriantumr . . .[who] was discovered by the 

people of Zarahemla [that is, the Mulekites] . . . It also spake a few words concerning his fathers. 

And his first parents came out from the tower, at the time the Lord confounded the language of 

the people; and the severity of the Lord fell upon them according to his judgments, which are 

just” (Omni 1:20-22). After the trauma of dislocation from a promised land, Benjamin found 

himself in a place haunted by the memory of the tower of Babel. More than that, he found 

himself living his own version of Babel—dispersed to a land peopled by mysterious strangers, 

present and past, speaking incomprehensible languages (Omni 1:17). Judging by the unsolicited 

commentary Amaleki tags on to an otherwise forensic description of the contents of the engraved 

Jaredite stone, it seems that Zarahemla’s haunting by, even seeming reincarnation of, Babel 

manifested as polemical first creationism: “and the severity of the Lord fell upon them according 

to his judgments, which are just.” This attitude is underscored by Amaleki’s needling that the 

Mulekites “denied the being of their Creator” (Omni 1:17). In this context, the tower of Babel 

story functions in conventional fashion as an affirmation of divine creative—and destructive—

power and a negation of human attempts to make their way in the world.   

Which makes it all the more resonant that Benjamin “caused a tower to be erected” in 

order to better reach all his subjects with his modified version of the Nephite theopolitical order 

(Mosiah 2:7). Benjamin’s somewhat weak but nonetheless ultimately consequential theopolitical 

innovations are issued from a space associated with the second creation (inviting comparison 

with other towers in the Book of Mormon, all of which reverberate against the Babel narrative 

that features so prominently in the book of Ether). Even more compelling is that this tower is a 

substitute for the temple as a locus of address. The initial plan seems to be to address the people 

within or from within the precincts of the temple, and the people assemble there and “round 
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about” with the “door[s]” of their “tent[s]” “towards the temple” from which they expect 

Benjamin to hold forth (Mosiah 2:5-6). But the size of the “multitude”—a word given special 

resonances in contemporary left critical theory by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri—is “so 

great” that it makes it logistically impossible to address them “within the walls of the temple” 

(2:7).19 The temple—understood as the one place where the first creation touches upon the 

second—is abandoned for a tower improvised by human hands in immediate response to human 

need. One couldn’t ask for a more subtly poignant privileging of the second creation over the 

first. 

  

 

 

 

                                                 
19 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire (New York: Penguin, 

2004). 


