
The Tidings that Dust Brings: 

 

Biblical Antecedents for Justice in King Benjamin’s Sermon 

 

Brandie R. Siegfried 

 

 
Love talks with better knowledge, and knowledge with dearer love. 

   Shakespeare, Measure for Measure 

Owe no one anything, except to love on another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. 

   Romans 13:8 (NRSV) 

 

This essay first took root in the rich conversational soil of the 2018 Mormon Theology Seminar 

held in Assisi, Italy.1 Surrounded by devotional art (painting, sculpture, architecture, ceramics, 

and so on) all focused on the life and teachings of Jesus, and enveloped by a local history steeped 

in the lore of St. Francis’s devotion to even the least of God’s creations, I found myself thinking 

about King Benjamin’s sermon in ways I simply never had before. I was particularly moved by 

the work of Luca Signorelli, the Umbrian artist who influenced Michelangelo’s depictions on the 

ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. Signorelli’s work is distinguished by vibrant, twisting bodies in 

motion toward, or away from, the Divine—movement meant to underscore the grace on offer at 

every turn. More particularly, his depiction of The Deposition (when Christ’s body is taken from 

the cross and cradled in the arms of his mother and friends), as well his Resurrection sequence, 

gave me a better sense of what was at stake when—at the beginning of Mosiah 4—we are told 

that King Benjamin’s people felt “less than the dust of the earth.” Indeed, leaning on Signorelli 

                                                 
1 I am grateful to the participants of the Mormon Theology Seminar for their lively minds and 

broad knowledge—our conversations really were rich and wonderful. I am also happily indebted 

to Sharon Harris, Jason Kerr, and Juliana Chapman for generously taking time from their own 

work to carefully read over and comment on mine (while sipping licorice tea). 
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allows me to pry a little more meaning from an otherwise well-trodden passage in my personal 

copy of scripture.  

 A particular moment in Signorelli’s story is especially worth lingering over before 

turning to the Book of Mosiah. In 1502, Signorelli’s beloved son Antonio died, probably of the 

plague. Famous sixteenth-century art biographer Vasari (Signorelli’s kinsman) tells us that the 

artist’s adult child was “beautiful in face and person” and one “whom he loved most dearly.” 

Upon Antonio’s death, “overwhelmed with grief as he was, [Signorelli] had the body stripped, 

and with the greatest fortitude of soul, without tears or lamentation, he made a drawing of it, in 

order to have always before his eyes.”2 Signorelli’s response to the death of his son baffled 

many around him, for he entered the portal of grief by way of attentiveness rather than overt 

lamentation. He sat beside his son’s body, sketching it from every angle, with focused studies of 

hands, eyes, delicate veins, the line of jaw, the sweeping curve of thigh muscles, and the supreme 

architectural perfection of the arch of the foot. Vasari tells us that Signorelli used his son’s 

corpse as the model for the body of Jesus in The Deposition, painted that same year (1502) for 

the Cathedral at Cortona. In this scene, Jesus is cradled in the arms of the women who had tarried 

throughout his ordeal on the cross, women who had remained in order to frame—with their own 

mortality and love—the moment his spent body was lowered to the ground.  

 “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” the ceremonial acknowledgement of humanity’s humble 

origins at God’s hand, would have had a special resonance for Signorelli in the moment of his 

                                                 
2 Vasari, “Luca Signorelli,” in Vasari, ed. Gaetano Milanesi, vol. 3 (Firenze: G. C. Sansoni, 

1879), 691. Note that, despite acknowledging Vasari’s account of Signorelli as one of the most 

accurate included in the catalogue of artists, many scholars dismiss this story (that Signorelli 

used his son’s body as a model for Christ) despite the corroborating evidence of his similar use 

of other corpses and the matching time frame. The reason usually given is one of personality: 

Signorelli was ebullient, socially ambitious, economically strategic, and politically astute—the 

wrong temperament, some scholars insist, to experience something so starkly sentimental. 
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profound grief. Perhaps “be fruitful,” the blessing with which the Creator prodded humanity to 

create, breathed quietly to his mind as Signorelli ground to dust the minerals of his trade: realgar 

and lapis lazuli for blues; malachite and verdigris for greens; raw umber for browns; lead and 

gypsum for whites; and carbon for black. With his palette of earth-based pigments in hand, he 

transmogrified the details of his son’s already-decaying body into a contemplation of the body of 

Christ. In doing so, Signorelli allowed for the profundity of his sorrow even as he turned that 

grief toward the Christian locus of hope and beauty. This is inspiring enough, this human 

ingenuity that took minerals from the earth, turned them to dust, mixed them with oils, and then 

pressed those particles of possibility into a fresco visualization of heartfelt hope for the prospect 

of future joy. But perhaps even more heartening is the felt reciprocity Signorelli expresses 

between divine creation and the human capacity for similar work—not idolizing humans as 

demi-gods, but remembering that creating is part of the purpose of having been made in the 

image of God. Hope, in short, was what pulled Signorelli’s present grief toward a future promise 

of resurrection redefined, at least for a moment, as reunion-in-creation. In this regard, the story 

of Signorelli provides a suggestive, amplifying lens through which to read and understand the 

theme of dust in scripture; and while the Umbrian religious artist does not provide a theological 

map we can simply superimpose on the Book of Mosiah, he does prompt us to see peculiar atoms 

of meaning as they figure and reconfigure throughout the narrative. 

 

KING BENJAMIN 

 In the book of Mosiah, we learn that a certain King Benjamin had “waxed old” and felt it 

was time to confer the kingdom upon his son Mosiah. As part of this process a proclamation was 

sent out instructing all to gather at the temple where Benjamin would relay his final thoughts to 
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his people. There he expresses his love for God, explains that he has striven to be a good king, 

and urges the people to be grateful for blessings that far exceed deserving (Mosiah 1–2). In 

Mosiah 3, Benjamin recounts an angelic vision in which the king is instructed to relay “glad 

tidings of great joy” to his people. The angel foretells the life of “the Lord Jesus Christ” with 

considerable detail, also elaborating on the Fall and how the judgment of sins will work. Chapter 

4 documents the reaction of Benjamin’s people to his account of the angelic vision: “they were 

filled with joy.” Upon seeing their response, and sensing their faith in his words, Benjamin 

continues to teach them about salvation, loving one another, retaining a remission of their sins, 

and the need for unstinting generosity toward others—with a special emphasis on children and 

beggars. The king is unremitting on this last point, insisting that  

ye will not suffer that the beggar putteth up his petition to you in vain, and turn him out to 

perish. Perhaps thou shalt say, ‘The man has brought upon himself his misery; therefore I 

will stay my hand, and will not give unto him of my food, nor impart unto him of my 

substance that he may not suffer, for his punishments are just.’ But I say unto you, O 

man, whosoever doeth this the same hath great cause to repent . . . For behold, are we not 

all beggars? (Mosiah 4: 17–19). 

 

Although Benjamin acknowledges that there are “divers ways and means” to commit sin, this 

refusal—the stayed hand—is the one of most concern in his final warning to his people. Finally, 

Mosiah 5 describes the people’s desire to “enter into a covenant with our God.” Their names are 

recorded under that covenant, and King Benjamin’s peaceful death three years later is also set 

down. 

 

 At the portal of King Benjamin’s sermon recounted in Mosiah Chapter 4, three words are 

strikingly joined: joy, dust, and remission.3 In narrative time, they slip into view after 

                                                 
3 I take my cue for a literary analysis from Benjamin who, in Mosiah 2:34, reminds his people 

that they “have been taught concerning the records which contain the prophecies which have 

been spoken by the holy prophets, even down to the time our father Lehi left Jerusalem.” In 
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Benjamin’s account of the angel’s message but before he begins his redaction of that experience 

in terms meant to counsel a collective transformation. In that caesura, the account pauses to pan 

across the scene, and we are given a moment to take in the people’s initial response to the divine 

vision before we hear Benjamin’s next words.  

And now, it came to pass that when king Benjamin had made an end of speaking the 

words which had been delivered unto him by the angel of the Lord, that he cast his eyes 

round about on the multitude, and behold they had fallen to the earth, for the fear of the 

Lord had come upon them (4:1). 

 

Remember that “fear” often meant “profound awe and reverence” in the English of the translator. 

Given where Benjamin left off, “the fear of the Lord” is clearly of this nature; the people seem to 

be experiencing a revelation of self-knowledge in relation to God’s goodness, as born out by 

their next cry:4 

And they had viewed themselves in their own carnal state, even less than the dust of the 

earth. And they all cried aloud with one voice, saying: O have mercy, and apply the 

atoning blood of Christ that we may receive forgiveness of our sins, and our hearts may 

be purified; for we believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who created heaven and earth, 

and all things; who shall come down among the children of men (4:2). 

 

And it came to pass that after they had spoken these words the Spirit of the Lord came 

upon them, and they were filled with joy, having received a remission of their sins, and 

having peace of conscience, because of the exceeding faith which they had in Jesus 

Christ who should come, according to the words which king Benjamin had spoken unto 

them (4:3). 

 

                                                                                                                                                             

conjunction with the written missives containing portions of his sermon (which he distributed 

among those gathered), the people are clearly being coaxed to listen and read the king’s words in 

light of connections to the scriptures with which they are intimately familiar. See also Jacob 4:6, 

where Jacob addresses his future readers by stressing how he and his people study closely and 

are guided inspirationally by scripture. For a good discussion of the many ways that scripture 

frames and rewrites scripture, see Piero Boitani, The Bible and Its Rewritings, trans. Anita 

Weston (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 1999). 
4 For defining fear, Webster’s Dictionary of 1828 gives a special category for scripture, where 

“the fear of God is a holy awe or reverence of God and his laws, which springs from a just view 

and real love of the divine character.” See https://Webster’sDictionary1828.com. 

 

https://webster'sdictionary1828.com/
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We are not told how they expressed their sense of being “less than the dust of the earth,” but 

Benjamin is attuned to that sentiment, and refers back to it—and to their experience of joy— 

later in the sermon. At that later point, he takes up these two strands of feeling (dust and joy) and 

ties them to “the knowledge of the goodness of God” which, he tells his people, should have 

“awakened you to a sense of your nothingness, and your worthless and fallen state” (4:5). This is 

the hinge upon which the door of Benjamin’s “last words” will swing open, facilitating an entry, 

of sorts, to an elemental (if not fully comprehensive) “knowledge” of “the atonement which was 

prepared from the foundation of the world for all mankind” (4:7). In short, Benjamin’s entire 

subsequent discourse unwinds from the spindle of this moment—the moment of his people’s 

profound response to the angelic message—and Benjamin astutely takes up the threads of “dust” 

and “joy” and “remission” to weave the loose web of his atonement theology, a theology of co-

creation in which the ethics of the everyday take up the possibility of transformation at the heart 

of God’s redemptive efforts. 

 Of course, Benjamin had already mentioned dust in Mosiah 2: 25–26, where he 

acknowledges his own unworthiness as being of a kind with that of the people’s: 

And now I ask, can ye say aught of yourselves? I answer you, nay. Ye cannot say that ye 

are even as much as the dust of the earth; yet ye were created of the dust of the earth; but 

behold, it belongeth to him who created you. 

 

And I, even I, whom ye call your king, am no better than ye yourselves are; for 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.  

 

This reference to their shared elemental beginnings is firmly linked to the theme that will guide 

his account of the angel: “And behold, I tell you these things that ye may learn wisdom; that ye 

may learn that when ye are in the service of your fellow beings ye are only in the service of your 

God” (2:17). But we only see the astonishing effects of this effort at inculcating wisdom after the 
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people have heard the tidings the angel brings, when suddenly they feel the significance of dust 

in their bones and sinews, in their hearts and minds, in (we might say) their very guts, where the 

enteric system reflexively and swiftly responds to material conditions, and integrates information 

into usable knowledge.5  

 The motto of my alma mater, Brandeis University, is perhaps instructive here: “Truth, 

even to its innermost parts,” taken from Psalm 51, ascribes to truth both a metaphorical body (we 

are willing to delve deeply into bodies of asserted knowledge until we find the truth), and a place 

in the actual body (deep in our mortal being are things that must be searched out, even to the 

innermost parts). To put it another way, “gut truth” means anatomizing what we think we 

know—going into the guts of knowledge to find a truth that is, so to speak, more than skin deep. 

But it can also be understood more directly as truth-in-the-gut, referring to how our bodies speak 

to us intuitively of larger social truths by means of our response to inner prompts: hunger and 

satisfaction, thirst and quench, pain and pleasure, danger and safety, guilt and relief—all remind 

us that we are always already in a relational web of need. The particular Psalm from which the 

Brandeis motto is taken nicely reflects the very experience Benjamin’s people seem to be having, 

for it poetically renders David’s plea for remission and joy:6  

                                                 
5 The gut’s “brain”—the enteric nervous system—is located in the sheaths of tissue lining the 

esophagus, stomach, small intestine, and colon. Considered a single entity, it is a network of 

neurons, neurotransmitters, and proteins that zaps messages between neurons, and supports cells 

like those found in the brain proper. The system has a complex circuitry that enables it to act 

independently, learn, remember and, as the saying goes, produce “gut feelings” in response to 

circumstances. See Dr. Michael Gershon, The Second Brain: Your Gut Has a Mind of Its Own 

(New York: Harper, 1999). For a related discussion developed in light of recent advances in 

body-mind research (the body is full of mind), see Guy Claxton, Intelligence in the Flesh: Why 

Your Mind Needs Your Body Much More Than It Thinks (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 2015). 
6 Much work has been done on the use of Psalms in the Book of Mormon. A good entry for 

related study is John Hilton’s “Old Testament and Psalms in the Book of Mormon,” in Ascending 

the Mountain of the Lord: Temple, Praise, and Worship in the Old Testament, ed. Jeffrey R. 
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Create in me a clean heart, O God,  

and put a new and right spirit within me.  

Do not cast me away from thy presence,  

and do not take your holy spirit from me.  

Restore to me the joy of your salvation,  

and sustain in me a willing spirit [emphasis mine] (NRSV Psalm 51:10–12).  

 

Benjamin may have recognized the echo of the Psalm in his people’s cry, for his subsequent 

sermon is an amplification of David’s closing lines to God:  

For you have no delight in sacrifice;  

if I were to give a burnt offering,  

you would not be pleased.  

The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit:  

a broken and a contrite heart, O God, you will not despise” (NRSV Psalm 51:16–17).  

 

Only a few verses later, the psalmist insists that this contrition is not merely a penitent state, but 

an ongoing practice, one that mirrors God’s: “Father of orphans and protector of widows is God 

in his holy habitation” (NRSV Psalm 68:5). Indeed, the Psalms spiral back to this theme 

repeatedly, as in “The Lord watches over the stranger; he upholds the orphan and widow” 

(NRSV 146:9), and other prophets such as Isaiah stress it as well: “Learn to do good; seek 

justice: / rescue the oppressed, / defend the orphan, plead for the widow” (NRSV Isaiah 1:17).7  

 In other words, the deeply felt truth suffusing the people at the beginning of Mosiah 4 is 

scripturally linked to subsequent actions on behalf of vulnerable and suffering ones, and in that 

regard, there is much we can we learn about the peace of conscience Benjamin’s people feel in 

their moment of contrition, especially in light of how a peculiar conception of “nothingness” 

limns Benjamin’s subsequent remarks. Though an expansive exposition of Benjamin’s vision as 

the frame for his ensuing sermon is not possible here, even a brief look at how “joy” and “dust” 

                                                                                                                                                             

Chadwick, Matthew J. G. Rey, and David Ralph Seely (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book, 

2013).  
7 Elder Jeffery R. Holland has recently stressed this at the April 2020 General Conference of the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. His talk is currently available at 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/general-conference/2020/04/media/6147245413001?lang=eng 
 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/general-conference/2020/04/media/6147245413001?lang=eng
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and “remission” are developed in that prefatory communiqué clarifies how and why the king’s 

people responded so readily—and powerfully—to these particular cues. In what follows, I pursue 

the possibility that we have a better understanding of Benjamin’s oratorical efforts when we view 

them, as his people did, through the lens of the angel’s message (Chapter 3), and when we feel 

them, as did they, in our deepest parts (Chapter 4).  

 

JOY 

 The joy the people experience is briefly anatomized at the beginning of Chapter 4 as 

following upon having received a remission of their sins, which in turns grants peace of 

conscience. Both elements of the experience, we are told, come about through faith in the advent 

of the anointed one—and all “according to the words which King Benjamin had spoken unto 

them,” referring specifically to his account of the angel’s message, as well as the words leading 

up to that visionary moment. In Benjamin’s retelling, the angel begins with the command to 

awake: 

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

said unto me: Awake, and hear the words which I shall tell thee; for behold, I am come to 

declare unto you the glad tidings of great joy (3:3). For the Lord . . . hath sent me to 

declare unto thee that thou mayest rejoice; and that thou mayest declare unto thy people, 

that they may also be filled with joy (3:4). 

 

Interestingly, the call to awake is doubled, while the emphasis on joy is tripled. The progression 

is telling: to awake first means to become attentive, to be open to the new understanding 

forthcoming. To awake next means to see that the wisdom on offer unfolds as tidings of joy. But 

while the more general “glad tidings” give way to the possibility of Benjamin’s own experience 

of joy, the angel binds that prospect to the king’s role as a spiritual model, for the trajectory of 

the sentence sends Benjamin’s joy swiftly to its real target: the joy of others. As the angel 
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explains, the prospect of his own joy prepares Benjamin, “that thou mayest declare unto thy 

people, that they may also be filled with joy.” This joy is, therefore, both anticipatory and 

relational. It is not an airy, abstract conception of a Lord-to-come, but an emergence made 

immediate by reference to the ubiquitous social relations common to all in their current relations. 

The first part of the vision emphasizes and enumerates the miracles of healing during Jesus’s 

ministry, a list that also brings into full focus those in need—the sick, the dying and the grieving, 

the lame, the blind and the deaf, the diseased: 

For behold, the time cometh, and is not far distant, that with power, the Lord Omnipotent 

who reigneth, who was, and is from all eternity to all eternity, shall come down from 

heaven among the children of men, and shall dwell in a tabernacle of clay, and shall go 

forth amongst men, working mighty miracles, such as healing the sick, raising the dead, 

causing the lame to walk, the blind to receive their sight, and the deaf to hear, and curing 

all manner of diseases (3:5). 

 

Surely, many who suffered similarly were strewn among the congregation at the foot of 

Benjamin’s tower along with those who loved and cared for them.  

 Those who had ignored or dismissed these distressed ones must now look again: as the 

angel goes on to detail the life of Jesus, an account of his suffering is added to his many 

miracles. Jesus will endure “pain of body, hunger, thirst, and fatigue,” the ills common to mortal 

experience. And he will sustain something “even more,” something that takes up the meaning of 

pain in transcendental terms, for it will bring “salvation” to his people. Beatings, death, and 

crucifixion intensify this progression but give way, on the angel’s account, to resurrection and 

Christ’s place as judge (3:7–10). As the angel explains, “all these things are done that a righteous 

judgment might come upon the children of men,” and we learn that the judge is one whose 

authority as such seems to rest on an incarnational equipoise—of transcendence on the one hand, 

and mortal suffering on the other. Moreover, the authority emerging from that equipoise is 
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manifest as a contrastive, conscience-pricking presence. We are told that those who have done 

evil  

are consigned to an awful view of their own guilt and abominations, which doth cause 

them to shrink from the presence of the Lord into a state of misery and endless torment, 

from whence they can no more return; therefore they have drunk damnation to their own 

souls. (3:25)  

 

Judgment day, according to the angel, is the day of self-awareness when all rationalizations and 

pretense to worthiness are peeled away to reveal an “awful view.” Those who have done ill 

“shrink from the presence of the Lord,” a separation from God that seems reflexive, and thus 

self-imposed—a revelatory gut-truth speaking from the inside out.8 What Benjamin’s people 

knew from scripture was simple: what will be dredged from the sludge of their collective 

complacency is every moment when they stayed their hands.9 The Psalms noted above clearly 

preach this, but Deuteronomy had already decisively defined God’s nature, and divine justice, as 

providing “for the stranger, for the fatherless, and for the widow”(Deuteronomy 24:17, 20–21). 

The perversion of God’s distributive and reparative justice—justice meant to be embodied in 

everyday relations—thus includes both active and passive refusal: to hold back either 

consciously or thoughtlessly. For Benjamin’s people, this might mean overtly refusing the 

                                                 
8 See also Mosiah 2:38–39, where the same mode of justice is described and where the “endless 

torment” is more clearly a result of persisting in destructive forms of refusal. 
9 There are three major modes of justice explored in the Hebrew bible: to prevent wrong 

(distributive justice); to correct or punish the wrongdoer (retributive justice); to repair the wrong 

done (reparative justice). By far the greatest emphasis and development is given to the first and 

third. In Benjamin’s account, even the form of justice aimed at the correction or punishment of 

the wrongdoer is really a function of repaired conscience. The concept of “restorative” justice, 

which includes concern for all three, is the focus of current efforts in various countries to more 

fully address the needs of those who experience harm, as well as those who commit harm. For a 

good resource in this regard, see http://restorativejustice.org/#sthash.MPadhvAp.dpbs which 

includes suggestions for further reading.  

 

http://restorativejustice.org/#sthash.MPadhvAp.dpbs
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beggar, but it could also mean gathering up crops thoughtlessly without leaving the needy 

anything to glean, the minimal care-practice outlined in scripture.  

 The day of justice for those who have not done God’s justice—a day of self-awareness 

revealing the stayed hand—frames the return to the account of Jesus’s life. The angel explains 

that Jesus will experience the kinds of social injustice and bodily suffering usually associated 

with extreme poverty, with beggars. In the account of Jesus’s travails we are told that he would 

be accused of wickedness and become socially shunned; that he would be scourged and subject 

to cruel torture; that his weakened body would suffer “hunger, thirst, and fatigue, even more than 

man can suffer,” and would eventually perish (3:7, 9). The mounting forms of pain that all 

dissolve into that point of perishing funnel the final days of Christ’s life into the form of any 

given beggar.  

 The angel also emphasizes Jesus’s status as a child. The crescendo of divine superlatives 

stressing Christ’s capacity as creator suggestively culminates in the name of his mother, Mary, 

intimating that divine transcendence gives way to the materiality of beloved persons, here 

figured maternally: “And he shall be called Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Father of heaven 

and earth, the Creator of all things from the beginning; and his mother shall be called Mary” 

(3:8).10 I will turn to the implications of crowning the divine titles with a reference to Jesus’s 

mother in a moment; the initial effect of Mary’s appearance in the vision is to remind Benjamin’s 

listeners that despite his powers, Jesus would be someone’s mortal son—vulnerable, in need of 

succor, and subject to the possibility of neglect. Thus, when in Chapter 4 Benjamin turns to 

children in verses13–14, and to beggars in verses 17–20, as the focus for social transformation, 

he is blending the people’s joyful anticipation (thanks to the angel’s account) of the God he 

                                                 
10 Alma 7:10 also singles out Mary as a “precious and chosen vessel.” 
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knows they long to embrace—and whose blessing they’d cried out for—with the material, social 

relations of the present. That Jesus’s “tabernacle of clay” would include the bodily experiences 

of child and beggar is a forceful assertion: the most vulnerable in society are also made in God’s 

image, a particularly striking anticipation of Jesus’s declaration that any who served the hungry, 

the sick, the naked, and all “the least of these . . . ye have done it unto me” (Matthew 25:31–46). 

It also powerfully reinforces Benjamin’s previous testimony that “when ye are in the service of 

your fellow beings ye are only in the service of your God” (2:17). In short, when the angel 

begins with a triple emphasis on joy before turning to the anticipatory account of Jesus’s life—

during which the Lord-to-come would bless the vulnerable yet experience profound forms of 

vulnerability himself—the people are rhetorically prompted to “awake” and see their own 

prospects for joy-in-care in the faces of the vulnerable all around them.  

 

DUST 

 No surprise that Christ’s “tabernacle of clay” is thematically linked, in the angel’s 

narrative of Chapter 3, to the story of Adam’s creation and “fall,” thus providing a reason for 

“dust” to be linked to joy and humility in the minds of the people in Chapter 4.11 More 

particularly, in the angelic account, the reference to Adam is given special emphasis as a 

conceptual bridge: the allusion connects the joyful anticipation of Jesus’s life that begins the 

message to the “righteous judgment” that concludes the vision—inviting listeners to pass over, 

without falling into, the long historical chasm of unbelief just described. The angel points out 

that, for generations, provision for “many signs, and wonders, and types, and shadows” (3:15) 

had been made to bolster faith, yet despite the various prophets sent to teach of the advent with 

                                                 
11 For an excellent extended meditation on this topic useful for considering here, see Romans 5: 

1–9, 18–21.  
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clear preparatory directives, few had managed to muster the imagination and commitment 

required to “believe that Christ should come,” despite the joy on offer. All this preparation was 

done that “[these] same might receive remission of their sins, and rejoice with exceedingly great 

joy, even as though he had already come among them.” (3:13). Here, we have the explicit prompt 

from the angel that listeners must not be like these others. Following this description of a history 

of failure—a failure of both faith and imagination—Adam is mentioned in 3:16 by way of 

emphasizing the innocence of children whose rescue is assured; the story of Eden is invoked 

again, and at more length, in 3:19 where “the fall of Adam” is linked to the necessity of yielding 

to the spirit, and learning to be a “saint.” This is done through “the atonement of Christ the 

Lord,” and can only be accomplished when one “becometh as a child, submissive, meek, 

humble, patient, full of love, willing to submit to all things which the Lord seeth fit to inflict 

upon him, even as a child doth submit to his father” (3:19). Note that the emphasis here is on 

bringing human nature back into line with divine intention, even as we experience difficulties in 

doing so—it is not a portrait of God, but of saintly submission.12 To hear this in light of Psalm 

103, for instance, is to remember Eden in light of a wise creator, which modulates the harsher 

chord above with a song of God’s forbearance and compassion for the foibles of dust: 

 The Lord is merciful and gracious, 

  slow to anger and abounding in 

   steadfast love. 

 He will not always accuse, 

  nor will he keep his anger forever. 

 He does not deal with us according to our sins, 

  nor repay us according to our iniquities, 

 For as the heavens are high above the earth, 

  so great is his steadfast love toward 

   those who fear him. 

 As far as the east is from the west, 

  so far he removes our 

                                                 
12 See also Romans 12:2. 
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   transgressions from us; 

 as a father has compassion for his children, 

  so the Lord has compassion for 

   those who fear him. 

 For he knows how we were made; 

  he remembers that we are dust. [empahsis mine] (NRSV Psalms 103:8–14) 

 

 A people steeped in the story of Genesis, Benjamin’s audience took up the Angel’s 

references to Adam and Eden with intuitive gut-swiftness, as evidenced by their powerful 

reaction of feeling “less than the dust of the earth.” In fact, Adam’s very name refers to the dust 

from which he was created (Genesis 2.7)—reinforced by the puns on adam (human) and adamah 

(humus)—an appellation meant to modify with humility the gemstone of the account: the first 

couple was created “in the image of God, male and female” (Genesis 1:27). Dust is thus both a 

reference to humanity’s roots in the nature of things, and a metonymy for heavenly purposes as 

Divinity shapes substance to become meaningful, flourishing, and “very good” (Genesis 1:1–31). 

For this reason, dust is used throughout the Old Testament in both positive and negative ways. 

The negative connotations are easy to sense in Benjamin’s sermon—to be less than dust is to 

have devolved from the divine purpose—so it’s worth revisiting the tradition in which dust is a 

blessed starting point in order to trace how Benjamin’s people could, through acknowledging 

their humble origins, find their way to a new faith, peace of conscience, and joy. 

 For one, as we’ve just seen, dust is the literal ground of creation which, as Genesis 

reminds us, includes cycles of life, for all return “unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: 

for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return” (Genesis 3:19).13 Subsequent scripture seems 

                                                 
13 Biblical scholars have long known that there are really two stories of creation in Genesis, each 

with a slightly different cosmology. The present discussion does not take up this debate, but 

readers are encouraged to familiarize themselves with the contours of discussion. For a good 

overview of the debates and textual issues, see Jiři Moskala, “A Fresh Look at Two Genesis 

Creation Accounts: Contradictions?” Andrews University Seminary Studies 49 no. 1 (2011): 45–

65. See also J. S. Forretster-Brown, The Two Creation Stories in Genesis: A Study of Their 
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to interpret this as both the ground of humility and the rationale for valuing the preciousness of 

perishing things, which is another way of talking about beauty. As David P. Goldman points out, 

the only place in Hebrew scripture where we find God and beauty explicitly mentioned in the 

same verse is Ecclesiastes [Kohelet] 3:11: “I have observed the task which God has given the 

sons of man to be concerned with: He made everything beautiful in its time; He also put an 

enigma [ha–Olam or eternity] into their mind.” Goldman goes on to explain, 

Beauty is not an eternal characteristic of nature in its recondite essence, accessible to the 

adept through special knowledge, as Plato taught. . . . rather, it is temporal and hevel, or 

“fleeting” (rather than “vain” as Kohelet [Ecclesiastes] is usually rendered). We might 

think of beauty as an intimation of the eternity that God has set in our hearts. God has 

planted in our hearts the enigma of eternity, which is the same as the mystery of human 

mortality, and beauty is an intimation of that eternity. . . [beauty] is a fleeting human 

perception of God’s action in the world.14 

 

To say that the enigma of eternity is the same as the mystery of human mortality is to 

acknowledge an indivisible relation between the two. Rabbi Joshua Schmidman gives another 

example useful for understanding time’s role in relation to beauty in Hebrew scripture: 

Concerning the obligation to honor the elderly, the Torah states: “ve'HADAR'ta p'nei 

zakein,” which is usually translated “and honor the face of the old person.” The word 

hadar, however, literally means “beauty,” so what the verse is actually telling us is to 

ascribe beauty to the old face. The Torah ascribes beauty to the old face precisely because 

it expresses the ongoing triumph of a life which endured and persisted . . . beauty inheres 

in . . . the palpable experience of apprehending the eternal in the flow of passing time.15 

 

                                                                                                                                                             

Symbolism (New York: Watkins, 1920) and C. John Collins, Reading Genesis Well: Navigating 

History, Poetry, Science and Truth in Genesis 1–11 (New York: Harper-Collins, 2018).  

 
14 David P. Goldman, “Timeless,” Tablet Magazine (Feb. 6, 2012): 

https://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-arts-and-culture/music/89989/timeless.  
15 Rabbi Joshua Schmidman, “Judaism’s Surprising Definition of Beauty,” Aish (October 2, 

2006): http://www.aish.com/h/su/tai/The_Etrog_and_Jewish_Beauty.html. See also Herbert 

Rand, “The Biblical Concept of Beauty,” Jewish Bible Quarterly 30 (2002): 213–15. For a good 

sense of the overlaps and divergences between Jewish and Christian conceptions of beauty, see 

David Lyle Jeffrey, In the Beauty of Holiness: Art and the Bible in Western Culture (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdman’s, 2017). 

https://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-arts-and-culture/music/89989/timeless
http://www.aish.com/h/su/tai/The_Etrog_and_Jewish_Beauty.html
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In short, dust’s perishing nature forms an internal enigma of time and eternity, mortality and 

divinity. Which is to say that the beauty of dust inheres in a particular orientation of special 

attentiveness toward these things, and a “palpable experience” of how mere clay yields 

something triumphant through endurance and persistence.  

 In the tradition of Benjamin’s people, dust also refers to future covenant generations, and 

particularly to their beneficent effect on the peoples of the earth, as when God tells Jacob, “And 

thy seed shall be as the dust of the earth . . . and in thy seed shall all the families of the earth be 

blessed” (Gen. 28:14). This blessing is frequently construed in terms of an egalitarian strand in 

prophetic thought that persists throughout the Old Testament, as when Hannah the mother of the 

prophet Samuel sings, “[The Lord] raiseth up the poor out of the dust, and lifteth up the beggar 

from the dunghill, to set them among princes, and to make them inherit the throne of glory: for 

the pillars of the earth are the Lord’s, and he hath set the world upon them.” (KJV 1 Sam 2: 8). 

Additionally, we recognize the presence of God, as the Psalmist tells us, when there are those 

who do God’s will and “raiseth up the poor out of the dust, and lifteth the needy out of the 

dunghill” (KJV Psalm 113:7).16 Indeed, dust is frequently invoked to stress the ways in which 

God exalts the lowly. On the divinely directed potentiality of dust in this regard, Victor Hamilton 

notes in his commentary on the book of Genesis, 

Especially interesting . . . are those passages which speak of an exaltation from dust, with 

the dust representing pre-royal status (1 K. 16:2), poverty (1 Sam. 2:8; Ps. 113:7), and 

                                                 
16 Note that in the ancient world sin frequently referred to uncleanliness, not to evil intention, 

which is why the lower classes were often thought “sinful” or “dirty”—they were those whose 

social roles had them dealing with unclean things such as disposing of dead bodies, or dealing in 

dead skins for tanning leather, or carrying refuse to “dunghills” or “ash-heaps” to avoid disease. 

Thus, the scriptures that emphasize their rescue from dust are also validating their place in 

society despite the judgment of the rich. 
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death (Isa. 26:19; Dan. 12:2). To “be raised from the dust” means to be elevated to royal 

office, to rise above poverty, to find life.17 

 

I would further note that, given humankind’s garden-tending first purpose, being “raised from 

dust” puts one in an especially attentive position to help others flourish, an aspect of what it 

means “to reign” that Benjamin went out of his way to stress in Mosiah 2.  

 In relation to these various points on dust—it may be molded in God’s image; it is a 

metonymy for divine purpose and meaning; it refers to covenant generations meant to bless the 

earth; its perishing nature, when attentively cherished, yields beauty; and it reconfigures 

authority in terms of care and protection—three additional things are worth noting.18 First, in the 

creation account of Genesis, dust is not passive but responsive to God’s commands.19 Further, 

while dust is the object of divine creation, the process includes empowering created things to 

create: “God blessed them, saying, ‘Be fruitful and multiply . . . And God said, ‘Let the earth 

bring forth living creatures of every kind’ And it was so” (Gen. 1:22-24). In fact,  

Adam and Eve’s eviction from Eden and their consequent mortality imply a sharing of 

important powers by God with humans. Both the creation and termination of human life 

now rest with them—the former with the help of the Eternal (Gen. 4:1), the latter in 

defiance of God (the killing of Abel).20  

 

                                                 
17 Victor P. Hamilton, “The Book of Genesis, Chapters 1–17,” The New International 

Commentary on the Old Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990), 158. 
18 Perishing is not the same as suffering, though they are related as time takes its toll on all. In 

Benjamin’s long discourse, only in the figures of Christ and the beggar are these two things 

irrevocably linked. In Jesus, the beauty of precious, perishing things is pulled forward toward 

enduring meaningfulness as one’s attentiveness toward the vulnerable or suffering increases; in 

the figure of the beggar, the prospect of beauty for the wealthy is erased when suffering is simply 

ignored, covered up, or actively denounced as the fault of the sufferer. Beauty is thus a stance 

toward the world, as well as a moment of perception: to see the beauty of the vulnerable is to 

leap to their aid. 
19 See Mormon’s poetic meditations on dust in Helaman 12:8, where dust’s responsiveness to 

God is similarly noted. Being “less than the dust of the earth,” on Mormon’s view, is to be 

unresponsive to God’s commands to love and cherish those around us. 
20 The Torah, A Modern Commentary, ed. W. Gunther Plaut and David E. S. Stein (New York: 

Central Conference of American Rabbis, 2006), 18. 
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This is not part of an emerging mortal myth of self-creation, but an astonishing exercise of divine 

authority as a mode of sharing and interdependence, authority not ultimately about dominance or 

force. Reflecting that model, Benjamin couched his own authority in precisely these terms. 

Finally, for humans bearing the image of God (mirroring male and female) the divine 

benediction to create is framed by an antecedent declaration regarding connection—it isn’t good 

for humans to be alone, and so Eve is created to be alongside Adam. Adam rejoices on seeing his 

“ezer kenegdo”—his fit and saving companion—for he himself has been reborn into a new 

fullness of humanity with her advent.21 Indeed, her title echoes that of God in relation to the 

creation and repair of the world:  

Happy are those whose help [ezer] is the  

 God of Jacob,  

whose hope is in the Lord their  

 God, 

who made heaven and earth,  

 the sea, and all that is in them;  

who keeps faith forever;  

 who executes justice for the oppressed; 

who gives food to the hungry” (Psalms 146: 5–7).  

 

                                                 
21 Phyllis Trible traces the play on language throughout the passage, showing how a new adam, 

or humanity, emerges with the creation of Eve. Trible also explains how and why the KJV 

translation of “help meet” is so misleading: “the English word helper suggests an assistant, a 

subordinate, indeed, an inferior, while the Hebrew word ezer carries no such connation. To the 

contrary, in the Hebrew scriptures this word usually describes God as the superior who creates 

and saves Israel.” She goes on to note that the accompanying phrase, kenegdo, “corresponding to 

it,” tempers the connotation of superiority of ezer to emphasize mutuality. See God and the 

Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978), 90. For examples of ezer used 

elsewhere in reference to God, see Exodus 18:4; Deut. 33:7, 26, 29; Ps. 33:20, 1150:9–11, 121:2, 

124:8. See also Harry Otlinksky, “Male Oriented Language Originated by Biblical Translators,” 

in A History of Bible Translation and the North American Conbribution (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 

1991), 267–77. 
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Adam’s song to Eve (NRSV Genesis 2:23–24) celebrates their defining two-and-oneness, while 

God’s appellation for Eve anticipates humanity’s divine purpose, which is to create and rescue.22 

While a beautiful example for couples, the moment is also the first model for humankind, 

suggesting that humans are meant to be alongside one another—not above or below one another, 

but ezer to each and all.23 

 These last three potentialities of dust—it can respond to divine direction; it can be both 

created (formed) and creative (formative); it is associated with non-hierarchical modes of 

relation—make it easier to understand how, paradoxically, to feel “less than the dust” is also to 

be oriented toward hope. Remember that for those familiar with the original scriptures being 

invoked, allusions function by providing several layers of additional meaning; the most powerful 

allusions take their force from the aggregate of those layers, through details that emerge from 

memory and familiarity, thus amplifying and modifying direct discourse. This emotional 

intensification, directed by spiritual attunement, was clearly at work for Benjamin’s people.  

 Of course, we need not be limited by Benjamin’s cultural resources as we consider the 

words of Mosiah 3–4. I turn again to Signorelli, who is particularly useful for thinking about dust 

and creation, and the layered meanings of the allusion to Eden in the angel’s discourse. 

Benjamin’s vision depicts resurrection as part of the story of Jesus’s triumph, and Signorelli 

reminds us that—as in God’s blessing in Genesis empowering created things to create—the 

divine resurrection is spread out to blanket all dust, including humans, with the potentiality of 

                                                 
22 See Trible, 18, where she notes, “Ha-adam is not an original unity that is subsequently split 

apart by sexual division. Instead, it is the original unity that is at the same time the original 

differentiation.”  
23 For an idea of the difficulty in adequately translating ezer kenegdo into English (it also has 

connotations of someone providing direction and counsel), consider the seventeenth-century 

religious poet and scholar John Milton, who in his meditations on marriage and divorce, invoked 

various phrases meant to capture the biblical term: “fit conversing soul,” “an intimate and 

speaking help,” “a ready and reviving associate,” and a “sweet and gladsome society.”  
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new emergence. In the Capella Nova in the Duomo of Orvieto, Signorelli created a series of 

frescos, including The Resurrection of the Flesh. In the foreground of that work, people are 

climbing up out of the earth—not from graves or crevices, as so many other artists tend to 

imagine the moment, but as if from a former self, a ground of being so intimately familiar that 

when each body is fully upright, the ground’s glow underscores the miracle of each form. To the 

right, a group of skeletal figures awaiting full reconstitution are conversing with someone who is 

in mid-enfleshment, and their mutual excitement emanates from their postures of happy 

anticipation. On all sides, people are embracing joyfully, often giving a hand to those still rising 

from the dust. In a charming scene in the left background, a group of newly embodied friends are 

dancing in delight. Especially interesting is the circling line of sight, for the fresco’s various 

resurrecting figures are either fully oriented toward, or in the process of turning to, the couple at 

the center of the joyful scene. There, halfway between the foreground and horizon, in eye-

orienting centrality from east to west, stand Adam and Eve, conversing, as they observe their 

progeny rise from the adamah.24 Signorelli’s ebullient depiction crowns the scene in parental 

love and concern, even as it reminds its viewers that humanity is one great family. In Mosiah, the 

angel’s allusion to Eden in relation to the resurrection—punctuated, as it is, by streaming 

Christ’s titles of majesty into the name of his mother, Mary (Mosiah 3:8)—similarly hints at the 

unifying point of resurrection. Indeed, Joseph Smith echoed this view, that “abundance of life” 

and “joy” in the resurrection are functions of love: 

So plain was the vision, that I actually saw men, before they had ascended from the tomb, 

as though they were getting up slowly. They took each other by the hand and said to each 

                                                 
24 Taking his cue from Signorelli’s focus on Eve, and knowing the Hebraic roots of God’s title 

for Eve, Michelangelo also stressed Eve’s significance in creation and resurrection. In the 

famous fresco of the Sistine Chapel, for instance, where God is reaching toward a reclining 

Adam, Michelangelo places Eve alongside God—God’s other arm encircles her, and she grasps 

that encircling arm as they both gaze down on Adam. 
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other, “My father, my son, my mother, my daughter, my brother, my sister.” And when 

the voice calls for the dead to arise, suppose I am laid by the side of my father, what 

would be the first joy of my heart? To meet my father, my mother, my brother, my sister; 

and when they are by my side, I embrace them, and they me.25 

 

Signorelli, painting well after Christ’s advent, and Joseph Smith, speaking a few centuries even 

later, both believed that on the morning of the resurrection, the trappings of rank would 

disappear and a cleansed recognition would define human relations. Joyful reunion is the hope of 

that vision. 

 To return to the response of Benjamin’s people at the beginning of Chapter 4, to feel less 

than dust, especially in the context of the allusion to Eden, is to understand oneself as having 

become unconnected, unresponsive, uncreative, unhelpful—to refuse to be ezer. It is to have 

strayed or devolved from the divine intentions for humanity, which include both the humility of 

dust and dust’s massive potentiality for good. In this regard, the people’s initial exclamation is a 

collective recognition that their entire society is in need of re-creation. Benjamin’s subsequent 

references to Adam and creation—however the king intends them to function—will also 

allusively remind his auditors that their own beginnings in the divine scheme are rooted in dust’s 

connective capabilities, for the angel had emphasized the messianic purposefulness of dust-

becoming-Christ. Grace itself extends outward from the same fundamental particles of creation 

of which they themselves are made.  

 

REMISSION 

                                                 
25 Joseph Smith, Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, ed. Joseph Fielding Smith (Salt Lake 

City: Deseret Book, 1938), 295–96. Daniel B. McKinlay notes that the remarks came as a result 

of the death of missionary Lorenzo Barnes, who died in England. See McKinlay, “Joseph Smith 

on the Body as a Fallen or Blessed Vessel,” in Joseph Smith and the Doctrinal Restoration 

(Provo: Brigham Young University, Religious Studies Center, 2005), 287–304. 
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 With the humility and seven-fold potentiality of “dust” in hand, and having explored the 

ramifications of the angel’s triple emphasis on “joy,” we turn to “remission.” The caesura 

between the angel’s message and Benjamin’s subsequent sermon—that moment when the people 

no longer merely imagine but actually experience the joy spoken of by the angel as they receive 

“a remission of their sins”—reveals that the joy of dust subtends the meaning of remission. As 

Benjamin suggests to the people in 4:20–26, they are not only to beg “for a remission of [their] 

sins,” they are to retain “a remission of [their] sins from day to day.” In the latter case, Benjamin 

clearly links care of children and the poor to the judgment of repair. The two orientations toward 

remission—begging and retaining—suggest that multiple meanings are at play. In the traditional 

religious sense of the word, a remission is a pardon or release, a deliverance from suffering or 

constraint. For that, all must continue to beg God. But as Benjamin and his people knew from the 

Year of Remission delineated in Deuteronomy (closely related to, and perhaps a clarification of, 

the Year of Jubilee developed in Leviticus 25:1–55), the Lord’s remission was also a directive 

for care in action: “Every seventh year you shall grant a remission of debts . . . If there is among 

you anyone in need . . . do not be hardhearted or tight-fisted toward your needy neighbor . . . You 

should rather open your hand” [emphasis mine] (NRSV Deuteronomy 15:1–11). Even this is 

insufficient, for you must be “careful that you do not entertain a mean thought . . . Give liberally 

and ungrudgingly when you do so” (NRSV Deuteronomy 15: 1, 7–10). As Benjamin teaches of 

remission in Mosiah 4:16–19 and 21–25, he intentionally amplifies Deuteronomy’s clear 

instructions.  

 Finally, in addition to seeking and granting pardon, remission also means to recede or 

diminish. Perhaps it’s the case that the remission of identifying with dust (allowing oneself to 

diminish before God) opens the space for the deliverance on offer. As the false notion of being 
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more-than-dust recedes, the expanding space of openness allows for the thirst-quenching waters 

of redemption to rush in. If so, Benjamin’s subsequent seemingly contrapuntal stance toward 

joy—the steady drumming on the people’s “nothingness”—is actually referring back to this very 

particular mode of abatement, which is not in the form of self-degradation, but of the kind that 

makes beauty possible.26 To understand this more fully, the best scriptural lens for Mosiah 4 and 

the question of God’s justice is the Book of Job, a dramatic poem that takes up remission in 

exactly these terms: abatement and beauty.  

 Job’s is the one story in Hebrew scripture that spirals from hard questions about suffering 

to invocations of dust in several of the ways noted above, revolving each meditation on pain 

(developed as an argument among friends) into ever deeper rejections of theodicy, the attempt to 

vindicate divine providence in view of the existence of evil. From dust, the story’s spiral turns 

round to meditations on justice, and from justice to care of the poor. Then, after long lyrical 

descriptions of the plight of those in need, the account revolves again, noting the seeming 

contentment of the rich, taking each turn of the screw one depth deeper, refusing to resolve. 

These tightly spiraling ruminations on the problems of suffering, justice, the poor, dust, and 

God’s relation to these things, are repeated until the moment when the Lord speaks to Job, thus 

ending the debate.  

 Because the Book of Job has been dehydrated of its depths by those wishing for an 

uncomplicated emphasis on patience and trust in God, a brief pause to review the story’s 

structure and main points of development is worthwhile.27 Prose brackets frame the account, and 

                                                 
26 See also Philippians 2. 
27 Of course, this isn’t the only oversimplification. The other common reduction consists of 

construing the story as an account of how even the best philosophical rigor and theological 

persistence on the problem of suffering will ultimately fail, making impossible any true devotion 

to the God allowing it. Determined interlocutors, in short, cannot be reconciled to God, and can 
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the first bracket describes Job’s goodness, wealth, and status; the scene then switches to the 

courts on high, where an accuser challenges the Lord’s confidence in Job by suggesting that the 

man’s admirable behavior is simply a function of self-interest. Satan, or the prosecutor, is given 

permission to test Job through suffering. Still in prose, we learn that Job loses everything and 

that his newly-impoverished condition includes a fall into sorrow (he loses all his children), 

poverty (he loses all his goods), and putrid, painful illness (his he loses his health, and his body 

becomes severely debilitated, covered in suppurating sores). The opening frame includes the 

quote that famously has come to define Job’s character—“Naked I came from my mother’s 

womb, and naked shall I return there; the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the 

name of the Lord” (Job 1:21)—and the frame concludes with his three friends coming to mourn 

with him in silence for seven days. At the end of that week of meditation, Job initiates 

conversation.28 

 What follows are thirty-five chapters of elaborate, beautiful poetry in which Job 

complains to the Lord of the injustice of his condition and defends himself against his friends, 

who each offer speculations as to why Job is either being rightly punished or purposefully taught 

a lesson. As Job’s complaint and defense intensify over the course of the conversation, his 

impoverishment is revealed to be two-fold, for not only has he lost the usual things that are 

assumed to make life good (family, wealth, and health), he has lost faith in divine justice. This, it 

turns out, is what Job simply cannot bear; indeed, the loss of this faith is so catastrophic that he 

wishes for destruction. After ruminating with his friends in extended silence, Job’s first vocal 

                                                                                                                                                             

only be crushed back into submission by the weight of divine authority. Neither caricature—Job 

the Patient, nor Job the Crushed—gives the poem its due as wisdom literature. I address both 

oversimplifications as part of a longer book project, The Tree of Life in English Renaissance 

Thought, particularly in the chapter on Shakespeare’s King Lear. 
28 All subsequent citations to Job refer to the NRSV translation. 
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lamentation is a prayer of un-creating—and borrowing from the language of Genesis, he 

demands a reversal of his own beginning: 

 Let the day perish in which I was born, 

  and the night that said, 

  “A man-child is conceived.” 

 Let that day be darkness! 

  May God above not seek it,  

  Or light shine on it. 

 Let gloom and deep darkness claim it. (Job 3:1–5) 

 

In the course of this opening cry, Leviathan is invoked as a call for chaos, since on Job’s view, a 

cosmos without justice at its foundation stands in need of dissolution in anticipation of being 

organized anew.29 Job further ruminates at some length on how a world without justice is a 

world in which death is better than existence (Job 3:11–23), and his friends, Eliphaz, Bildad, and 

Zophar, take this as a cue to take turns sharing their own views. Each mounts his respective 

defense of God and argument against Job’s complaint, and Job defends himself in turn. Over the 

course of the conversation, three main positions emerge. The first—which the opening frame 

delineates and which Job himself stresses—is that there are cases of suffering unrelated to 

anything the sufferer did or failed to do. The second posits that all suffering must somehow be 

deserved—either Job or his children did (or failed to do) something for which Job is now being 

punished. The third position is a little more nuanced, suggesting that suffering has intrinsic 

meaning—God has an ultimate reason in allowing Job to suffer, and since divine intent is 

inherently meaningful, so is Job’s pain. 

 The friends are not set up as callous fools. Throughout, they are given poetic language 

every bit as lyrical as Job’s, with memorable lines that capture the most common ways humans 

                                                 
29 For the reference to Leviathan in creation, see Genesis 1:21. 
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strive for wisdom in the face of otherwise incomprehensible suffering. Job rejects their attempts 

to assuage his loss of faith, and doubles down on his challenge to God, declaring in response,  

 I will say to God, Do not condemn me; 

  let me know why you contend against me. 

 Does it seem good to you to oppress, 

  to despise the work of your hands 

  and favor the schemes of the wicked? 

 [. . .] 

 Remember that you fashioned me like clay; 

  and will you turn me to dust again? (Job 10: 2–3, 8–9) 

 

Of special interest here is a middle passage in which both Zophar and Eliphaz worry that Job 

may have been impious in focusing on his wealth. Zophar warns against the rich, who think they 

build everlasting monuments to themselves, but who will in fact “perish forever like their own 

dung.” There will be no lasting memory of them, and “Their children will seek the favor of the 

poor; / and their hands will give back their wealth. / Their bodies, once full of youth, / will lie 

down in the dust with them” (Job 20: 7, 10–11). Job’s response is that he can only see what 

happens to the rich in his own lifetime and experience, and he hasn’t noticed a divine campaign 

against the wealthy as a class (Job 21). Eliphaz is appalled at this response, and leaps to the 

conclusion that Job’s sin may be even more serious:  

For you have exacted pledges from your family for no reason,  

and stripped the naked of their clothing.  

You have given no water to the weary to drink,  

and you have withheld bread from the hungry . . .  

You have sent widows away empty-handed,  

and the arms of the orphans you have crushed.” (Job 22: 6–9) 

 

This time Job responds by wondering why God doesn’t simply acquit him in the face of such 

accusations, for “he knows the way that I take” (Job 23:10). He goes on to acknowledge that the 

wicked do often “drive away the donkey of the orphan” or “take the widow’s ox for a pledge.” 

His compassion for the poor is rendered as a detailed picture of their plight:  
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[The wicked] thrust the needy off the road; 

 the poor of the earth all hide themselves. 

Like wild asses in the desert 

 they go out to their toil, 

scavenging in the wasteland 

 food for their young [. . . ] 

They lie all night naked, without clothing, 

 and have no covering in the cold. 

They are wet with the rain of the mountains, 

 and cling to the rock for want of shelter. (Job 24:3–12) 

 

But in thinking of this, Job goes even deeper into his complaint about injustice, noting that 

although the wealthy are “exalted a little while, and then are gone,” nevertheless, it seems that 

God “prolongs [their] life” and “gives them security.” (Job 24: 22–24). Bildad then pitches in 

with a brief comment that any given “mortal” is but a “maggot,” apparently misconstruing Job’s 

doubt about justice as misplaced admiration for the power and divine favor seemingly enjoyed 

by the rich. 

 At this point, Job initiates his longest response (Job 28–31), at the core of which is his 

contention, “I delivered the poor who cried, / and the orphan who had no helper. / The blessing 

of the wretched came upon me, / and I caused the widow’s heart to sing for joy; / I put on 

righteousness, and it clothed me; / my justice was like a robe and a turban.” (Job 29:12–14). Not 

only did Job give to those in need, he was their champion: 

I was eyes to the blind, 

 and feet to the lame. 

I was a father to the needy, 

 And I championed the cause of the stranger. 

I broke the fangs of the unrighteous, 

 And made them drop their prey from their teeth. (Job 28:15–17) 

 

He goes on to note with dismay that those he defended now treat him the way the wicked once 

treated them—and then goes on to deliver yet another moving description of their plight, even as 

he acknowledges that as a “rabble” they “rise up, / and send me sprawling” (Job 30). Job 



 29 

essentially repeats all of this in Chapter 31, but in poetry even more moving and evocative.30 

Ultimately, to insist that all suffering must somehow be deserved, Job intimates, means that his 

friends have had to falsify either Job’s character or the Lord’s.31 This truth emerges, 

paradoxically, from what James Wood calls “the savagery of truly disillusioned knowledge.”32 

After this, Job’s friends have nothing more to say, but a young Elihu has since joined the 

conversation and passionately insists on providing a further lecture (Job 31–37)—which turns 

out to be a recapitulation of the gist of what has already been said, but with special emphasis on 

God’s omniscience, omnipotence, and moral perfection. The Lord cuts off the debate here: “Who 

is this that darkens counsel / by words without knowledge?” (Job 38:2).  

 We might have assumed that this would be the place in the story when Job would receive 

consolation, spiritual reassurance, or even a little emotional comfort at the hands of the Lord (as 

in Psalms). Or that Job would be enveloped in philosophical insight as a result of his intellectual 

endurance (as in Ecclesiastes). Or that, at the very least, he would be congratulated for rejecting 

theodicy’s flailing gesture toward the ultimate incomprehensibility of the divine (a problem set 

up as a special feature of the account). Job receives none of these things.  

 Instead, the same Lord who had expressed confidence against Job’s accuser at the 

beginning of the drama, now instructs, “Gird up your loins like a man, / I will question you, and 

you shall declare unto me.” Initially, these questions do serve to deflate Job’s certainty; however, 

God’s reply to Job comes in language matching that of the long and lyrical antecedent 

                                                 
30 Limitations of space prevent doing it adequate justice; ideally, the reader would pause here 

and read NSRV Job 31 before moving on with this discussion. 
31 The Lord later reinforces Job’s assessment of the situation when he castigates these friends, 

calling them to repentance, “for you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has” 

(Job 42: 7). 
32 James Wood, The Broken Estate: Essays on Literature and Belief (London: Jonathan Cape, 

1999), 306. 
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conversation between friends. Indeed, much of the phrasing and imagery emerging out of the 

“whirlwind” of the Lord’s response—from the riddle of creation to the reference to Leviathan—

arise from Job’s own words, surfacing now in new configurations. Whether this represents divine 

wisdom welling up into Job’s mind (bits and pieces of previous deliberation falling into new 

formulations), or whether it is an actual, forceful intrusion of another voice upon his thoughts, 

the effect is the same: rather than seeing creation as the arena of divine tyranny as he had in his 

opening lament, Job undergoes a reorientation toward created things, and is invited to experience 

their palpability in terms that provoke the same sense of wonder at, and gladness for, their 

intrinsic goodness, as expressed in Genesis. To put it another way, whereas Job initially invoked 

creation to suggest God’s delight in oppressive powers—mountains are overturned in anger, the 

sun is commanded not to rise, the waves of the sea are trampled, and even the light of the stars is 

quenched (Job 9:1–12)—by poem’s end a new perspective emerges.  

 What causes this turn? At the end of the dispute between Job and his friends, God 

initiates a series of rhetorical questions meant to encourage Job to take a more realistic view of 

himself in the larger scheme of creation:  

Where were you when I laid the 

 foundation of the earth? 

Who determined its measurements—surely you know! 

 Or who stretched the line upon it? 

On what were its bases sunk, 

 or who laid its cornerstone 

when the morning stars sang together 

 and all the heavenly beings sang for joy? (Job 38:4–7) 

 

God is not averse to sarcasm, obviously (see also Job 38:21), but the tone is multivalent and 

shifts as, in each case, the Lord redirects Job’s attention toward creation and God’s role as 

creator: 

Do you know . . .  



 31 

Who has put wisdom in the inward parts, 

 or given understanding to the mind? 

Who has the wisdom to number the clouds? 

 Or who can tilt the waterskins of the heavens, 

when the dust runs into a mass and the clods cling together? (Job 38: 36–38) 

 

Taken together, the sumptuous descriptions of the longer passage—of lightening and clouds, of 

rain-moistened dust clumping in the weather, of the procreative lives of goats, the hunting 

prowess of the lioness, the magnificence of Leviathan—cannot be reduced to heavenly 

braggadocio, for the emphasis is less on God’s omnipotence over creation than on God’s delight 

in creation, and in the creativity of created things. This is not to soften the thunderous power of 

the Lord’s whirlwind response, which for Job is a true existence-rattling theophany. Job 

bellowed his outrage at the Lord, and the Lord bellows back. However, this is no simple shouting 

match. God asks Job whether he understands that there is intelligence and beauty in the lives all 

around him, in things Job had spoken confidently of, but about which he really knew little.  

 The limits of human knowledge are not the only thing the Lord wants Job to feel. God 

invites Job to stand alongside during this song of celebration and marvel: here, Leviathan is 

invoked neither as a symbol of cosmic chaos nor divine terror (as in Job’s previous discourse), 

but as a being in itself, a creature of magnificence with its own inherent powers.  

The Lord even pauses during this lengthy question-oriented instruction to remind Job again, 

“Anyone who argues with God must respond.” Job’s answer shows him in the process of turning 

toward the new perspective he will take at the end, but he is not fully there yet: “See, I am of 

small account; what / shall I answer you? / I lay my hand on my mouth.” The Lord doesn’t desire 

Job’s silence, though, and repeats, “I will question you, and you declare to me.” (Job 40: 2–4), 

pushing Job to keep thinking about his judgment of the Lord and the limitations of his own 

knowledge in relation to what is unfolding before his understanding. Note that the Lord does not 



 32 

insist on absolute incomprehensibility as part of the divine nature, but rather simply demonstrates 

that if Job’s knowledge of the smallest bits of creation (raindrops, dust) is so severely limited, 

surely his understanding of the creator is more limited still. 

 The wonder that God displays is persistent and contagious. Indeed, the Lord’s enthusiasm 

for Leviathan, for instance, is such that a pause is deemed necessary to defend the lengthy 

catalog of admirable attributes of the first eleven verses: “I will not keep silence concerning 

[Leviathan’s] limbs / or its mighty strength, or its splendid frame!” (Job 41:12) – and then God 

continues listing the marvels of Leviathan for another thirty-two verses. In short, the Lord 

redirects Job’s passionate attention away from his own suffering and toward creation. Job is 

decentered: “Look at Behemoth,” the Lord instructs, “which I made just as I made you . . . It is 

the first of the great acts of God . . . The lotus trees cover it for shade; / the willows of the wadi 

surround it” (Job 40: 15, 19, 22). Paired with Behemoth and Leviathan, the effect is as if God 

were saying, “Job, you are not the center of the universe, but you are certainly a source of 

significance amidst many significant creations. Look!” To put it another way, God does not 

directly answer Job’s searing question regarding suffering and injustice, and instead responds 

with a series of questions all circling around the larger query, “Have you been attentive to these 

things?” Job tells God, “I am burdened with terror about the possibility that there is no meaning 

to suffering,” and God responds, “Yes, keep wondering: think about suffering and justice, and be 

attentive to all around you.” Job demands enlightenment; God provides a riddle, a series of clues 

about the enigma of beauty, a possibility for a new orientation toward the world. The result is 

instructive as Job confesses,   

I have uttered what I did not understand, 

 things too wonderful for me, which I did not know . . .  

I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, 

 but now my eye sees you; 
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therefore I despise myself, 

 and repent in dust and ashes. (Job 42: 3, 5–6) 

 

The NRSV explains that “despise” does not really capture the sense of the last two lines, whose 

meaning might be closer to “I relent (or give way), and console myself with dust (the stuff of 

creation) and ashes (the limits of humanity).” Job experienced a remission or sense of receding 

that, paradoxically, allowed him to open himself to a new sense of being. 

 The story closes with a final prose bracket, which is typically read as a simple 

reward/restoration: as it was in the beginning of Job’s story (family, wealth, and health), so it 

was at the end (Job 42: 7–17). However, frame stories have a special structural function, which 

typically affords listeners with more matter for contemplation at the conclusion of the narrative. 

If elements of the last frame are in any way different from the first, those elements require extra 

consideration, and often act as a clue to another layer of meaning. In the Book of Job, the 

opening prose frame told us, 

There was once a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job. That man was blameless 

and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil. There were born to him 

seven sons and three daughters. 

 

There is a significant shift in the final prose bracket, which tells us, after listing Job’s renewed 

forms of wealth, 

He also had seven sons and three daughters. He named the first Jemimah, the second 

Keziah, and the third Keren-happuch. In all the land there were no women so beautiful as 

Job’s daughters; and their father gave them an inheritance along with their brothers 

[emphasis mine]. (Job 42:13–14) 

  

For Job, whatever else shifted for him in matters of the soul, his conversation with God 

decentered him, caused him to embrace his status as dust, and allowed him to see where he 

himself might bring forth a new justice (in this case, for his daughters)—one he seems not to 

have been able to imagine, much less comprehend, previous to that experience. We are not told 
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whether Job felt joy, but we are certainly invited to assume his daughters did. There are no 

simple answers to the questions of suffering and injustice, but our response to both, the Book of 

Job tells us, requires a willingness to look at them from somewhere other than the place where 

we are presumed to be at the center of the universe. When thinking about divine justice and 

suffering, our own perspective must be from the ground up, from “dust.” We must be attentive, 

open to beauty, ready to keep thinking, ready to act.  

 Benjamin is not prone to the language of love or beauty, but there is something about the  

joy of dust—so remarkably dramatized by his people—that underscores both. It seems 

appropriate to give Benjamin a hand by use of an analogy he himself could not have drawn upon 

for clarification, so I return one last time to Signorelli, who contributed to the magnificent 

advances in the development of perspective in art. Pertinent to an understanding of what the 

remission of dust might mean is something called a vanishing point. In linear perspective 

drawing of the kind Signorelli and others produced, the vanishing point is the spot on the horizon 

where parallel lines in three-dimensional space appear to recede, diminish, and converge (a 

visual remission). The vanishing point provides the proper perspective on the relations between 

people and things in the foreground that its lack would otherwise distort or obscure. We might 

say that the angel’s word-weavery (as recounted by Benjamin) developed a conceptual tapestry 

for the people, a view of creation in which the temporal lines of past, present, and future 

converged in the advent of Christ. This perspective seems to have provided Benjamin’s people 

with a sudden, clear sense of their relationship to each other and to God. Their identification with 

dust was thus the first step toward convergence with God, a receding or “remission” that then 

took their own small particle of self-awareness (the form of judgment explained by the angel) 

into linear true. In frescos and paintings that emphasize great depth and distance, such a point 
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disappears to nothing. Nothingness, then, is the placement of one’s speck on the horizon of the 

world, receding away from the distortions of self-focus, thus opening out to the right relations of 

all in the divinely-oriented landscape of creation. When Job became a vanishing point in the 

panorama of God’s delighted sketches—“the springs of the sea,” the “calving deer,” “behemoth  

. . . who lies down with the lotuses,” the multicolored “skirts of the sky”—Job’s daughters 

suddenly came more fully into view, part of the divine collage to which their father had become 

more attentive.33 We are meant to be such a point for others, and others for us, allowing for both 

right relations and multiple perspectives in a world of palpable diversity. Although this analogy 

may seem a bit of a stretch, Benjamin does introduce the next part of his sermon (following 

Chapter 2) as a reorientation in closely related terms, for he has gathered his people with the 

command to “open your ears that ye may hear, and your hearts that ye may understand, and your 

minds that the mysteries of God may be unfolded to your view” [emphasis mine] (Mosiah 2:9).34  

 I suggested earlier that part of the joy Benjamin’s people feel, as the literary allusions of 

the angel’s message came fully into view, was the deep realization that grace itself extends 

outward from the same fundamental particles of creation of which they themselves were made. 

The genre of lyric is meant to capture the felt sense of such things, and as the modern songwriter 

Bono sings, “Grace makes beauty out of ugly things.” God expects his dusty ezers to participate 

in divine grace, defined as the repair of human-provoked distortions of substance and 

subsistence, a daily re-creation requiring attentiveness to others. Retaining a remission from day 

                                                 
33 The allusions to Mother Mary, Mother Eve, and Job’s daughters in Benjamin’s various 

scriptural references remind us of the special vulnerability of women and children; around the 

world, they constitute the vast majority of those suffering economic deprivation, political 

disenfranchisement, and social marginalization.  
34 Analogies necessarily have their limitations and here we need to acknowledge that it is not so 

easy to create the conditions where we have precise perspective and full involvement 

simultaneously. 



 36 

to day is not an abstract concept; it is, as Simone Weil reminds us, a particular trajectory in space 

and time: “The love of the beauty of the world . . . involves . . . the love of all the truly precious 

things that bad fortune can destroy. The truly precious things are those forming ladders reaching 

toward the world, opening onto it.” Weil goes on to explain that beauty pushes us “to give up our 

imaginary position as the center . . . A transformation then takes place at the very roots of our 

sensibility, in our immediate reception of sense impressions.”35 And now we find ourselves back 

to bodies, and gut-truth, and love. I write at a moment in time when it has become unfashionable 

to talk about beauty; still, I relish its Hebrew iteration—that beauty exists as attentiveness to 

humans caught between time and eternity, which yields a “fleeting human perception of God’s 

action in the world.” This unique form of attentiveness amplifies our desire to enact reparative 

justice, and does so in relation to fragile bodies and old faces. Another way to feel the innermost 

truth of Mosiah 4, then, is to “worship God in the beauty of holiness” (as the Psalmist repeatedly 

directs us to do), which is to worship God with an understanding of dust’s astonishing capacity 

to be otherwise, to recognize its enigmatic relation to holy potentialities.36 These are tidings of 

great joy. These are the tidings that dust brings.  

 

 

                                                 
35 Simone Weil, “Love of the Order of the World,” in Waiting for God (New York: Harper 

Classics, 2009), 159. 
36 In modernized translations, this phrase is often rendered, “Bow down to God’s splendour.” 

Translations have their own intuitions, and in this case, the KJV flashes to better insight.  


