
A Postapocalyptic Perspective?
Jacob Bender’s recent poststructural
approach to the Book of Mormon (vol-
ume 45, no. 3) is a refreshing addition
to Book of Mormon interpretation. Its
first five pages provide us with a fine
discussion of how the text of the Book
of Mormon points beyond itself to a
participatory religion that cannot be
adequately captured in words. It sum-
marizes the essence of Mormonism,
not as a religion of the Book or ab-
stract thought, but as a religion of ex-
perience to which the text points. But
unfortunately, once Bender gets be-
yond this initial idea, his interpreta-
tion loses its way.

Bender seeks to reread the Book of
Mormon in light of the current reader;
he emphasizes that his interpretation
represents something authentic about
the “literary moves” and true authen-
tic voice of the narrators within the
Book of Mormon. But it seems to me
that the second half of Bender’s inter-
pretation of the Book of Mormon is a
kind of ventriloquism—-using the book
to speak his theological mind—that has
nothing to do with the puppet text. Ev-
ery generation, like the early Christian
Church and current Mormon readers,
must find their own meanings. But if
those meanings contradict the words,
meaning and spirit of the text, they
amount to a tyranny of the reader over
the text. But I do not believe that the
tyranny of the reader, like the cus-
tomer, is always right. Here are two of
the main points in Bender’s article er-
roneously claiming to be derived from
the “literary moves” of the Book of
Mormon:

1—All Things Fail

Bender argues that meanings in
texts constantly shift based on new
contexts. In this constant shifting of
meaning, the center of any text is con-
stantly shifting. Here Bender quotes
Mormon “For all things must fail.”
Civilizations fail, words fail, texts fail,
the center of meaning fails. But then
Bender makes an exception—“the
great mediation remains, standing
alone.” For Bender, only charity as a
relationship of atonement is “endless”
(Mormon 8:17). It is an eloquent post-
structural theology. But Bender’s lips
are moving. It is an arbitrary distinc-
tion. Either all things fail in a
poststructural interpretive world, or
we are not in a poststructural world.
Bender can’t have it both ways.

The Book of Mormon proclaims
many things to be fundamentally
eternal, and eternally dualistic along-
side the meaning of charity and the
atonement. Hell is as eternal as char-
ity in the Book of Mormon (2 Nephi
28:7–9, 22, Alma 3:26, 42:16, Hela-
man 6:28, 7:26, Mormon 8:38), as are
decrees of God (Ether 2:10), as is
priesthood (Alma 13:7–9), as is the
plan of happiness and punishment
(Alma 42:16), as is the universal pres-
ence of the miraculous in every age as
the Nephites constantly remind us. If
Bender wants to create a personal
theology that all meaning shifts and
fails, except charity, I think that is a
wonderful sentiment. But it is his sen-
timent and quite foreign to the Book
of Mormon.

Why does Mormon say that all
things must fail except charity (Mor-
oni 7:46)? It is hyperbole, even for
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Mormon. Mormon’s comment is cer-
tainly patterned after 1 Corinthians 13
in which charity is a spiritual gift which
never ends, though other spiritual
gifts do. But Mormon’s notion is
much more modest than Bender’s uni-
versal shifting of meaning. In Bender’s
understanding of meaning, we are
now in the realm of personal theology,
not interpretation of texts.

2—The Book of Mormon as Restoration
Apocalypse

Bender claims that Mormon has a
“postapocalyptic perspective.” His pri-
mary evidence is the Nephite notion
of the inadequacy of words to replace
religious experience. But, apparently,
Bender is not familiar with the well-es-
tablished scholarship (Perrin, Wilder,
etc.) that maintains that the inade-
quacy of words is in fact a hallmark of
Jewish and Christian apocalyptic writ-
ing. That is one of the reasons that
apocalyptic presents its message in
such bizarre, dreamlike, and mythical
images—-to express the unutterable.

Contrary to Bender, I would char-
acterize the Book of Mormon as a Res-
toration Apocalypse. Bender claims
that the Book of Mormon is not
dualist. But the Book of Mormon, like
much of traditional apocalyptic, is fun-
damentally dualist—-a cosmic battle
between good and evil. 2 Nephi 2 tells
us that if we eliminate that dualism or
opposition in all things, we destroy the
earth and God ceases to be God. Yet
Bender denies that fundamental op-
position.

Traditional apocalyptic often por-
trays a narrative vision or dream that is
interpreted by an angel to represent in

allegorical form the history from the
beginning of the world or from the
time of the visionary to the end of
the world, the time when the audi-
ence and author live. Since prophecy
was believed to have ceased, apoca-
lyptic is often but not always pseud-
onymous, drawing upon the name
and authority of some ancient seer.
In the end times, evil is in control,
but God will send a Messianic figure
that will defeat evil. Then begins a
new age ruled by God. But the dual-
ism remains. Satan is not destroyed,
only bound. So goes the outline of
many apocalyptic works. The most
famous are Daniel and the book of
Revelation. But there are many out-
side of the canon as well, down into
the time of Joseph Smith. The audi-
ence is the current reader who stands
at the end of time, in the great battle
between good and evil.

Mormon is consistent with Book
of Mormon apocalyptic perspec-
tives. He presents narratives as warn-
ings for the latter day and explicitly
addresses the reader “when this
work shall commence” (Mormon
3:17) at the end time, not postapoca-
lyptic in time or outlook. The Book
of Mormon as a whole follows apoc-
alyptic literary forms, its theological
outlook and tenor, the typical dual-
ism of apocalyptic in the whiteness
of fruit of the tree versus dark wilder-
ness and mists of darkness, etc., in-
terpretive angels in Lehi’s dream,
the typical allegorical interpretation
of a vision, Mormon’s reading of the
Nephite collapse as a type of the
readers’ apocalypse, and widespread
allusions and quotations from bibli-
cal apocalyptic—“the whore upon
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many waters,” “I looked and behold,”
etc. The Book of Mormon represents
itself as the latter-day messianic figure
before the millennium, along with the
gathering and final battle—-all this
points to the Book of Mormon as thor-
oughly apocalyptic. To go with Bender
and call the Book of Mormon
postapocalyptic is the equivalent of as-
serting that the poetry of Emily
Dickinson is actually opera rather
than poetry.

Bender may be postapocalyptic.
Mormon definitely is not. Again the
Book of Mormon is a Restoration
Apocalypse.

The temptation is ever present for
all of us to look upon the sacred text as
a mirror, a mirror on the wall, telling
us that our personal theology is the
fairest of them all. It is more difficult to
read scripture well than any other sort
of text. It takes courage to read a scrip-
tural text that contradicts one’s cher-
ished values and surprises one’s expec-
tations. Misreadings of scriptural texts
have a long and illustrious history. Doz-
ens of systems of Gematria (assigning
numerical value to a word or phrase
and matching verses that have the
same numerical value), spiritualiz-
ings, typologies, metaphorical mean-
ings, elaborate chiastic structures en-
compassing entire books, multiple lit-
eral senses, allegories, moral and hid-
den secret meanings, code, and yes,
poststructural approaches to scripture
like Bender’s all fill the stage of scrip-
tural ventriloquism. If Bender has en-
tered with a wooden text in his arms,
who among us has not?

Mark Thomas
Holladay, UT

Jacob Bender Responds
I’m f lattered that Mr. Mark Thomas
felt my essay worth his response. I
hope he accepts it as equal f lattery
that I respond in kind. I would like to
address his second objection first,
namely, that the Book of Mormon is
a “Restoration Apocalypse,” not
mere postapocalyptic. I’m actually in
complete agreement with him; I
wrote that the Book of Mormon’s “ef-
fect is not one of final dissolution a la
Marquez—quite the opposite, in fact.”
The Book of Mormon looks forward
to the end of the world not as an end-
ing doom but as a joyous rejuvena-
tion. If my essay did not make that
distinction explicit, then I apologize
for the confusion.

He is also right to point out how
“according to well-established schol-
arship . . . the inadequacy of words is
in fact a hallmark of Jewish and Chris-
tian apocalyptic writing.” The inade-
quacy of words is also a hallmark of
poststructural apocalyptic writing. In
fact, a compare/contrast between the
two literary traditions—one super-an-
cient, the other super-modern—
sounds like it would make a fascinat-
ing study.

I’m more confused by his accusa-
tion that I argue “all meanings shift
and collapse”—on the contrary, I don’t
argue that meaning collapses, only the
signifiers. There is in fact a God in
heaven, hell beneath, an Atonement
of Christ, and an eternity beyond
comprehension. These are what re-
main after the signifiers collapse. I
also agree with Mr. Thomas’s asser-
tion that there is a fundamental dual-
ism outlined in 2 Nephi 2; Satan is also
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