
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 

Volume 28 Number 1 Article 2 

2019 

Alma's Hell: Repentance, Consequence, and the Lake of Fire and Alma's Hell: Repentance, Consequence, and the Lake of Fire and 

Brimstone Brimstone 

Kylie Turley 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/jbms 

BYU ScholarsArchive Citation BYU ScholarsArchive Citation 
Turley, Kylie (2019) "Alma's Hell: Repentance, Consequence, and the Lake of Fire and Brimstone," Journal 
of Book of Mormon Studies: Vol. 28: No. 1, Article 2. 
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/jbms/vol28/iss1/2 

This Feature Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in Journal of Book of Mormon Studies by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For 
more information, please contact ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu. 







Turley/ Alma's Hell 3 

Approaching Ammonihah from this perspective emphasizes Mor­
mon's use of literary techniques. As others have suggested, editor and 
sometimes-narrator Mormon seems to have a goal or "imperative''5 of 
bringing readers to Christ, and he relies on "narrative theology"6 to 

teach a faith-promoting lesson of prophecy and fulfillment in Ammoni­
hah. His effort largely succeeds: he accurately portrays a story of mirac­
ulous fulfillment of prophecy and deliverance using a variety of meth­
ods to keep readers focused on this narrative. Yet Mormon does not 
sidestep more difficult issues, such as the people's hostile and reaction­
ary responses; the unbalanced plot those unprovoked responses create; 
Amulek's losses; the inconsistent, even conflicting characterization of 
Alma; and the deaths of innocent women and children. Focusing on 
these narrative aspects shifts the narrative into a disturbing and disrup­
tive story, one that threatens to escape its boundaries and potentially 
undermine faith; Ammonihah devolves into a disaster of epic propor­
tions for which neither the broad-based proposals nor the self-contained 
story that Mormon frames can adequately account. Mormon seems 
to blame Nehor for the tragedy, but the Ammonihahites blame Alma 
himself-a surprising, but not unreasonable allegation. While the text 
insists that Alma was "not hurt'' when he "came forth out of the prison'' 
(Alma 14:28), this article argues that the experience left Alma with sig­
nificant psychological and emotional wounds. What Alma says in his 
speech to Amulek in front of the fires may portray the side of Alma that 
John Welch calls "Judge Alma;' an unflinching sinner-turned-prophet 

5. S. Kent Brown credits his colleague, John Sorenson, for this phrase. See S. Kent 
Brown, "Ammonihah: Measuring Mormon's Purposes;' in A Witness for the Restoration: 

Essays in Honor of Robert J Matthews, ed. Kent P. Jackson and Andrew C. Skinner (Provo, 

UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 2007), 165-75, https://rsc.byu.edu/archived/selected 

-articles/ammonihah-measuring-mormon-s-purposes (accessed April 10, 2017). 

6. According to Grant Hardy ( Understanding the Book of Mormon [New York: Ox­

ford University Press, 2010] ), narrative theology is "showing how theological points are 

manifest or illustrated in particular events" (91). Hardy argues that Mormon might use 

"prophecies and their fulfillments to persuade his readers that God is directing history" 
(91) orto use "stories to convince readers of the power of God, the consequences of sin, 

the reality of prophecy, and so forth'' (119). 
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with a "strong sense of justice and accountabilitY:'7 Yet textual evidence 

suggests that these events at Ammonihah impact him throughout the 

rest of his life. Moreover, despite writing hundreds of years after Alma 

and purposefully attempting to "show unto the remnant of the house of 

Israel what great things the Lord hath done for their fathers;'s Mormon 

seems to acknowledge Alma's pain and the tragic consequences of the 

fires at Ammonihah. 

Mormon's Imperative and His Editorial Techniques 

How readers understand the Ammonihah story is suggested and even 
urged by "Mormon's imperative;'9 the phrase S. Kent Brown uses to 

explain Mormon's stated purpose of helping his readers "repent and 
come to Christ:' As Brown, Hardy, and others suggest, Mormon's aim 

to "convince readers of the power of God"10 leads him to tell his stories 

in a way that foregrounds faithful narratives and de-emphasizes or "par­

tially obscures ... political and other issues:'11 This is a natural process; 

Leland Ryken claims that "every person is the protagonist" in his or 

her own life story, struggling to make sense of the "situations that test 

him or her:' Ryken argues that Christianity in particular "highlights the 
narrative quality of life" and that believers-and authors-"organize" 

and "understand" life "in narrative terms:' 12 Readers should "avoid cus­

tomary abstractness" and instead "do justice to this narrative qualitY:'13 

Adriane Leveen, biblical scholar and student of the noted Robert Alter, 

argues that "biblical stories aim to have an effect on the reader;' and 

thus wise readers should "learn to recognize the techniques'' writers and 

7. Welch, "Testimony of Alma;' 74. 

8. Book of Mormon, title page. 

9. Brown credits his colleague, John Sorenson, for this phrase. See S. Kent Brown, 
"Ammonihah:' 

10. Grant Hardy, "Understanding;' 119. 

11. Brown, "Ammonihah:' 

12. Leland Ryken, '"And It Came to Pass': The Bible as God's Storybook;' Bibliotheca 

Sacra 157 (1990): 131-42, quote: 141. 

13. Ryken, '"And It Came to Pass;" 142. 
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editors use to create that impact. 14 Like Leveen, Brigham Young Univer­

sity religion professor Eric Huntsman suggests that readers should ask 

"what" the author or editor was "trying to teach or emphasize" when 

he decided to tell "the story the way he did;' noting that questioning 

why the passage was included and why it was written in that genre 
are important, as those choices will "produce different effects on the 

reading audience:' 15 To convey Alma's mission to Ammonihah, Mor­

mon chooses to write a narrative. His use of framing techniques and 

repetitive diction create a story arc that focuses readers on the themes 

of fulfillment of prophecy and deliverance. 

Mormon uses frames 16 to circumscribe the story, effectively placing 
"metanarrative" markers to denote the "beginning and ending or open -

ing and closing formulae of narrative" and to set off this smaller seg­

ment from the ongoing narrative.17 For example, after Alma establishes 

the church in Gideon, he "return[s] to his own house at Zarahelma 

to rest himself from the labors which he had performed" (Alma 8:1) 

before going to Ammonihah; after Ammonihah, Alma "administers" 

and "strengthens" the devastated Amulek in the same place-in Alma's 

"own house'' in the "land of Zarahemla'' (Alma 15:18). Thus, Alma's 

14. Adriane Leveen, "Storytelling in the Bible;' in The Jewish Bible: A JPS Guide 

(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2008), 57-68, quote: 57. 

15. Eric D. Huntsman, "Teaching through Exegesis: Helping Students Ask Ques­
tions of the Text;' Religious Educator 6/l (2005): 107-26. 

16. Eric Bedatsky notes that "one of the most difficult and confusing of narratolog­
ical concepts is that of 'narrative frames;" arguing that the "definition remains elusive" 

in part because of the "sheer quantity of concepts and ideas" that different scholars 
have referred to as "frames" (Eric Bedatsky, "Lost in the Gutter: Within and Between 

Frames in Narrative and Narrative Theory;' Narrative 17/2 [2009]: 162-87, quote: 162). 

Despite the narratological complexity, Michael Ryan claims that a "frame story" can 
be defined simply as a "story within which another story is told" (Michael Ryan, ed., 

Literary Theory: A Practical Introduction [Oxford: John Wiley and Sons, 2017], 127). 

Ryan points out that such stories tend to "invite reflections on psychological interiority, 

the way the mind exists apart from the world, or the way the mind harbors within it 
unconscious feelings, thoughts, and urges" (127). 

17. See Barbara A. Babcock, "The Story in the Story: Metanarration in Folk Nar­

rative;' in Verbal Art as Performance, ed. Richard Bauman (Long Grove, IL: Waveland 

Press, 1984), 61-80, quote: 71. 


