The “Ammon Moment”
Alma 17-18
On their mission, Alma and Amulek taught the gospel to a sub-group of the Zoramites on their first meeting.  In contrast, Ammon apparently did not mention a thing about it in his first encounter with Lamoni, despite impressing Lamoni greatly.  Why?  The common answer is that Lamoni was not ready.  If so, in what way was he not ready?  (Read Alma 32:4-16)
Why Did Lamoni Offer His Daughter? - As he entered the land of Ishmael, Ammon was bound and taken before the king. When the king asked what he wanted, Ammon replied, “I desire to dwell among this people for a time; yea, and perhaps until the day I die.” (Alma 17:23)  King Lamoni was so impressed with Ammon that he offered him his daughter’s hand in marriage — an extraordinary turn of events when one considers that Ammon was a Nephite intruder among a people who traditionally had “an eternal hatred towards the children of Nephi.” (Mosiah 11:17)  What could have prompted King Lamoni to offer to draw Ammon so close to his own family?  Perhaps he recognized Ammon’s royal bearing, his personal qualities, and his eagerness to serve as the attributes of an extraordinary person and one rare in any kingdom.  But Ammon, having already forsaken one position of royalty, declined the offer, saying, “Nay, but I will be thy servant.” (Alma 17:25) (Robert A. Rees, “Ammon,” Ensign, June 1977, p. 73)
What Were Lamoni’s Motivations? - Lamoni had been raised in the darkness of the Lamanite tradition, but his life was to change immensely the day Ammon, one of the sons of Mosiah, crossed the borders into his land.  It was the custom of the Lamanites in the land of Ishmael to bind all Nephites who trespassed into their lands and carry them before the king to be imprisoned, cast out, or even slain, according to the king’s desire. (See Alma 17:20)  But when Ammon was brought bound before him, King Lamoni did none of these things to Ammon; instead, he gave him an opportunity to explain his intentions.  In doing so, Ammon was either extremely impressive or King Lamoni possessed much basic goodness, or both — or perhaps Lamoni had learned that Ammon was the son of a king and saw the possibility of some kind of political opportunity. 

…We find [Lamoni] to be an individual of basic faith within his own traditions, for we see that he did believe in the tradition of a “Great Spirit,” which had been taught by his fathers, and he wondered if Ammon was that Great Spirit. (See Alma 18:2, 5, 11)  We also find him receptive to the first small shafts of light that began to penetrate the Lamanite traditions.  For although the Lamanite belief in the Great Spirit seems to have required righteous action only to the extent that “they supposed that whatsoever they did was right,” Lamoni began to fear, and his conscience to wrestle with good and evil — specifically regarding the slaying of servants who had failed to protect his sheep.

The scriptures indicate that Lamoni was so unsettled by the events surrounding Ammon’s defense of his flocks that he dared not even call Ammon into his presence. (See Alma 18:11)
…In addition to the fact that Ammon’s teachings must have been hard for the ordinary Lamanite to forthrightly accept, remember too that it is not usually the way of kings to humble themselves before others to a state of teachableness.  It is true that Ammon had just demonstrated remarkable powers. But we would greatly underestimate Lamoni’s character if we were to believe that his conversion was attributable only to that demonstration of power. Actually, power in others has traditionally been construed by rulers as a threat to their own powers.  Pharaoh beheld Moses’ power, and the Sadducees knew of Christ’s miracles; yet selfishness and jealousy in both instances vanquished humility and belief.  And consider again the case of Saul when he beheld David’s growing power: “And Saul saw and knew that the Lord was with David. … And Saul was yet the more afraid of David; and Saul became David’s enemy continually.” (1 Sam. 18:28, 29)  Thus Lamoni’s humility and belief are doubly noteworthy.  (Lenet H. Read, “King Lamoni,” Ensign, Aug. 1977, p. 60)
Who Was Eldest? - The order of the birth of the four sons of Mosiah is never made clear in the Book of Mormon. The listing in Mosiah 27:34 would indicate that Ammon was the firstborn followed by Aaron, then Omner, and Himni. Also, the fact that Ammon was the leader on their missionary journey to the Lamanites would seem to indicate that Ammon was the eldest. [“Now Ammon being the chief among them, … he departed from them, after having blessed them … , having imparted the word of God unto them … ; and thus they took their several journeys throughout the land. And Ammon went to the land of Ishmael.” (Alma 17:18-19)]  However, when King Mosiah asked his people to select his successor, they first desired that Aaron should be their king and their ruler. (Mosiah 29:1-2)  In this single instance it appears as though Aaron may have been the eldest son.  (Daniel H. Ludlow, A Companion to Your Study of the Book of Mormon, p. 192) 

Teacher’s note: This last may not suggest Aaron is oldest.  Earlier it states that none of the sons wanted to be king.  That may be why Mosiah asked, and the people, knowing Ammon would not accept, chose another son. 
How Many Companions?  The Book of Mormon does not specifically state how many missionary companions accompanied the four sons of Mosiah on their long-term mission (about 14 years! - Mosiah 28:1, 8-9; Alma 17:6; Alma 16:21); yet the record clearly indicates there were additional missionaries (Mosiah 28:1; Alma 22:35), and at least two of them, Muloki and Ammah, are mentioned by name (Alma 20:2-3). (Ludlow, p. 208)

Ammon As Servant (Alma 17:20-25) - Now we find an interesting thing — here is a king’s son doing the most menial tasks among the Lamanites.  He was sent among other servants to watch the flocks of Lamoni; he became a simple shepherd.  Here is an impressive lesson taught by a king’s son.  Undoubtedly Ammon had had the privilege of having servants in his household, in the household of King Mosiah.  He knew what it was to be royalty, to be treated with dignity.  He knew what was expected of servants — how they should work, their loyalty.  He knew [what] attitude was necessary to possess in order to please the king.  He knew it must also be sincere, from the depths of his soul. (Vaughn J. Featherstone, “The King’s Son,” New Era, Nov. 1975, p. 35)
Ammon Symbolizes Christ - In retrospect, one recognizes that the temptations placed before Ammon were the same as those that would later be offered to Christ in a more enticing manner.  Ammon was presented gifts that would satisfy the carnal appetite - 

1. As Lamoni offered Ammon his daughter in marriage and a life of ease (Alma 17:24), so Satan made his tempting offer of turning stones to bread to the fasting Christ. (Matt. 4:2-4) 

2. Ammon could have ruled among the Lamanites, taking advantage of their ignorance when they thought him to be God. (Alma 18:21)  Similarly, Christ was presented with the chance to use his power to gain instant popularity and worldly glory. (Matt. 4:5-7) 

3. Finally, just as the king of the Lamanites [Lamoni’s father] promised Ammon worldly riches (“Whatsoever thou wilt ask, even to half of the kingdom” - Alma 20:23), so did Satan offer the wealth of all the earth if Christ would worship him. (Matt. 4:8-10) 

Like the Savior, Ammon did not give in to these worldly pleasures.  Both the Savior and Ammon had greater missions to accomplish.  (From Camille Fronk’s chapter in Studies in Scripture, v. 7, p. 328.)

Showing The Arms To The King (Alma 17:39) - The practice of cutting off the arms or other body parts of enemies, specifically as a testimony of the conquest of victims, is attested in the ancient Near East.
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…There may be several reasons behind this widespread phenomenon in the ancient world, ranging throughout the Near East and Egypt: First, there was a need to obtain an accurate count of the dead.  Military officers tended to exaggerate their conquests for self-aggrandizement and political gain; thus, a precise statistic was necessary to avoid misrepresentation.  Similarly, Ammon (or his companions) was scrupulous to present precise evidence, so that no one could be accused of overstating his feat.

Second, there was a need for mercenary soldiers to be paid, and they were often rewarded based on the number of victims they had killed.  Ammon of course, had no interest in receiving compensation for his loyal service to King Lamoni, but the fact that the evidence was presented to the king, which could have entitled him to payment, heightens all the more the fact that Ammon sought no recognition or reward.

Other reasons for the practice may have included the need to identify the dead; thus, body parts were usually selected that were somehow unique to the victims.  Taking an arm may also have had symbolic significance in punishing thieves who had misappropriated property by hand.   Such became a common punishment for thieves in the Moslem world, although Jewish jurisprudence came to avoid any bodily mutilation.  Finally, an often-heard threat in the Near East today is that of vowing to cut down any arms raised against a person.  Similarly, "as many of their arms as were lifted against" Ammon were smitten off (Alma 17:28).  (John W. Welch, ed., Reexploring the Book of Mormon, p. 180.)

[Look up “arm” in the Index to the Triple Combination and see what it means symbolically.  If Lamoni understood this meaning, what might he think when he saw the pile of lifeless arms?]

What Kind Of Sword? - From the Mesoamerican perspective, the most likely candidate for the Book of Mormon sword is the weapon known in Nahuatl (Aztec) as the macuahuitl or macana. The macuahuitl was constructed from a long staff or large paddle-shaped piece of wood. Sharp obsidian flakes were fixed into the edges of the wooden blade, giving a deadly cutting edge.  (William J. Hamblin and A. Brent Merrill’s chapter “Swords in the Book of Mormon” in the book Warfare in the Book of Mormon, p. 338)
The story of Ammon's battle at the waters of Sebus demonstrates that the cutting edge of the Book of Mormon sword was capable of severing arms.  The cutting power of the obsidian edge of the macuahuitl was renowned at the time of the Spanish Conquest.  An obsidian edge was even as sharp as that of surgical steel.  In one famous incident, a Maya warrior cut off the head of a Spaniard's horse with one blow of a macuahuitl.  Thus Ammon's feat of cutting off human arms would have been easily possible for a man armed with a macuahuitl sword. (ibid., p. 341)
Rabbanah (Alma 18:13) - Meaning of the word "Rabbanah" - The Lamanite word "Rabbanah," meaning "powerful or great king," is strikingly similar to other Semitic words having essentially the same meaning.  For example, the New Testament word rabboni clearly refers to one who is a leader. (John 20:16)  Also the word rabbi, which is used frequently by Jewish people, designates "one who teaches or leads."  That the spoken language of both the Nephites and the Lamanites is derived from the Hebrew is made quite clear in several places in the Book of Mormon.  In fact, even as late as the fourth century A.D. one Book of Mormon prophet said, "... if our plates had been sufficiently large we should have written in Hebrew." (Mormon 9:33)  (Ludlow, p. 207)
Guile (Alma 18:22-23) - Possible meaning of the word "guile":  Although the word guile is frequently used to mean "deceitful cunning" or "treachery," it can also denote the use of strategy.  It is evidently used in the latter sense in Alma 18:23; in other words, Ammon planned or used strategy in arranging the questions he asked King Lamoni.  (Daniel H. Ludlow, A Companion to Your Study of the Book of Mormon, p. 207)
The “Ammon Moment” – What was Ammon’s emotional response when he and his coworkers faced the death penalty? (Alma 17:29)  Why did he feel that way?  

This opportunity opened the door for the coworkers and the king to experience what is described in Alma 32:13.  

What kinds of events happen in our friends’ and family’s lives that can bring them into a state of preparedness to learn about the gospel? (Death of a loved one, prospect of a serious illness, job loss, etc.)

When faced with what appears to be a bleak and dark moment, what can we do to recognize what could be a prime factor? (See Alma 32:13 and D&C 59:21)
How can we muster the wisdom and trust to respond with joy as Ammon did?

Does it require courage and trust in the Lord to ask Him to bring ourselves and our loved ones into a state of prepared-ness for more of the gospel, whatever method he chooses, “for all flesh is in my hands, and I will do as seemeth me good”? (Moses 6:32) (Lesson by Zan & Misty Larsen. http://lessons.elarsen.net)

Additional Material And Helps

Ammon’s Example

1. Don’t always expect to share the gospel first thing.

2. Put ourselves into situations where we can help.

3. Pray and serve.  (List ways we can serve, including something as simple as just routinely saying “hi” to someone.)

4. Watch for “Ammon moments”, opportunities to serve and “mourn with those that mourn; yea, and comfort those that stand in need of comfort, and to stand as witnesses of God at all times and in all things, and in all places that ye may be in…” (Mosiah 18:9)
5. Watch for a state of readiness, of which humility is a prime indicator.

John Welch - The first edition of the Book of Mormon was printed in standard paragraph form without verses. Arbitrary chapter divisions appear in the 1830 edition (1 Nephi with seven, 2 Nephi with fifteen, etc.). The current chapter divisions and separation into verses were made by Orson Pratt in 1879. Therefore, one need not be concerned to take chapter and verse into account when studying the structure of a passage.  (Book of Mormon Authorship: New Light on Ancient Origins, p. 52)
Alma 17:22-25 (for quick reference) – 

22 And the king inquired of Ammon if it were his desire to dwell in the land among the Lamanites, or among his people.

23 And Ammon said unto him: Yea, I desire to dwell among this people for a time; yea, and perhaps until the day I die.

24 And it came to pass that king Lamoni was much pleased with Ammon, and caused that his bands should be loosed; and he would that Ammon should take one of his daughters to wife.
25 But Ammon said unto him: Nay, but I will be thy servant. Therefore Ammon became a servant to king Lamoni. And it came to pass that he was set among other servants to watch the flocks of Lamoni, according to the custom of the Lamanites.

Alma 17:29 - Now they wept because of the fear of being slain. Now when Ammon saw this his heart was swollen within him with joy; for, said he, I will show forth my power unto these my fellow-servants, or the power which is in me, in restoring these flocks unto the king, that I may win the hearts of these my fellow-servants, that I may lead them to believe in my words.
Alma 32:13 - And now, because ye are compelled to be humble blessed are ye; for a man sometimes, if he is compelled to be humble, seeketh repentance; and now surely, whosoever repenteth shall find mercy; and he that findeth mercy and endureth to the end the same shall be saved.  (See Faith in Christ.doc for more humility, humus and faith.)
Ammon’s Opportunities For Power - Ammon’s intention upon leaving the land of Zarahemla to live with the Lamanites was to “cure them of their hatred towards the Nephites, that they might also be brought to rejoice in the Lord their God, that they might become friendly to one another, and that there should be no more contentions in all the land” (Mosiah 28:2). Ammon was offered three opportunities for power that would have given him great influence among the Lamanites. First, King Lamoni offered Ammon his daughter to be his wife (see Alma 17:24). Then, after the events at the waters of Sebus, Lamoni offered him anything he desired, including protection by the Lamanite armies (see Alma 18:21). Shortly thereafter, Lamoni’s father offered Ammon anything he asked, up to half the entire kingdom of the Lamanites (see Alma 20:23). All three of these offers could have given Ammon great influence. (“Feasting on the Word,” Ensign, Mar. 2003, p. 35-36)

Ammon might have been identifiable as a prince by his appearance (clothing, etc.), speech and demeanor. - Typically, Mesoamerican peoples had six basic classes or occupations: peasants, merchants, warriors, priests, judges, and government officials. Among the Aztecs, all of these were directly involved in war. For example, the merchants formed, when necessary, their own military units. Warriors and priests replenished the ranks of the judges and other government officials and most priests began their service for a time in special military units. Aztec boys destined for a military career were dedicated for the task at birth by their parents and trained at an early age. This fact of Mesoamerican life is reflected in the youth of the Nephite chief captains. It would explain how Mormon came to command the Nephite armies at the tender age of sixteen (see Mormon 2:1-2).   (John A. Tvedtnes’ chapter in Warfare in the Book of Mormon, p. 318)

When Joseph [son of Israel] was sold as a slave to the Ishmaelites, he kept silent out of respect for his brethren, and did not tell his masters that he was a son of Jacob, a great and powerful man. Even when he came to the Midianites with the Ishmaelites, and the former asked after his parentage, he still said he was a slave, only in order not to put his brethren to shame. But the most distinguished of the Midianites rebuked Joseph, saying, "Thou art no slave, thy appearance betrayeth thee," and he threatened him with death unless he acknowledged the truth. Joseph, however, was steadfast, he would not act treacherously toward his brethren.  (Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, v. 2, from the section titled “Joseph The Slave Of Potiphar”)



The humor novelist Terry Pratchett describes the followers of the god “Quezovercoatl, The Feathered Boa” as follows: “… Each man wore what would probably be described as a primitive sword, made by affixing shards of obsidian into a wooden club. They looked … no less deadly than sophisticated, extremely civilised swords.  In fact they looked worse.” (Eric, p. 47)



The DVD Journey of Faith: The New World – One of the scholars mentions the Mayan belief that gods could come down to visit man, and related it to Lamoni’s worry that Ammon was a god. 


Elder Kimball at the Airport
There’s the story of a young mother in an airport struggling with a fussy child who was helped by kindly man.  “About a week later I saw a picture of Apostle Spencer W. Kimball and recognized him as the stranger in the airport.” (Edward L. Kimball and Andrew E. Kimball, Jr., Spencer W. Kimball: Twelfth President of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, p.334.)
Why didn’t he share the gospel?  The standard answer is that he wanted to pave the way by doing service.  However, why didn’t he at least let her know he was a Mormon?  In other words, if he was motivated by missionary work, he should have left her some clue as to his church.  Her description sounds like she had no idea of who “the stranger” was or anything about his church.

The preceding paragraph in the biography relates how Elder Kimball was missionary-minded on his travels and even got missionary referrals.

The only real answer is that, under the circumstances, Elder Kimball only wanted to help her.  Getting into religion at that point might have been taking advantage of her overwhelmed, fatigued yet grateful frame of mind.  This situation apparently differed in his mind from the other opportunities he had.


[image: image2.png]Figure 3. Pre-Classic warrior (before A.D. 200) from sculpture in Cave of
Loltun, Yucatan, Mexico. His right hand holds a macuahuitl; his left, a
possible scimitar. Note the obsidian blade on the top of the macuahuit], which
gives it a point and makes it useful for thrusting (see Alma 44:13, where a
Nephite places the scalp of Zerahemnah on the point of his sword).
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