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Intro duct ion

The culture of the ancient Near East and Mediterranean 
world can be better understood through examining one of 
its primary religious symbols—the temple—which played 
a prominent role in the religious as well as in the historic, 
cultural, economic, political, social, and artistic arenas of 
society.

The importance of the temple to the religious commu-
nity can scarcely be exaggerated; its significance to the 
modern reader may be seen by reviewing several state-
ments regarding the Temple of Herod made by those who 
lived near the time of its destruction around a .d . 70. The his-
torian Josephus wrote much about his own high regard 
for Herod's Temple. In a polemic against Apion, Josephus 
endeavored to legitimize the business of the temple by 
writing that it was a "temple of world-wide fame and com-
manding sanctity."1 On another occasion, and for another 
purpose, Josephus explained that the temple was "the most 
marvellous edifice which we have ever seen or heard 
of, whether we consider its structure, its magnitude, the 



richness of its every detail, or the reputation of its Holy 
Places."2 He also wrote, "as for the various buildings which 
we have erected in our country and in the cities of our land," 
the Temple of Herod "is the most pious and beautiful."3

The Jewish sages shared the sentiments of Josephus 
with respect to the primacy of the temple in the community. 
In a host of expressions, the rabbis demonstrated their feel-
ings toward the temple. To cite only a few examples, a 
midrash concerning Abraham explains that God offered the 
entire world to Abraham, but the patriarch responded by 
saying, "Unless you give to me a temple..., you have given 
me nothing" (Exodus Rabbah 15:8). Three separate witnesses, 
although perhaps derived from a common source, gave au-
thority to the concept of the temple by recording the rela-
tive urgency with which God commanded the house of 
Israel to build a temple soon after the tribes conquered 
Canaan under the direction of Joshua (see Sifre on Deutero-
nomy Pisqa 67, TB Pesahim 5a, TB Sanhedrin 20b).4

The rabbis bestowed extraordinary praise on the temple, 
itself an expression of the singular regard in which it was 
held. One well-known statement tells of the temple's ex-
treme beauty: "He who has not seen the Temple of Herod 
has never seen a beautiful building" (TB Baba Bathra 4a), 
while another warns humanity not to pattern the family 
residence, courtyard, or porch on the temple complex to 
maintain the temple's unique quality (see TB ‘Avoda Zara 
43a; compare TB Menahot 28b). A statement attributed to 
Rabbi Joshua ben Levi declares that if the nations of the 
world had known that the temple was a blessing to them, 
they would have built fortifications around it for protec-
tion against destruction. Why? Because the temple was a 
boon for all nations and not intended for Israel alone (see 
Numbers Rabbah 1:3).



One ancient source maintains that the temple's win-
dows were not constructed to let the light of the sun into 
the building but to permit the divine light within the 
temple to go out into the world (see Pesikta de-Rav Kahana 
Pisqa 21:5; Exodus Rabbah 36:1). This accords with an old 
Jewish belief that during the creation, light was created 
from the place of the temple (see Genesis Rabbah 3:4). 
Another source explains that the Jewish sages strengthened 
their oaths by swearing "by the temple," meaning that the 
temple with its authority and sanctity would add legiti-
macy to one's oath (TB Yevamot 32b).

The Jewish community's regard for the Temple of Herod 
may serve as a parallel to the veneration shown by other re-
ligious groups of the ancient Near East and Mediterranean 
world for the temple.

The Latter-day Saints have likewise held their temples 
in great esteem. It may be significant that the first church 
buildings constructed in our era, subsequent to the restora-
tion of the gospel, were not ward chapels or stake centers, 
but temples. In connection with this, Joseph Smith taught 
that "the Church is not fully organized, in its proper order, 
and cannot be, until the Temple is completed, where places 
will be provided for the administration of the ordinances 
of the Priesthood."5 It is still evident more than a century 
and a half after the first temple was built in this dispensa-
tion that church leaders and lay members alike continue to 
revere their temples—church leaders continue to build 
temples and church members continue to worship within 
these sacred edifices. And in recent years the church has 
developed a temple-building program that blesses and 
reaches out to more of the earth's inhabitants than ever 
before.

In 1994, Deseret Book and FARMS published a volume 



entitled Temples of the Ancient World (edited by Donald W. 
Parry) that contained twenty-four essays on temples past 
and present. Interest in the volume by many—including 
nonspecialists, students, and scholars alike—exceeded ex-
pectations. The success of this first volume prompted 
FARMS to begin a series of volumes on ancient temples en-
titled Temples through the Ages. This volume, The Temple in 
Time and Eternity, represents the second in this series. It is 
comprised of eleven articles that are divided topically into 
three sections—"Temples and Ritual," "Temples in the 
Israelite Tradition," and "Temples in the Non-Israelite 
Tradition."

As editors of this volume, we have profited greatly 
from many individuals who have assisted in its prepara-
tion. We are greatful to Josi J. Brewer, Rebecca S. Call, 
Wendy H. Christian, Alison V. P. Coutts, Melissa E. Garcia, 
and Robyn Patterson for source checking and proofreading 
the volume in its various stages; we extend special thanks 
to Shirley S. Ricks and Jessica Taylor for seeing the volume 
through to completion. Michael P. Lyon has assisted in the 
preparation of the illustrations for the volume.

Notes
1. Josephus, Against Apion 2.79. All Josephus's citations are 

taken from H. St. J. Thackeray et al., Josephus (Cambridge: Har-
vard University Press, 1926-65).

2. Josephus, Wars 6.267.
3. Josephus, Antiquities 15.384.
4. See the Hebrew-English Edition of the Babylonian Talmud, 

trans. H. Freedman, ed. I. Epstein (London: Soncino, 1967) for ref-
erences in the Babylonian Talmud.

5. History of the Church, 4:603.



Chapte r  1
------- -----------

Abraha m 's  Temple  Drama

Hugh W. Nibley

The Pearl of Great Price is rightly named. It contains 
enormous value in a very small scope. Also, it has long been 
lying with "purest ray serene" in the dark caves of the 
ocean, or in a shabby back lot where the merchant dis-
covered it (see Matthew 13:45-46). Like no other book, it 
contains in its sixty-five pages the answers to the ultimate 
questions of philosophy, religion, and science. Even more 
wonderful, it fills those enormous gaps in our records of the 
past for which science must give an accounting. What was 
going on during all those lost millennia that the Egyptolo-
gist Jan Assmann calls "the great forgetting"?1 We should 
know, and this book is good enough to tell us.

The Pearl of Great Price is a book of dispensations. Both 
Joseph Smith and Brigham Young said we do not know 
how many dispensations there have been, but the classic 
number in most ancient records is seven. A dispensation 
is a time when the heavens are open and truth is dispensed 
or handed out to men. It happened with Adam, Enoch, 
and Noah "before Abraham was," and after Abraham with 



Moses, Christ, and Joseph Smith. Each one of these con-
tributed his own story to this small handbook. Abraham's 
story is the only apocryphon written in the first person— 
an oddity not overlooked in the Pearl of Great Price. The 
key passages to all of these books appear at length in our 
wonderful Pearl of Great Price. Notice that Abraham is 
squarely in the middle; all things seem to zero in on him. 
He has been called the most pivotal and strategic man in 
the course of world history. In his position he binds all 
things together and gives meaning and purpose to every-
thing that happened. The whole world was rent by strife 
and rancor, and Abraham was like a man who sews to-
gether a badly rent garment. It was said that "charity . .. 
was asleep [in the world], and [Abraham] roused it."2 He 
joined man to God when he and his wife won souls to God. 
"Were it not for men like Abraham," said the Lord, "I 
would not have bothered to create heaven and earth, sun 
and moon."3 Converting them was as if he had created 
them anew. He was the perfect one who brought man 
nearer to God. He entered into the covenant the world is 
based on, as if the world were firmly established for his 
sake, as if he were the Messiah come to establish the king-
dom of God on earth. "My name was not known among 
My creatures, and thou hast made it known among them," 
said God to Abraham. "I will regard thee as if thou wast 
associated with Me in the creation of the world."4 "As 
many as receive this Gospel," said the Lord, "shall be called 
after thy name, and shall be accounted thy seed" (Abra-
ham 2:10). "God said to Abraham: As I put Adam and then 
Noah in charge of all my creatures, I now put you in charge 
of them, and order you to give my blessing to them."5

Before we get any further we must see the rest of the 
picture, for this superman is simply Everyman. What office 
did he hold? We know of none. What miracles did he per-



form? What dazzling appearances? He lived in the heroic 
age, a time of great migrations, of epic literature, but we 
read of no mighty combats, blow-by-blow, or challenges 
boasting heroic genealogy. His ten trials were Everyman's 
trials. He was in trouble in business. The grass, water, and 
grazing rights on which he depended were often withheld 
from him. He never drove a hard bargain (the first rule of 
success according to Mr. Marriott), not even with the king 
of Sodom, or the generous Ephron the Hittite, who would 
have given him the burial cave for nothing. He yielded to 
Lot's greedy cattlemen and gracefully withdrew. We never 
hear of him punishing anyone, though when the time came 
to get back his nephew's property, he struck the marauding 
chieftains with brilliant strategy and knockout force. He 
forbade his children to marry into alien races, but they 
promptly went ahead and did so.

He seemed to be generous to the point of lacking com-
mon sense. He first sent out his servant Eliezer to look for 
lost wanderers, but he found none. Then Abraham on his 
one hundredth birthday, old and very sick, went out alone 
on the hottest day of the year because he thought he might 
find some wanderer lost in the desert. He found no one, but 
when he got home three men dropped in to visit him;6 
"Lord of the Universe," he cried, recognizing one of them, 
"is it the order of the Cosmos that I sit while you remain 
standing?"7 The scene, as the archaeologist Andre Parrot, 
the discoverer of Mari, a city of Abraham, remarks, "is as 
magnificent as it is strange."8

Abraham was the essential Everyman, but never was 
there a less-ordinary individual. A recent issue of Time 
Magazine (29 March 1999) is devoted entirely to the study 
of this century's twenty most influential scientists, thinkers, 
and inventors. The short biographies that accompany the 
accomplishments of each of these people point up the 



particular and peculiar idiosyncrasies of their creative ge-
nius. Interestingly, Albert Einstein and Philo Farnsworth 
are both on that list. But in a list of the twenty greatest 
minds of the last forty centuries, Abraham must surely 
make a strong bid for number one. Brief sketches given in 
the magazine describe the special traits and qualifications 
of the hundred geniuses of this century;9 those traits give 
an almost perfect character profile of Abraham. The first 
quality of all is precocious curiosity, which means a hunger 
for knowledge; as children these people were always dis-
turbing their elders with searching questions about every-
thing. To this weakness Abraham frankly confessed in that 
revealing second verse that lays out his goals in life: "desir-
ing also to be one who possessed great knowledge,... and 
to possess a greater knowledge" (Abraham 1:2). A goodly 
portion of Abraham's legendary biographical record tells 
how his question-asking as a child got him and his family 
into no end of trouble. From infancy he was asking search-
ing questions about God, the cosmos, and the ways of 
men—embarrassing questions.10 When he emerged from 
the cave (at the age of ten days, or according to some re-
ports, ten years, or according to others, thirteen years)11 in 
which his parents had been hiding him from the jealous 
king, he saw the sun and decided it was God; then the sun 
set and the moon and stars came up, and he thought that 
must be God and his attendants. When they set, he started 
asking questions.12 In one version he decided that the 
clouds must be the creative power because they darkened 
the sun; when the wind blew the clouds away, it was the 
wind. Then he asked whether the king, Pharaoh Nimrod, 
was God, and his parents got very nervous. When he re-
fused to believe that Nimrod was God and started pointing 
out logical inconsistencies in such a claim, his parents saw 



trouble. But he went on asking questions. He was espe-
cially good at making fun of the worship of idols, a prac-
tice in which his own family indulged.13

As he grew older the questions grew more dangerous— 
he debunked the idols by clever arguments which, worst of 
all, he applied to the king. This threatened the high social 
position of the family at court, and they finally volun-
teered him for sacrifice. If you think this sounds fantastic, 
you should read the Instructions of Pharoah Amenemhet I 
(1991-1962 b .c .), who tells how a conspiracy of ambitious 
courtiers and members of his own family attempted to 
murder him as he was napping after supper one night— 
Abraham's story is thoroughly typical of real conditions at 
the perilous court of Egypt.14 The title of Abraham's biog-
raphy in the great Midrash is lech lecha, "keep moving!"15 
Perpetual migration was one of the ten trials of Abraham, 
for the famine "wax[ed] sore in the land" (Abraham 2:1; see 
Genesis 12:10). In his suffering he knew how to feel for 
others.

The extreme independence of thought and action of our 
geniuses makes them all appear eccentric and willful to the 
rest of us, but that originality fostered their great inventive-
ness. At age fifteen Abraham had a job frightening the birds 
away from the fields at sowing time because they ate up all 
the seed in a time of great food shortage; he invented 
a sowing machine that covered the seeds with soil as it 
dropped them, thus protecting them from the birds—to 
whom, however, he apologized handsomely for cutting 
their rations—but gaining renown for his public service. 
This great zeal for the common good led him to plant trees 
and dig wells wherever his wanderings in the drought- 
ridden land led him—with no expectation of personal 
benefit—for the enjoyment of those who would come after.



At Hebron he ran a school for outcasts where he received 
all comers. He always played fair: "Charity was dead and 
Abraham revived it" was a proverb. In our obsession with 
crime and Western scenarios, the Hauptthema (central theme) 
is always the pleasure of revenge, watching the bad guys 
suffer, afflicting exquisite tortures, if possible far surpass-
ing those administered by the villain. Such vengeance was 
not for Abraham; Josephus tells us that Abraham stub-
bornly pleaded with God to spare the wickedest people in 
the world because he felt sorry for them, "because they 
were his friends and neighbors."16 That is almost incon-
ceivable to us in our modern Sodom and Gomorrah. "It is 
compassion and forgiveness alone that are the unfailing 
traits of the true descendants of Abraham."17

He was eager to exchange ideas with the greatest 
thinkers of his time and in his continual travels he visited 
the courts and schools of Egypt and the Near East, where 
he made an enormous impression on the wisest and most 
learned men of the time. One of the best-known stories 
about him is how, when he was studying the stars on his 
own, the Lord himself came down and instructed him per-
sonally in astronomy. In receiving such blessings, Abraham 
always made the first move: "Thy servant has sought thee 
earnestly; now I have found thee" (Abraham 2:12).

We are told that that is the only case in which God ap-
peared to man and talked with him person to person.18 
Today we can add another one; the youth of Joseph Smith 
shows astonishing parallels to that of Abraham. Both were 
curious about everything, especially the stars, and asked 
searching questions that got their families into trouble and 
made them seek "another place of residence" (Abraham 1:1).

Still delving deeply into popular science, we turn to the 
current Astronomy Magazine (April 1999), where we learn 



that the questions that absorb the most advanced branches 
of science today are the same ones that have always done 
so, namely: Where did we come from? How does it all 
begin? Is this all there is? Where are we going? As Karl 
Popper tells us, all the answers to the questions of science 
remain forever tentative ones.19 And so it is that Abraham 
scores again. He, and if we look around, he alone has given 
us the answers to those very questions—in the temple.

Abraham and the Temple

The altar where Abraham and Isaac met the supreme 
test was on Mount Zion, the cosmic rock uniting heaven 
and earth, "whereon Adam had brought the first sacrifice"; 
it was the altar of Cain and Abel and Noah; "Abraham ... 
knew that it was the place appointed for the Temple."20 
Maimonides says that Abraham chose Mount Moriah and 
dedicated it as the place of the future temple.21 As the great 
intercessor, Abraham joined Michael and Abel in a project 
of work for the dead, established in the temple.22 It was he 
who introduced prayers for the dead.23 Another link be-
tween God and man—every follower of Abraham must re-
ceive certain signs and tokens relating to sacrifice; Abra-
ham and Isaac were both tested as offerings on the altar, 
and both arose unharmed in similitude of the Only Begot-
ten and the resurrection.24

Today Jews are claiming Abraham rather than Moses 
as the founder of their religion, arguing that the covenant 
with Moses on Sinai was "but the fulfillment of the cove-
nant made with Abraham." All the great sacrifices of the 
past, "lost at the time of the Tower," were restored by Abra-
ham. God summoned Abraham to the site of the altar 
where Adam and Noah "offered the first sacrifice to me," 
with the commandment, "It is now your duty, Abraham, to 



build it up again!"25 Again, according to Maimonides, God 
showed the future temple to Adam, who had received all 
of its ordinances. Everything Abraham does Adam did be-
fore him: Abraham restored what Adam had lost.26

It was Abraham who restored the temple after locating 
the site of Adam's altar, which he rebuilt, renewing the 
covenants and ordinances.27 When the world turned to 
idolatry, Abraham alone was faithful, and so we get such 
sayings of the Lord: "If it were not for Abraham, I would 
not have created the world."28 He carries on the work of 
Adam, Seth, and Noah at the altar, uniting heaven and earth 
in the ordinances and covenants between God and man.29 
With Michael and Abel he inaugurated and still supervises 
the work for the dead with special permission, so now the 
righteous go to "Abraham's bosom" (Luke 16:22). God gave 
Abraham the law—the ordinances and covenants—and de-
clared to him the complete plan of salvation.30 Indeed, we 
are told that Abraham was associated with God in the 
creation of the world.31 We are even told that the marks on 
the garment which Joseph brought to Jacob showed it to be 
the original garment of Abraham which he received from 
Adam.32 He and Sarah were the greatest of missionaries, 
preaching wherever they went, their converts receiving the 
signs and tokens of the covenant and becoming the true 
seed of Abraham. This made him "the father of many na-
tions" (Abraham 1:2) in whom "all the nations of the earth 
shall be blessed" (Genesis 18:18).

In ancient times the world was covered with temples. 
What was done in them? Surprisingly, all followed the 
same general pattern. Over sixty years ago I wrote a paper 
on the subject, comparing a score of temple rites at the 
great ceremonial centers throughout the world from the re-
motest times to the present.33 They were astonishingly 



alike; many scholars had to check over the lists of their 
common traits again and again to realize that we may 
be dealing with one single worldwide institution. Thus 
Samuel Hooke listed five main elements that "constitute 
the underlying skeleton . . . not only of such seasonal 
rituals as the great New Year Festivals, but also of corona-
tion rituals, [and] initiation ceremonies."34 "In extremely 
diverse cultural contexts we always find the same cosmo-
logical pattern and the same ritual scenario," writes Eliade, 
and as "man progressively occupies increasingly vast areas 
of the planet,... all he seems to do is to repeat indefinitely 
the same archetypal gesture."35 He pointedly observes that 
"man would not know these tales if they were not revealed 
to him. Consequently, a myth is the story of what hap-
pened ... at the beginning of time."36

Carl Jung accounted for these resemblances by what he 
called the primal images, though he confesses that he hasn't 
the vaguest idea how they began and that we don't even 
know where to begin to research the subject.37 On the other 
hand, Lord Raglan and the diffusionists38 say it all went 
forth from a single planting on the earth by aliens from 
somewhere.

The Temple Drama
The ancient state or nation was hierocentric, focused on 

one sacred place of power and authority; such places were 
sometimes referred to as "places of emergence," that is, of 
contact between the Upper and the Lower Worlds, where 
at the New Year all the people met to rehearse the creation. 
Regarding this practice, Mircea Eliade writes, "It was the 
. . . sacred place,. .. the celestial prototype,. . . the act of 
creation which . . . brought the ordered cosmos out of 



chaos,. . . the sacred marriage,. . . the ritual confrontation 
with evil as the dragon and the victory of the King, whose 
triumphant coronation inaugurates the new age of the 
world and the cosmos." There is an "atoning sacrifice" to 
"restore the primal unity between God and man and 
enable the latter to regain the Divine presence." In this, 
"Reality is conferred through participation in the 'symbol-
ism of the Center': cities, temples, houses become real by 
the fact of being assimilated to the 'center of the world.'... 
The temple in particular—preeminently the sacred place— 
had a celestial prototype,"39 the holy mountain, "the moun-
tain of the Lord's house" (Isaiah 2:2).

Donald Redford begins the most recent comprehensive 
history of Egypt by noting that that nation first "bounced 
overnight, as it were, out of the Stone Age and into urban 
culture " and also that for "this quantum leap ... no satis-
fying answer has been given."40 Yet he unconsciously pro-
vides the explanation when he tells us about the great 
popular assembly going back in Egypt to prehistoric times: 
"All the community, high and low, the ancestral 'souls' and 
town gods and local numina, all convened to lend their ap-
probation to the incarnate god-king."41 There is no need to 
ask why they went to all that trouble, for they realized that 
the only hope of continuing life indefinitely was to be born 
again from time to time, following the example of the sun, 
which, of course, represented the king, himself having to 
overcome the powers of darkness in a ritual contest, cele-
brate a brilliant new coronation and marriage, and get on 
with the usual affairs.

Since World War II, Egyptologists have displayed a 
sudden and lively interest in that vast Egyptian funerary 
literature which the older generation of scholars despised 
and deplored, and they have come to the agreement that 



the abiding goal of the people was nothing less than resur-
rection and eternal life. It was that which made Egyptian 
civilization what it was. And in a hundred other places in 
the world people went through the same routine at the 
same time. Every year in a hundred ancient capitals the 
creation was dramatized with joyful celebration at the 
prospect of a new life; singing, dancing, feasting, and 
drinking were the order of the day, as the angel chorus 
sings at the beginning of Goethe's Faust: Everything was 
herrlich wie am ersten Tag, as glorious as on the day of 
creation.42

But does all this singing, dancing, dramatizing, and 
preaching really make it happen? The performance at 
the temple was a preparation, a training, a school, and a 
theater, teaching by precept and example. They knew it 
was not the real thing. Shakespeare apologizes repeatedly 
in his great superspectacular Henry V, begging the pardon 
of the audience, "Can this cockpit hold / The vasty fields 
of France? Or may we cram / Within this wooden O the 
very casques / That did affright the air at Agincourt? / O, 
pardon!"43 He excuses himself for the sheer gall of daring 
to stage a great battle with "four or five most vile and 
ragged foils / (Right ill dispos'd, in brawl ridiculous)."44 
Still, he is performing a service as he concludes, "Yet sit and 
see, / Minding true things by what their mock'ries be."45 
The whole thing is just a mockup, as a stage is, a make- 
believe, frankly, a mockery. But still it will give you an idea 
of the "true things" it is supposed to represent.

So it is with the temple. Anyone who has ever taken a 
guided tour through an LDS temple before its dedication 
or seen the extensive guide to temples published by the 
Improvement Era46 may recognize the situation. Outside, the 
temple is boxed to the compass, oriented to the whole 



universe; we are often told today that the ancient temple 
was nothing but a scale model of the universe, a place 
where we take our bearings in eternity. But what about the 
Provo Temple? While it was being built, I was shocked 
to notice that it was not so oriented. I was upset, since 
Brigham Young laid such stress on that arrangement, and I 
wrote to the Brethren about it. Then it occurred to me that 
Brigham Young also reminded the Saints that they should 
not be scandalized if one temple had two towers and an-
other only one.47 In Provo, the architect, while displaying 
the building itself as an arresting spectacle seen from the 
valley, took advantage of the phenomenal view of the lake 
and the valley from the temple—strictly following the di-
rections of the compass would have spoiled all that (see 
fig. 1). I readily accepted the margin allowed by taste and 
practicality. While temples are still in the planning stage to 
suit various climes and settings throughout the world, we 
need not be alarmed at sundry shifts and alterations. For 
this is not the final real temple, the ideal future temple of 
the Temple Scroll. This is a training center, a school for pre-
cepts and a showplace for examples (see D&C 109). Here 
we do not receive crowns of glory but only the promise that 
if we are true and faithful the day will come when we shall 
be eligible for such.

To resume the temple tour, the first room is the creation 
room, where we are introduced to the reality with which 
we have only recently become accustomed of a world wait-
ing to be born, "empty and desolate, because they had not 
formed anything but the earth" (Abraham 4:2). And then 
cloud-covered darkness, from which we escape into the in-
finite expanse of the starry heavens to learn that this earth 
is made of the same materials and on the same pattern and 
following the same physical laws as other worlds that have



Figure 1. The Provo Temple was oriented 21 degrees south of due east in 
order to fit the site more perfectly. The inscription "Holiness to the 
Lord" follows tradition by being placed on the east and surrounded by a 
quiet garden, while the entrance faces west, like the Nauvoo Temple.

already been formed. This teaches us a basic principle of 
Mormonism, that we are living in the physical universe. 
Though medieval and modern theologians vigorously con-
demn "cosmism," that is, the inclusion of the visible uni-
verse in the plan of eternal life,48 there is, to quote the Egyp-
tologist G. van der Leeuw, "a human inclination (in general 
as well as in Christianity) ... to base trust on one's salva-
tion in the cosmos. . . . [O]nly when the human passion 
of a divine Savior has a cosmic background does salva-
tion seem sufficiently assured."49 Hence, Arthur Lovejoy 
can conclude that in religious writings of any period "the 



language of acosmism ... is never to be taken too liter-
ally."50 So Origen, first and best informed of all theolo-
gians, declares triumphantly, "When finally, by the grace of 
God, the Saints shall reach the celestial place, then they 
shall comprehend all the secrets of the stars. God will re-
veal to them the nature of the universe."51 This is the teach-
ing of the early brethren of which Origen is an authority, 
but his own Alexandrian training breaks through at the 
end of the passage when he appeals for "perfect knowl-
edge, purged of all that is physical and corporeal." And 
since the scriptures tell us nothing about the heavens, he 
recommends consulting another Alexandrian, Philo the 
great allegorizer, on the subject.52

The next room is the Garden of Eden, the scene of the 
greatest primal drama of them all. Now it becomes even 
plainer that the whole thing is a stage set; everything has 
been properly set up and we are ready for the play to be-
gin. Where is the stage? The room itself is the stage; it is an 
auditorium filled with seats for everybody, but the audi-
ence is part of the play. They are all actors, each in the ima-
ginary role of Adam or Eve. Each individual, in fact, who is 
not visiting the temple for the first time, has taken the name 
and is playing the part of another person; he speaks for 
him, thinks for him (it is all by proxy), and that makes us 
all actors, role-playing. But this is no "insubstantial pag-
eant faded," which "leave[s] not a rack behind."53 The Lord 
left his peace and blessing when he departed after the 
drama of the last supper. For it was a drama too: He ex-
plained to the apostles that they were to think thereafter of 
the wine and the bread as something far more than wine 
and bread, and to think of him as if he were present. He 
was teaching them as Jeremiah taught the people when he 
went around armed with a lamp like Diogenes, staging a
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Figure 2. This New Kingdom copy of a much older script has directions 
and small drawings telling the priests how to perform rituals in honor 
of Senwsret I, whose statue appears in a boat (C), while his daugh-
ters (D) bring in jars of wine. Embalmers (A) carry in offerings, and 
ritual dancers (B) perform. Line 75 describes the red carnelian stones.

like "mystery," for the Bible calls it a mystery. The "myster-
ies of the kingdom of heaven" are things understood only 
by those who have been initiated and taught (Matthew 
13:11). One of the oldest Egyptian ritual plays, the so-called 
Ramesseum Drama (see fig. 2), is careful to explain to the 
audience that each of the properties represents something 



else—the carnelian stones are blood, the green stones are 
bread, etc.

Why do we call the temple a school? The initiatory or-
dinances make that clear. We begin there with the first re-
quirement, that our brain and intellect be clear and active— 
we are there to learn and to understand. Bring your brain 
with you and prepare to stay awake, to be alert and pay at-
tention; also come often for frequent reviews repeating the 
lessons to refresh our memory, for you cannot leave with-
out an examination—you have to show you have learned 
some things.

A famous saying of Aesculapius is that "All Egypt is a 
temple." Indeed, everywhere you look in Egypt, you are 
faced with teaching devices boldly displayed on the out-
side as well as the inside of the many sacred edifices. That 
is why even the most hard-headed Egyptologist of the Old 
School felt he was being haunted, "bugged" by somebody 
trying to tell him that wherever he went in Egypt, the place 
had a sense of uneasiness and "ennui"—one seems to be 
living in two worlds at once. The temple, like the medieval 
cathedral, presents us on every hand with symbols to re-
mind and instruct the worshiper.

Leaving the garden room, we go into the dismal world 
in which we are now living to take care of certain matters 
that have to be expedited in this world. Then we pass on 
to a better world. Thus we progress by going higher and 
higher for each new chamber. It was exactly so in the Egyp-
tian temples. The final ascent takes us to the place of transi-
tion, where we take the step into the next world. In the 
wonderful temple at Denderah, the devotee makes his de-
parture from the roof into the world above. The recently 
discovered Temple Scroll calls the large assembly room at 
the top of the temple at Jerusalem (the model temple of the 



future) the room of the golden veil because the veil was 
hung from one side to the other. One reaches it in Manti by 
a spiral ascent, a freestanding stairway that defies gravity, 
supported only by its own weight—the neat expression of 
an idea.

Today the various steps of creation are made vivid to us 
by superb cinematographic and sound recordings, showing 
the astral, geological, and biological wonders described by 
the actors and the vast reaches of time that the gods called 
days before time was measured unto man. Along with that, 
we are regaled by haunting background music that touches 
the feelings without intruding on the attention of the audi-
ence. Yes, the temple is a theater, and no one directs it so 
well as Abraham. He gives us the creation story and the 
plan of salvation in a privileged personal showing. He did 
not have the visual and sound effects that we do, but he 
had the common resources of all the ancients—the song, 
dance, and recitation. It was long debated among Egyp-
tologists whether the Pyramid Texts were recited by a 
priest or acted out, following instructions held in the hand 
or written on the walls.

The Sacred Dance

The Greeks called the great yearly celebration the pane- 
gyris, meaning everyone gathered. Singing and dancing are 
the natural modes of expression among archaic peoples 
throughout the world, and the ring dance is universal.

Philo, in his work on the creation, says the true initiate 
during the rites moves "in the circuit of heaven, and is 
borne around in a circle with the dance of the planets 
and stars in accordance with the laws of perfect music"54— 
the music of the spheres. Lehi in vision "thought he saw 
God sitting upon his throne, surrounded with numberless 



concourses of angels in the attitude of singing and praising 
their God" (1 Nephi 1:8). From that meeting he saw twelve 
appointed agents descending to earth ("their brightness 
did exceed that of the stars in the firmament," 1 Nephi 1:10), 
transferring the glories of heaven to earth with the preach-
ing of the gospel.

Lucian, a clever Syrian who wrote in Greek and spoke 
for the whole Near East, reports that "You cannot have a 
single ancient teleten (high religious celebration, a mystery) 
without an orchesis or pantomime dance."55 Plato says 
dancing is mandatory at every public offering,56 and Athe- 
naeus says no respectable dinner party could be without 
song and dance.57 The Old Testament is rich in dancing 
situations. Israel came out of Egypt dancing, and the vic-
tory dances that followed were by choruses of maidens 
(see Exodus 15:20; 1 Samuel 18:6). We read of a company 
of prophets carrying instruments (see Psalm 149:3); they 
danced as they prophesied. There was a daily procession, 
with song and dance around the altar in the temple; David 
and Solomon both participated in it. In the dance of the wa-
ter drawers, "Pious men and men of affairs danced with 
torches in their hands, singing songs of joy and praise, with 
a full orchestra of Levites."58 Rabbi Simeon ben Gamal jug-
gled eight torches in the dance. The Song of Solomon was 
an antiphonal between two choirs of maidens. Rival maiden 
choruses got David into big trouble when one sang "Saul 
hath slain his thousands," while the others topped with 
"But David his ten thousands" (1 Samuel 18:6-7). Just such 
competitions took place in Greece, preserved in the "Mai-
den Songs" of Aleman.

So we should not be shocked when we find Abraham 
composing a ballet on the creation. The Greek name for it 
was chorus. Aeschylus, the first and greatest writer of sacred



Figure 3. In William Blake's magnificent engraving, God answers Job, 
his wife, and three comforters by demanding to know where he was at 
the creation of the sun and the moon, shown under his outstretched 
arms, while the morning stars lift their arms in rejoicing.



plays, choreographed his own dramas. In fact, the chorus 
was the play; it was the chorus that was awarded the prize; 
the author's first step in celebrating the sacred rites was to 
"ask for a chorus." Plato says in the Laws that "The chorus 
was nothing more nor less than the educating (paideia) of the 
people."59 It was the chorus that sang and danced the crea-
tion song. We all know the challenge to Job when he was 
moping and wailing: "Where wast thou when I laid the 
foundations of the earth? ... When the morning stars sang 
together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy?" (Job 
38:4, 7; see fig. 3). We consistently ignore the words: "An-
swer thou me" (Job 38:3) and "declare if thou knowest it 
all" (Job 38:18). Job was there, and the Lord is reminding 
him that his sufferings and the defects of this world are for 
a purpose. In the War Scroll of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the 
same speech is addressed to the army of Israel when they 
are downcast after a defeat, saying in effect, "Remember 
how glad we were to come down here? Bad times were to 
be part of the picture."60

I have shown elsewhere that the round dance of the 
creation drama takes the form of the prayer circle in the 
temple.61 The Testament of Job brings it vividly to mind. Job 
himself is not committed to any tribe or nation; like Abra-
ham he was just one of the "men of the East." Job's story is 
indeterminate in time and place but is still full of ancient 
reminiscences and familiar undertones. The valuable apoc-
ryphal Testament of Job, discovered at the beginning of the 
century, lays special emphasis on temple ordinances. It has 
long been generally accepted that the book of Job is authen-
tic theater. The texts go back to the fifth century.62

In the opening lines of his Testament, Job tells his three 
virgin daughters and seven sons (see Job 1:2) to form a 
circle around him (the second son's name is Choros):



Figure 4. Blake shows Job encircled by his three fair daughters as he re-
counts his trials by pointing to their depictions on either side. In the 
center above him God answers him out of the whirlwind.

"Make a circle around me, and I will demonstrate to you 
the things which the Lord expounded to me, for I am your 
father Job who is faithful in all things."63 Job next tells the 
circle how the Lord, after healing him of his awful ail-
ments, said, "Arise, gird up thy loins like a man!"64 "And 
the Lord spoke to me in power, showing me things past 
and future."65 He tells his daughters that they will have 
nothing to fear in this life from the adversary (see fig. 4) be-
cause the garments they wear are "a power and a protec-
tion from the Lord."66 Then he tells them to arise and gird 
themselves to prepare for heavenly visitors 67 "Thus it was 
that when one of the three daughters ... arose and clothed 
herself . . . she began to utter words of wisdom in the an-
gelic language, and sent a hymn up to God, using the 



manner of praising of the angels. And as she recited the 
hymns, she let the Spirit make marks [charagmata, cuts or 
rents] on her garment."68

The next daughter girded herself likewise and recited 
"The Hymn of the Creation of the Heavens," speaking "in 
the dialect of the archons [cf. the council in heaven]."69 The 
third daughter "chanted verses in the dialect of those on 
high ... and she spoke in the tongue of the cherubim," her 
words being preserved as "the prayers of Amaltheias- 
Keras."70 Amaltheias-Keras as Amitla was the mother of 
the infant Abraham when she concealed him from the mur-
derous Nimrod and fed him from her milk in a cave: she 
was also the horned Amaltheia, the she-goat whose milk 
fed the infant Zeus when his mother was hiding him in the 
Dyktaeian Cave from the bloodthirsty Saturn, even as the 
infant Horus was concealed in the marshes of Chemmis 
from Seth by his mother Isis. What can all this be leading 
to, all these strange parallels? This is the most striking as-
pect of the histories of Abraham, including the longest biog-
raphy in the Bible (see Genesis 11-25). It would seem that 
parallel instances cling to Abraham as to few other figures, 
including his rivals Nimrod and Alexander the Great.

After this artistic treat—and no one will deny that the 
temple makes no apologies for appealing to our gentler 
senses and our delight in the Good, the True, and the 
Beautiful—we now turn to another medium. Just as it is im-
possible to present the vast panorama of the creation in its 
enormous stretches of time without the aid of Steven Spiel-
berg and our modem techniques, we find ourselves obliged 
to fall back on the age-old procedures of voices offstage, de-
scribing the scene and the situation by solo voices or various 
combinations. We still do this in the temple teachings. In the 
Book of Abraham we also have both the descriptive recita-
tion and the spectacular choral dance themes.



The Terrible Questions

Of the former, the factual recitation, Abraham gives us 
the most marvelous text of all, the miraculous third chapter 
of the book that answers with astonishing economy the 
most fundamental and baffling questions of our existence. 
Various individuals have struggled with those questions. 
For example, I like to recall the case of Clement of Rome, the 
precocious boy in the first century who tells us the story 
of how in his school days he started asking himself the baf-
fling questions of existence, which almost drove him out 
of his mind. The young Clement's main problem was to 
find someone who could answer his questions—he tried 
every famous teacher in Rome and found no satisfaction; a 
friend advised him to go to Egypt, the only place where 
they had answers to such questions. Instead of going to 
Egypt, Clement had a chance meeting with the missionary 
Barnabas that sent him to Caesarea, where he met Peter at a 
general conference. At last his questions were answered.71

And here is an interesting coincidence: I know of two 
other boys who had exactly the same problems with ex-
actly the same questions and received exactly the same an-
swers. They were Abraham and Joseph Smith. We do not 
need to attribute their inspiration to the schools of Alexan-
dria or Athens.

So the Prophet Joseph recalled:
At about the age of twelve years my mind became seri-
ously imprest with regard to the all importent concerns 
for the wellfare of my immortal Soul. . . . [T]hus from the 
age of twelve years to fifteen I pondered many things in 
my heart concerning the sittuation of the world of man-
kind the contentions and divifsijons the wickedness 
and abominations and the darkness which pervaded the 
minds of mankind my mind become excedingly dis-
tressed ... for I looked upon the sun the glorious luminary 



of the earth and also the moon rolling in their magesty 
through the heavens and also the stars shining in their 
courses and the earth also upon which I stood and the 
beast of the field and the fowls of heaven and the fish of 
the waters and also man walking forth upon the face of 
the earth in magesty and in the strength of beauty . . . 
even in the likeness of him who created them and when I 
considered upon these things my heart exclaimed ... all 
these bear testimony and bespeak an omnipotent and 
omnipreasant power a being who makith Laws and de- 
creeeth [szc] and bindeth all things in their bounds who 
filleth Eternity who was and is and will be from all Eter-
nity to Eternity and when I considered all these things 
... I cried unto the Lord for mercy for there was none 
else to whom I could go.72

And how about Abraham? An important part of his 
biography, mentioned in all the principle sources, is his 
precocity as a boy. It began with his asking the usual ques-
tions, the same elementary questions that Clement and 
Joseph asked at the same age and, like the other two, Abra-
ham was answered only by the highest source: Clement by 
Peter, Joseph by the Lord himself, and Abraham likewise: 
"Thy servant has sought thee earnestly; now I have found 
thee" (Abraham 2:12). That was when the Lord appeared 
to him in the nighttime as he was studying the stars, giving 
him lessons on the nature and structure of the universe, 
which Abraham has handed on to us in convenient nota-
tion of Facsimile 2.

The knowledge is handed on to us in chapter 3 of the 
Book of Abraham, a statement of principles and doctrines 
that answer the ultimate mysteries of our existence. I con-
sider this a miraculous chapter because of its brevity and 
the astonishing expanse of knowledge it covers. Here are 
some of the "Terrible Questions" and their answers:



1. The inevitable Where do I come from? The spirits "have 
no beginning; they existed before, they shall have no end 
... for they are gnolaum, or eternal" (Abraham 3:18). "And 
God saw these souls that they were good, and he stood in 
the midst of them.... Abraham, thou art one of them; thou 
wast chosen before thou wast born" (Abraham 3:23). It is 
strange that the doctrine of premortal existence should be 
so hard for the world to accept. The Sefer Yetzirah, the old-
est Hebrew book, usually attributed by the rabbis to Abra-
ham, ends with a resounding declaration of his greatness 
in the premortal existence. If it is possible for us to be here 
now, it is just as possible for us to have been there then. 
Neither proposition, as Roger Penrose has shown, can be 
proved by algorithm or allegory, yet we have to accept 
their reality.73

2. Why am 1 here? "We will make an earth whereon these 
may dwell; And we will prove them herewith, to see if they 
will do all things whatsoever the Lord their God shall com-
mand them; And they who keep their first estate shall be 
added upon; . . . and they who keep their second estate 
shall have glory added upon their heads for ever and ever" 
(Abraham 3:24, 26). The oldest Egyptian creation drama, 
portrayed on the Shabako Stone, says that when the earth 
was adorned and ready to receive its inhabitants, a law was 
given by which every action of every creature would be 
judged: "To him who does what is agreeable (lovable, 
mr.wt) shall be given a life of eternal rest or happiness (cnh 
n hr-htp, rest, peace, happiness), while to him who does 
what is hateful (detestable, msdi) shall be given death and 
condemnation (disfavor, mtnhr hbn.t)."74 Note that it is not 
necessary to categorize what is good and bad: everyone 
knows it; it is the Golden Rule. There is no need for cen-
turies of probabilistic head-splitting to define and assign 
precise numerical values to degrees of good and evil.
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Figure 5. From the temple-library ofEdfu, the two central figures sup-
port a scribal palette venerated by four figures, representing all that is 
heard (A), seen (B), uttered by Hu (C), or understood by Sia (D).

3. How did it all begin? It is the Egyptian sia, "intelli-
gence," awareness, that comes first. But it is lost without 
hu, "authoritative utterance,"75 "communication" (see fig. 5). 
As the Lord made clear to Moses, "there is no end to my 
works, neither to my words" (Moses 1:38). The one is incom-
plete without the other, and this is made very clear in the 
oldest Egyptian creation drama, where God "conceives in 
his mind" and then "utters with his mouth," communicat-
ing his intention to the council of the gods at each step of 
the creation. This is the very modern doctrine of anthro- 
pism. Without sia—intelligence, awareness—what would 
exist? And if it were confined to one mind only, what 
would be accomplished? The Creator must communicate 
that others may share his "most glorious and beautiful" 
works of creation, to bring about "the immortality and eter-
nal life of man."

4. How does the real universe figure in the gospel? Ever 
since Alexandria all the clergy have condemned "cos- 
mism." But Abraham puts us into the real universe forever: 
"He said unto me: My son, my son.... And he put his hand 
upon mine eyes, and I saw those things which his hands 
had made . . . and I could not see the end thereof" (Abra-
ham 3:12). It was all real and visible; this is the latest defini-
tion of universe—everything.



5. The question of the Big Bang: How did it all begin and how 
will it all end? Intelligent beings "existed before, they shall 
have no end, they shall exist after, for they are gnolaum, or 
eternal" (Abraham 3:18). It is the Hebrew en sof ("without 
end") principle of the rabbis and Penrose—an idea beyond 
definition but not beyond our conception.

This brings up a theological question to which only the 
Book of Abraham offers a clear solution, namely the problem 
of hierarchy. This was the secret of Egypt's strength and sta-
bility, a strict hierarchical order of everything, which every-
one respected. If it was hard for Satan to subject himself to 
any other being, it is still hard for the individual human to 
recognize his inferiority to another. Again and again we are 
reminded of the strangely obvious principle that one thing 
can be above another. According to Miriam Lichtheim, who 
supplies us with over seven hundred gems of Egyptian 
wisdom, every man's ego is constantly threatened by other 
egos, and none is secure—the weakest can damage the 
strongest.76 Again and again Abraham takes the trouble to 
remind us of what should be obvious: "Now, Abraham, 
these two facts exist, behold thine eyes see it.... And where 
these two facts exist, there shall be another fact above 
them" (Abraham 3:6, 8). "If two things exist, and there be 
one above another, there shall be greater things above 
them" (Abraham 3:16). Why is he so insistent on anything 
so obvious? And so society throughout history has been 
locked in a paralyzing round of Thorstein Veblen's "invi-
dious comparison." We have to live with it; why can't we 
admit it cheerfully? I have children who can run circles 
around me brainwise—should that depress me?

In our competitive society every ego aspires to assert it-
self, and it does that by comparison. Thus the deadly Chris- 
tological controversy in which the Athanasians accused the 



Arians of belittling the Son of God by making him inferior 
to the Father, while the Arians accused the Athanasians of 
insulting God by making the Son equal to him. Does the 
Son envy the Father, or is the Father jealous of him? Chris-
tians were willing to shed blood over the issue. Joseph 
Smith gives us four follies that must be avoided at any cost. 
One should never, he says, (1) aspire, for that is what Satan 
did to bring about his fall; (2) accuse—Satan is the devil, 
and diabolos means "accuser of his brethren"—never mind 
that the brethren are as guilty as he is; (3) contend—the first 
rule the Lord gave to the Nephites was, "For verily, verily I 
say unto you, he that hath the spirit of contention is not of 
me, but is of the devil, who is the father of contention, and 
he stirreth up the hearts of men to contend with anger, one 
with another" (3 Nephi 11:29); and (4) coerce, or use force 
to persuade.

Abraham removes the mean, invidious element and 
makes the order of things accessible to all: "If there be two 
spirits, and one shall be more intelligent than the other, yet 
these two spirits, notwithstanding one is more intelligent 
than the other, have no beginning; they existed before, . . . 
they shall exist after... . And the Lord said unto me: These 
two facts do exist, that there are two spirits, one being more 
intelligent than the other; there shall be another more intel-
ligent than they; I am the Lord thy God, I am more intelli-
gent than they all" (Abraham 3:18-19). One cannot plead 
that he is a latecomer, that others came early and got the 
jump on him: "Ye were also in the beginning with the Father; 
that which is Spirit, even the Spirit of truth" (D&C 93:23). 
Opportunity is not a matter of early arrival, for "Man was 
also in the beginning with God. Intelligence, or the light 
of truth, was not created or made, neither indeed can be" 
(D&C 93:29). This nullifies the whining excuse of Omar 



Khayyam that God created us that way, and there is noth-
ing that we can do about it: "He who did man of baser 
metal make."77 Who is responsible then? It is all in my own 
hands. Intelligence was not created—it unfolds; no matter 
how backward I may be I can rejoice in my ignorance, 
knowing that wonderful things are awaiting my discovery. 
When I am honest, that is, intelligent enough to search out 
and dwell upon the things I do not know or in which I have 
been mistaken, rather than preening myself on the little I 
do know, surveying such latent discoveries is like a child 
waiting to open packages on Christmas morning.

6. What is man's position relative to the universe? Five 
times in our remarkable third chapter we are reminded that 
everything that he sees is to be understood only as viewed 
from the place "upon which thou standest" (Abraham 3:5, 
6, 7, 9; see Abraham 3:4). Like Einstein's man on the boat 
who thinks that the dock is moving away from him, so 
Abraham must remember his real position relative to the 
universe. In all that the Lord showed him, Abraham has 
still only a limited view. When Moses asked to see more 
than the scope and range of mission assigned him, he was 
sharply rebuked: "Worlds without number have I created; 
and I also created them for mine own purpose" (Moses 
1:33). "But only an account of this earth, and the inhabi-
tants thereof, give I unto you" (Moses 1:35). In the next verse 
Moses apologizes: "Be merciful unto thy servant, O God, 
and tell me concerning this earth . . . and then thy servant 
will be content" (Moses 1:36).

Our temple drama began like the book of Job, the Gospel 
of John, and Goethe's Faust, with the "Prologue in Heaven." 
In the temple today the prologue is spoken offstage, that is, 
in another world far removed from our present one. We hear 
the council in heaven discussing the plan to organize a 



world like other worlds that have been formed. They will 
"take of these materials, and ... will make an earth whereon 
these may dwell" (Abraham 3:24). The definite pronoun 
these plainly points to or indicates something, showing that 
the drama is in progress. Then they appoint two others 
from among those who stood "among those that were spir-
its" (Abraham 3:23). Again the definite pronoun that calls 
our attention to parties who are not mentioned but are ob-
viously indicated by gesture—these are stage directions.

Things being thus decided, the Lord said "Whom should 
I send?" Here we should note that thirty-three of the forty- 
two verses in Moses 1 begin with the word and. This in our 
narrative is the so-called ww-conversive in Hebrew, which 
converts the past to a future tense, giving it the sense of 
stage direction: "The Lord shall say." To his question, "one 
answered [or one shall answer] like unto the Son of Man," 
obviously stepping forward: "Here I am, send me" (Abra-
ham 3:27). The action is clearly indicated, but why "one like 
unto the Son of Man?" Why not simply the Son of Man? 
Because plainly this is not the real character but an imper-
sonation of him, one taking his part: "like the Son of Man."

"And another answered and said: Here am I, send me. 
And the Lord said: I will send the first. And the second was 
angry, and kept not his first estate; and, at that day, many 
followed after him" (Abraham 3:27-28). Here we have a 
drama that was played out at the new year in the temples 
of Egypt. Dozens of texts still exist, recounting the rivalry 
of the two leaders, sometimes taking the form of a litiga-
tion before the court of the council in heaven, sometimes 
the form of a knock-down-and-drag-out duel. But it always 
ends with the expulsion of the aspiring party. (These dra-
mas include that on the Shabako Stone, the Ramesseum 
Drama, the Celestial Cow, the Contendings of Horus and



Seth, etc.) At this point the chorus divides into two, the 
usual half-choruses that engage in an antiphonal contest. 
The losers follow the leader off the stage. End of first act.

The Second Act

We now get to the ballets. They start with all useful 
vegetation, the first step in making the earth—formed, di-
vided, and beautified—habitable for man. The Gods said: 
"Let us prepare the earth to bring forth grass; the herb 
yielding seed; the fruit tree yielding fruit, after his kind ... 
and it was so, even as they ordered" (Abraham 4:11). This 
script was made to order for a ballet. The oldest dances in 
the world have to do with planting and harvesting (in 
Egypt the haker dance); their significance as fertility rites 
was the subject of much study in the 1920s and 1930s. This 
episode of the plants ends a period: from "morning until 
the evening they called day; and it was the third time" 
(Abraham 4:13). End of ballet.

Now a quite different dance. "And the Gods organized 
the lights in the expanse of the heaven" (Abraham 4:14). 
We have already mentioned the torch dances in Israel, and 
many of us fondly recall the lively fire dances at the LDS 
Polynesian Cultural Center. The key word is "organized." 
That means everything arranged from subatomic particles 
to molecules, to organizing the family, an army, a church, 
or a galaxy. Here we see the mazy motion of the dancers' 
chorus and semichorus, as they divide the day from the 
night and organize themselves into groups to take position, 
"To be for signs and for seasons, and for days and for 
years" (Abraham 4:14). Again it says not "to be signs," but 
to be for signs, and for days, and for seasons and for years; 
they are taking their places for the benefit of man. "And the 
Gods organized the two great lights, the greater light to 



rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night; with the 
lesser light they set the stars also; And the Gods set them in 
the expanse of the heavens, to give light upon the earth, 
and to rule over the day and over the night, and to cause to 
divide the light from the darkness" (Abraham 4:16-17). Is 
all that repetition necessary? This is not a laborious tale for 
the simpleminded, but the unfolding of a splendid pag-
eant, the Dance of Life, the ever-popular torch dance. Not 
long ago we used to laugh our heads off at the idea that 
God created the stars and their motions for the benefit of 
puny man. Today the shoe is on the other foot. Now we are 
asked to believe how the unimaginable raging forces of the 
universe, completely uncontrolled and undirected, should 
zero in on this little planet with nothing but the most be-
nevolent results, adjusting a score of fine-tuned constants to 
each other with unerring accuracy in defiance of entropy. 
Not long ago it was believed that such a coincidence was so 
rare that it could have happened only once in the universe, 
that is, that this could be the only possible habitable world. 
But today it seems that the main concern of astronomers is 
life on other worlds. Carl Sagan resented the suggestion of 
any mind equal to his own elsewhere in the universe, and 
yet he designed a missive to be sent into outer space with a 
message directed to whom it may concern.78

It was all for an appreciative audience, for "the Gods 
watched [these] things which they had ordered until they 
[were] obeyed" (Abraham 4:18). The thing was done prop-
erly, and then the lights go down: "It was from evening un-
til morning that it was night; and . . . from morning until 
evening that it was day; and it was the fourth time" (Abra-
ham 4:19).

Next the Dance of the Waters, always a favorite. In the 
oldest Greek play the chorus is made up of water maidens, 



the Oceanids; they sail above the stage weeping for poor 
Prometheus and shedding their tears over the Caucasus.79 
The episode is reflected in the Enoch drama of the Pearl of 
Great Price, where the hero asks, "How is it that the heav-
ens weep, and shed forth their tears as rain upon the moun-
tains?" (Moses 7:28). It is an equally poetic and dramatic 
passage from the same antediluvian milieu—for both tales 
are an immediate preparation for the flood. There is a stun-
ning bas-relief from the Theban tomb of Kheruef depicting 
the water maidens imitating the waves of the Nile, though 
quite unaware of the parallel with the Rhine Daughters.

This prepares us for the waters to "bring forth great 
whales, and every living creature that moveth, which the 
waters were to bring forth abundantly after their kind; and 
every winged fowl after their kind" (Abraham 4:21). The 
impression is that all life began in the waters and that there 
was an element of the experimental in the undertaking, 
with the Creators watching the developments until they 
"saw that they would be obeyed, and that their plan was 
good" (Abraham 4:21).

Next comes the great animal show. Everyone's favorite. 
It is the circus-parade, of course, splendidly displayed on 
the walls of Paleolithic caves of Lascaux, etc.; it meets us on 
the prehistoric standards and palettes of Egypt and Meso-
potamia from the First Dynasty right through the cosmic 
chorus of Aristophanes, the bestiaries and mummings of 
the Middle Ages, and the fancy-dress Fasching celebrations 
along the Rhine. It takes us back to the earliest drama of 
Adam and the animals. He lives with them on intimate 
terms. He must have because he called them all by name, 
and they were all around him in overwhelming force. He 
was living in another world then, and we don't know how 
long it lasted since "as yet the Gods had not appointed 



unto Adam his reckoning" (Abraham 5:13). This was be-
fore he entered with Eve into the garden and the covenant 
of marriage. It was the earth's turn to bring forth new types 
of "beasts after their kind, and cattle after their kind, and 
every thing that creepeth upon the earth after its kind; and 
the Gods saw they would obey" (Abraham 4:25). Again the 
moment of testing; it is as if new ideas were being tried out 
in the new world.

Before the wonderful photographic images of today, the 
creation drama was conveyed by dialogue offstage. After 
Satan's dismissal, "the Lord said: Let us go down. And they 
went down at the beginning . . . and formed the heavens 
and the earth. And the earth, after it was formed, was 
empty and desolate, because they had not formed anything 
but earth; and darkness reigned upon the face of the deep" 
(Abraham 4:1-2). These are the two pictures we get of life-
less worlds, painted on the walls of the creation room: "the 
earth .. . empty and desolate, because they had not formed 
anything but the earth." This we see in Mercury and Venus. 
This corresponds to dense cloud coverings on other planets, 
soon to explode into torrential rains. Both conditions are 
clearly displayed in our older creation rooms. Then "dark-
ness reigned upon the face of the deep, and the Spirit of the 
Gods was brooding upon the face of the waters" (Abraham 
4:2). "Brooding" implies a long time of preparation for life 
as we know it. In the fifth chapter we learn that no plants 
were growing on the earth because it had not yet rained 
(see Abraham 5:5). Up to this point we are still in the coun-
cil and planning stage. This raises an interesting question 
which at present is the object of debate among quantum-
mechanics scientists, namely, which world is the real 
world? According to one school of thought, we cannot say 
a thing exists until we are aware of it. Recently the emi-



nent French Egyptologist Philippe Derchain has noted that 
the Egyptians were convinced that if they ever stopped 
thinking about the universe it would cease to exist.80 This 
is the Copenhagen doctrine, also called "the anthropic prin-
ciple," that light does not exist until we see it.81

The Significance of Temples

There are two parts to the temple ceremony, the dra-
matic and the pragmatic. So far we have only mentioned 
the first. The play is ended by the appearance of heavenly 
messengers who now bid farewell to the artifice of the 
antique theater and engage us in a new type of learning. 
Everything up to this point has been by way of explain-
ing our position in this world. The dramatic motifs of the 
temple and its ordinances are found throughout the world 
from the very earliest times. President Joseph F. Smith 
pointed this out when he noted that we find everywhere 
broken remnants of teachings familiar to Latter-day Saints, 
going back to a time before world apostasy.82 Where does 
the gospel differ from all the rest? There is no difference at 
all where their teachings are true. An old maxim of Mor-
monism states that all religions have some truth that we 
share with them. The first part of the endowment, the 
drama, is found throughout the world. Shakespeare sees 
the point when he says, "All the world's a stage / And all 
the men and women merely players."83 We are all actors in 
this world, "merely players," and nothing else. This was 
also Abraham's predicament; according to Martin Buber 
his life was "an ever-new separation for him and his prog-
eny"; his "entire history ... is a consequence of choices and 
partings."84 He no sooner settled down to living in a place 
than he had to leave (lech lecha). If all the men and women 
"have their exits and their entrances, / And one man in his 



time plays many parts, / His acts being seven ages," and if 
each part is completely different—the baby, the schoolboy, 
the lover, the soldier, the magistrate, the senior citizen, and 
then, "last scene of all,... / Is second childishness and mere 
oblivion, / Sans eyes, sans teeth, sans taste, sans every-
thing"—if all that is so, which is the real you?85 Shakespeare 
got this from Solon, the wisest of the Greeks, who wrote on 
the seven ages of man and concluded that "all are miserable 
upon whom the sun shines down."86

But now comes the serious business of our temple. The 
antique temple drama ends in nothing. The stage lights go 
out and the house lights go up. Now we must be intro-
duced to the rites and principles that will carry us far be-
yond this world. We are introduced to special messengers, 
teachers, and guides and told to pay heed to their counsel, 
which will continue to lead us on the path of life and salva-
tion. Significantly, those instructions are all in the nature 
of restrictions and limitations to be set on what could be 
the exercise of unlimited power through unlimited time. 
Satan wanted power all for himself: "because that Satan ... 
sought... that I should give unto him mine own power; by 
the power of mine Only Begotten, I caused that he should 
be cast down" (Moses 4:3). And so like the Ten Command-
ments the promises and covenants of the temple seem 
strangely negative to the vanity and arrogance of men. The 
first is obedience, the restraint on the individual's power. 
The second is restraint on possession of things; the eternal 
spirit cannot be attached to them—one must be willing to 
sacrifice. The third puts restraints on personal behavior, it 
mandates deportment, self-control to make oneself agree-
able to all. The fourth is restraint on uncontrolled appetites, 
desires, and passions, for what could be more crippling on 
the path of eternal progression than those carnal obsessions 



which completely take over the mind and body? Finally, 
the fifth covenant is a limitation on the innate selfishness of 
the other four—everything you have must be set apart to 
the everlasting benefit of all.

But we cannot leave it here. Everything about the tem-
ple calls for conclusion and a decision; we cannot remain in 
limbo suspended between the two worlds. Whether we 
catch a glimpse of the inside of the temple as we approach 
it from without, or of the outside world once we are inside, 
they are worlds apart. Latter-day Saint temples have al-
ways provided a soothing transition to soften the culture 
shock, the passing from one existence to another. Gardens 
of almost unearthly beauty offer an easy and credible pas-
sage by sharing the essential qualities of both worlds, 
"most glorious and beautiful."

But the wonder is that everything about this experience 
is real. For seventy-two years I have gone to the temple and 
listened carefully to everything, and at no time could I say, 
"There is something wrong here; this is not the way it is!" 
On the contrary, the lesson is brought home with irre-
sistible force that we do not know everything. There is 
wonder upon wonder awaiting. What the temple teaches is 
as real as the temple itself.

Notes
This chapter is based on a presentation given on 6 April 1999 
as part of the Book of Abraham Lecture Series sponsored by 
the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies at 
Brigham Young University.
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Chapter  2

Oaths  and  Oath  Takin g  
in  the  Old  Testamen t

Stephen D. Ricks

The well-being and security of a community depend on 
its members speaking the truth in matters of crucial impor-
tance. Oaths provide a means of impressing on those party 
to such a matter their obligation to truthfulness and de-
pendability, while at the same time increasing the oath tak-
ers' seriousness and credibility in the eyes of others. Oaths 
and oath taking are well documented among the peoples 
of the world throughout history and are abundantly at-
tested in the Old Testament. This essay will consider the 
structure and significance of oaths in the Old Testament.

In his treatise On Christian Doctrine, John Milton de-
scribes the oath as "that whereby we call God to witness 
the truth of what we say, with a curse upon ourselves . . . 
should it prove false."1 This succinct definition suggests 
the three major elements of the oath in the Old Testament: 
(1) the oath statement, in which the swearer asserts that he 
has or has not done something or in which he promises that 
he will or will not do something,2 (2) the witness invocation, 
in which God or some other person, being, or object is 



called on to witness the words of the oath and, by implica-
tion, to act as an accuser if the oath is not fulfilled,3 and 
(3) the curse formula, which is either explicitly stated or im-
plied by some bodily gesture.

The Oath Statement

A look at oaths recorded in direct speech (usually, though 
not exclusively, in the first person) and in first-person narra-
tive passages4 reveals that only the oath statement is an in-
dispensable element of the oath. Further analysis discloses 
that the oath statement will invariably be accompanied 
either by a witness invocation or a curse formula, but rarely 
by both.5 This fact suggests that both the witness and the 
curse formulas are viewed as being potent (perhaps equally 
so) and that either, of itself, is deemed sufficiently powerful 
to validate the oath. This viewpoint stands in contrast to the 
widely held opinion that the words of the curse are imbued 
with supernatural power and are frequently omitted in 
superstitious recognition of their independent power of 
self-fulfillment: "The curse was automatic or self-fulfilling, 
having the nature of a 'spell,' the very words of which were 
thought to possess reality and the power to effect the de-
sired results."6 If our view is correct, then the curse formula 
is omitted, not necessarily because of any concern for its 
power to harm an individual's well-being, but because it 
represents only one of several possible means of validating 
an oath, each of which has equal potency. The strength of 
the oath does not reside in the supernatural power of the 
words of the curse but in the sovereign response of God, 
who is viewed as the ultimate witness to and executor of 
all oaths.7

In addition to oral oaths, bodily gestures not specifi-
cally connected with the curse formula (such as raising the 



hand) also occasionally accompany oath taking. These con-
stituent elements of oaths will be discussed later.

The Witness Formulas

Deuteronomic injunctions expressly command that 
oaths be taken in the name of God (and, by implication, not 
in the name of other gods): “Thou shalt fear the Lord thy 
God, and serve him, and shalt swear by his name. Ye shall 
not go after other gods, of the gods of the people which are 
round about you" (Deuteronomy 6:13-14; see Deuter-
onomy 10:20). Indeed, God himself swears by himself or 
his life8 (see Genesis 22:16; Exodus 32:13; Numbers 14:21; 
Jeremiah 22:24; 46:18; Ezekiel 5:11; 14:16,18,20; 16:48; 17:19; 
18:3; 20:3, 31, 33; 33:11, 27; 34:8; 35:6; Amos 6:8; and Zeph-
aniah 2:9), his great name (see Jeremiah 44:26), or his holi-
ness (see Amos 4:2).

In Jeremiah the Lord protests against a backsliding 
Israel: "How shall I pardon thee for this? thy children have 
forsaken me, and sworn by them that are no gods" (Jere-
miah 5:7; see Amos 8:14 and Zephaniah 1:5). In a more con-
ciliatory passage, the Lord promises: "And it shall come to 
pass, if they will diligently learn the ways of my people, to 
swear by my name, The Lord liveth; as they taught my 
people to swear by Baal; then shall they be built in the 
midst of my people" (Jeremiah 12:16). In addition, oath tak-
ing in the name of God to no good intent (Hebrew lassaw’, 
translated "in vain" in the King James Version of the Bible) 
is expressly forbidden in the third commandment of the 
Decalogue.9 Deceptive swearing is prohibited in the Holi-
ness Code in Leviticus (see Leviticus 19:12).

The most common formula in the witness invocation 
is "as the Lord liveth,"10 which is frequently found with 
slight modifications, extensions, and variations: "As the 



Lord liveth, and as thy soul liveth" (1 Samuel 20:3; 25:26; 
2 Kings 2:2; 4:30), "as surely as you live" (1 Samuel 1:26; 
17:55 NIV).

On a few occasions God is explicitly called to witness, 
as in Jeremiah 42:5: "Then they [the remnant of Judah at 
Mizpah] said to Jeremiah, The Lord be a true and faithful 
witness between us, if we do not even according to all 
things for the which the Lord thy God shall send thee to 
us." This phrase is, however, more generally to be found in 
the context of covenant making, which differs from oath 
taking in its reciprocal character (i.e., covenants are mutual 
oaths).11

The Curse Formulas

The force of an oath may be strengthened by expressly 
stating the penalties incurred for failure to perform it. The 
number of explicitly mentioned curses is relatively limited 
in the Old Testament.12 An outstanding example of the 
oath and curse appearing together is in Job 31, where Job, 
in defense of his actions, calls down a series of terrible 
curses upon himself if he has failed to live uprightly: "If I 
have walked with vanity, or if my foot hath hasted to de-
ceit; Let me be weighed in an even balance.... Then let me 
sow, and let another eat; yea, let my offspring be rooted 
out" (Job 31:5-8; see Psalms 7:3-5; 137:5-6).

A further example of the explicitly stated curse in an 
oath is the so-called "ordeal oath" in Numbers 5:20-22.13 
Here the priest charges the woman suspected of unfaith-
fulness to her husband with "an oath of cursing." The 
priest is to say to the woman, "The Lord make thee a curse 
and an oath among thy people, when the Lord doth make 
thy thigh to rot" (Numbers 5:21), in the event that she has 
sworn falsely concerning her innocence. The woman's guilt 



or innocence is immediately established by her drinking 
the "water that causeth the curse." If she is guilty, the wa-
ter will cause that "her belly shall swell, and her thigh shall 
rot: and the woman shall be a curse among her people. And 
if the woman be not defiled, but be clean; then she shall be 
free, and shall conceive seed" (Numbers 5:27-28).14

More frequent than explicit oral curses are curses im-
plied by some bodily gesture. The most common curse of 
this sort is similar to the one found in Ruth 1:17: "The Lord 
do so to me, and more also, if ought but death part thee and 
me" (see 1 Samuel 3:17; 14:44; 20:13; 25:22; 2 Samuel 3:9,35; 
1 Kings 2:23; 19:2; 20:10; 2 Kings 6:31). The Hebrew word 
koh, translated "so" in the Authorized Version, suggests 
that some bodily gesture accompanied the statement. In his 
commentary on the book of Ruth, Edward Campbell ob-
serves that the statement in this verse was "presumably ac-
companied by a symbolic gesture, something like our in-
dex finger across the throat."15 With this curse may be 
compared Moses 5:29: "And Satan said unto Cain: Swear 
unto me by thy throat, and if thou tell it thou shalt die," al-
though this is in an oath-taking context of a rather more 
sinister sort.

In the context of covenant making, the symbolic acts 
implying curses (as well as imprecations that are expressly 
stated) are widely attested in the Old Testament, the Book 
of Mormon, and in the ancient Near East. In Genesis 15, the 
Lord commanded Abraham to take a heifer, a she-goat, a 
ram, a turtledove, and a pigeon; slaughter them; and lay 
each of the halves in two rows opposite each other so that 
there was a space between them. Thereafter there appeared 
"a smoking furnace, and a burning lamp that passed be-
tween those pieces" (Genesis 15:17), whereupon the Lord 
renewed his covenantal promises to Abraham.



This unusual sacrificial procedure is clarified by an al-
lusion in which the Lord declared to Jeremiah:

And I will give the men that have transgressed by 
covenant, which have not performed the words of the 
covenant which they had made before me, when they cut 
the calf in twain, and passed between the parts thereof, 
the princes of Judah, and the princes of Jerusalem, the 
eunuchs, and the priests, and all the people of the land, 
which passed between the parts of the calf; I will even 
give them into the hand of their enemies, and into the 
hand of them that seek their life. (Jeremiah 34:18-20)

Though for a different purpose (affecting atonement 
and not covenant making), a somewhat similar procedure 
may be seen in the rites described in Leviticus, where the 
priests were instructed to "cut it [the sacrificial animal] into 
his pieces . . . [and] lay them in order on the wood that is 
on the fire which is upon the altar" (Leviticus 1:12). In the 
sacrifices mentioned in Leviticus as well as in Genesis, the 
animal is divided and the pieces set in order. Perhaps the 
pieces were arranged on the altar in the Levitical rite so 
that the fire on the altar should represent "the smoking fire 
and fiery torch" mentioned in Genesis.16

A similar use of a symbolic act implying a curse in a 
covenant setting is seen in Alma 46 where Moroni calls on 
the people to take up arms against Amalickiah, in response 
to which they rend "their garments in token, or as a 
covenant, that they would not forsake the Lord their God; 
or in other words, if they should transgress the command-
ments of God . . . the Lord should rend them even as they 
had rent their garments" (Alma 46:21; see Alma 44:12-15; 
46:22-23; 3 Nephi 4:28-32).

The notion of covenant making among the peoples of 
the ancient Near East between God and man seems unique 



to the Israelites; nevertheless, symbolic curses similar to 
those recorded concerning the Israelites may be seen in an-
cient Near Eastern suzerain and vassal treaties. A charac-
teristic example of these symbolic curses is found in the 
treaty between Ashurnirari V of Assyria and Mati'ilu of 
Arpad, in which the suzerain Ashurnirari directs that "if 
Mati'ilu sins against (this) treaty made under oath by the 
gods, then,... so may, just as the head of this spring lamb 
is torn off,... the head of Mati'ilu be torn off." 17

Examples of this sort could be multiplied.18 One of par-
ticular relevance to the passage in Ruth is the cutting of a 
sheep's throat in a treaty made between Abban and 
Iarimlim,19 particularly in light of Edward Campbell's ob-
servation that "deep behind this [symbolic gesture implied 
by the Hebrew word koh, "so, thus," in Ruth 1:17] lay, in all 
probability, a ritual act involving the slaughter of animals, 
to whom the one swearing the oath equated himself."20

Other Symbolic Acts Accompanying Oath Taking

The raising of the hand or hands, a symbolic act not 
specifically associated with the curse formula, also occa-
sionally accompanies oath taking, though not with the regu-
larity of the witness and curse elements. It is recorded as a 
concomitant of swearing in Genesis 14 where Abram tells 
the king of Sodom, "I have lift up mine hand unto the Lord, 
the most high God, the possessor of heaven and earth" 
(Genesis 14:22). In Exodus 6:8 the Hebrew nasa’ti ’et-yadi 
(literally, "I raised my hand") is rendered "I did swear," 
where the Lord recounts to Moses his promises made to the 
patriarchs: "And I will bring you in unto the land, concern-
ing the which I did swear to give it to Abraham, to Isaac, 
and to Jacob" (Exodus 6:8). In Daniel 12:7 the angel of the 
Lord raises both hands while swearing, perhaps as a means 



of stressing the importance of the prophecy he utters. In 
other instances not associated with oath taking, a single 
hand is raised as a token of blessing (see Leviticus 9:22) or 
both hands are raised in praise and supplication (see 
Psalms 28:2; 63:4; 134:2; 143:6).21

The Order of Elements in the Oath

The order of the constituent elements in Old Testament 
oaths displays a considerable degree of consistency. The 
witness formula generally precedes the oath statement, as 
in Saul's pledge to Jonathan concerning David's life: "As 
the Lord liveth, he shall not be slain" (1 Samuel 19:6). On 
the other hand, explicitly stated curses, when they appear, 
follow the oath statement: "If I have rewarded evil unto 
him that was at peace with me ... let the enemy persecute 
my soul, and take it; yea, let him tread down my life upon 
the earth, and lay mine honour in the dust" (Psalm 7:4-5). 
Curses suggested by some gesture may precede the oath, 
however: "So do God to me, and more also, if I taste bread, 
or ought else, till the sun be down" (2 Samuel 3:35; Hebrew 
koh, here translated "so," implies, as we have noted above, 
some concomitant ritual gesture). The type of oath state-
ment involved, whether assertory or promissory, seems to 
have no influence on the order of elements in the oath.

Conclusion

Over the lengthy period of Old Testament history dur-
ing which it is attested, oath taking remained remarkably 
consistent in its shape and meaning and in the formulas of 
which it was composed. The oath (as well as the covenant) 
remained an important institution among the peoples of 
the Old Testament. Studying this and other traditions and 



institutions of ancient Israel has significance in providing 
deepened insights into latter-day Israel.
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Chap ter  3
------- -----------

Bapt ism  for  the  Dead  
in  Early  Christ ian ity

John A. Tvedtnes

In a letter written to the twelve apostles in England, 
dated 19 October 1840, the Prophet Joseph Smith indicated 
that during a funeral sermon for Seymour Brunson in 
Nauvoo the previous August, he had introduced the ordi-
nance of baptism for the dead.1 "The Saints have the privi-
lege of being baptized for those of their relatives who are 
dead," he wrote, "whom they believe would have em-
braced the Gospel, if they had been privileged with hear-
ing it, and who have received the Gospel in the spirit, 
through the instrumentality of those who have been com-
missioned to preach to them while in prison."2 Though the 
practice began soon after that time, it was not until Sep-
tember 1842 that the Prophet issued instructions in the 
form of two letters, which have become Doctrine and 
Covenants 127 and 128. In the latter, he cited several scrip-
tures to indicate the efficacy of baptism for the dead, in-
cluding the only Bible passage to specifically mention the 
subject, 1 Corinthians 15:29. "You may think this order of 
things to be very particular," he wrote to the Saints, "but 



let me tell you that it is only to answer the will of God" 
(D&C 128:5).

As peculiar as the new practice may have been to the 
Saints, it was met with incredulity by other Christian 
groups. The general feeling among Christians then, as now, 
is that Paul's mention of those who are "baptized for the 
dead" (1 Corinthians 15:29) was enshrouded in mystery. If 
such a practice ever existed, they believed, it was certainly 
not part of the Christian church. Since then, much informa-
tion has come to light from ancient documents that support 
the idea that some early Christians indeed baptized others 
by proxy for those who had died unbaptized.

The Marcionites

Two of the early church fathers, Epiphanius (a .d . 
315-403) in Panarion 1.28.6 and Tertullian (a .d . 145-220) in 
Against Marcion 5.10, note that the Marcionites, an early 
Christian group, baptized others in the name of the dead. 
St. Chrysostom (a .d . 347-407) tells how, when one of their 
catechumens died without baptism, the Marcionites would 
place a living person under the dead man's bed and ask 
whether he desired to be baptized. The living person 
would respond in the affirmative and was then baptized as 
a proxy for the deceased (see Homily 40 on 1 Corinthians 15). 
Some dismiss this evidence on the grounds that the Mar-
cionites were heretics. Latter-day Saints, believing that the 
great apostasy was already well under way by Marcion's 
time and that no Christian group then possessed the full 
truth, see the practice as a remnant of an earlier rite dating 
from the time of the apostles.

The Marcionites gave a literal interpretation to Paul's 
words, "Else what shall they do which are baptized for the 
dead, if the dead rise not at all? why are they then baptized 



for the dead?" (1 Corinthians 15:29). Tertullian, though ac-
knowledging in one place that the Corinthians practiced 
proxy baptism (see On the Resurrection of the Flesh 48), de-
clares elsewhere that Paul was referring to baptism of the 
body, which is subject to death (see Against Marcion 5.10). 
St. Chrysostom similarly rejected Marcion's interpretation 
of Paul and concluded that the apostle's real referent was 
the profession of faith in baptism, part of which was, "I be-
lieve in the resurrection of the dead" (Homily 40 on 1 Corin-
thians 15). These words, recited before baptism, indicated 
to Chrysostom that baptism is performed in hope of this 
resurrection.3

It is true that in other passages (see Romans 6:3-5; Col- 
ossians 2:12) Paul spoke of baptism as symbolic of the 
death, burial, and resurrection of Christ and of those who 
wish to follow him into a new life. But despite attempts by 
some of the early church fathers to give a symbolic mean-
ing only to the passage in 1 Corinthians 15:29, the wording 
of this verse clearly implies proxy baptism.4

Work for the Dead

That baptism for the dead was indeed practiced in 
some orthodox Christian circles is indicated by the deci-
sions of two late fourth-century councils. The fourth canon 
(fifth in some lists) of the Synod of Hippo, held in 393, de-
clares, "The Eucharist shall not be given to dead bodies,... 
nor baptism conferred upon them." The ruling was con-
firmed four years later in the sixth canon of the Third 
Council of Carthage.5

Some churches not represented at these minor councils 
did not feel bound to discontinue the practice. Conse-
quently, the Copts of Egypt continued baptisms for the 
dead.6 The vast majority of Christianity, however, rejected 



proxy baptism. In some cases—as in the Roman Catholic 
faith—proxy baptism was replaced by prayers and masses 
for the dead. As early as the second century, prayers of this 
nature were known.7 Cyril of Jerusalem wrote, "Many say, 
what is a soul profited, which departs from this world ei-
ther with sins, or without sins, if it be commemorated in 
the prayer? ... We, when we offer to Him our supplications 
for those who have fallen asleep, though they be sinners, 
wear no crown, but offer up Christ sacrificed for our sins, 
propitiating our merciful God for them as well as for 
ourselves."8

The same philosophy appears to have existed in some 
Jewish circles. The earliest reference to the idea is from the 
history of the Hasmonaeans. Following the battle of Marisa 
in 163 B.c., it was discovered that each of the Jewish sol-
diers killed in the fight had been guilty of concealing pa-
gan idols beneath his clothing. In order to atone for their 
wrong, Judas Maccabaeus collected money from the sur-
vivors to purchase sacrificial animals for their comrades.

And when he had made a gathering throughout the com-
pany to the sum of two thousand drachmas of silver, he 
sent it to Jerusalem to offer a sin offering, doing therein 
very well and honestly, in that he was mindful of the res-
urrection: for if he had not hoped that they that were 
slain should have risen again, it had been superfluous 
and vain to pray for the dead.9 And also in that he per-
ceived that there was great favour laid up for those that 
died godly, it was an holy and good thought. Where-
upon he made a reconciliation for the dead, that they 
might be delivered from sin. (2 Maccabees 12:43-45 KJV)

In a sense, sacrifice did in ancient Judaism what bap-
tism does in Christianity: it cleansed from sin. Since Jesus 
declared that baptism is essential for salvation (see John 



3:5-7) and that he later went into the spirit world to bring 
the message of salvation to those who had not received it in 
mortality (see 1 Peter 3:18-21; 4:6; compare John 5:25-29), it 
seems reasonable to expect that the Lord would have pro-
vided a means for those who died without hearing the 
gospel to receive this sacred ordinance.

Christ's Visit to the Spirit World

Latter-day Saints have always understood baptism for 
the dead to be related to Christ's visit to the spirit world 
during the three days that his body lay in the tomb. Peter 
wrote that Christ was "quickened by the Spirit: By which 
also he went and preached unto the spirits in prison; Which 
sometime were disobedient, when once the longsuffering 
of God waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was a 
preparing, wherein few, that is, eight souls were saved by 
water" (1 Peter 3:18-20; compare John 5:25-29). He then 
added, "for this cause was the gospel preached also to 
them that are dead, that they might be judged according to 
men in the flesh, but live according to God in the spirit" 
(1 Peter 4:6).10 It was Peter's words that President Joseph F. 
Smith was contemplating when he received a vision ex-
plaining how Christ organized the righteous spirits to 
teach those who had not heard and accepted the gospel on 
earth (see D&C 138:10).

In the Shepherd of Hermas, a mid-second-century com-
position widely read in the early Christian church,11 
Hermas's angelic guide tells him that the apostles and 
teachers who fall asleep (die) faithful in Christ preach to 
others who have died, then go down into the water with 
them to give them the seal, a term usually referring to bap-
tism (see Similitude 9:16). The passage is cited by Clement 
of Alexandria in Stromata 2.9 and again in Stromata 6.6, 



where he notes that not only Jesus, but his apostles, too, 
taught the dead in Hades. This is a point made in Doctrine 
and Covenants 138:29-32.

A number of early Christian documents speak of 
Christ's "descent" into hell, the realm of the dead.12 That it 
was a matter of faith is indicated by its inclusion as the fifth 
article in the Apostles' Creed. Two second-century writers, 
speaking of Christ's preaching to the dead, attributed to the 
prophet Jeremiah a prophecy, not found in our current ver-
sions of that book, that the Lord would descend to preach 
salvation to the dead.13 Ignatius, a late first-century Chris-
tian leader, wrote that Christ had visited and taught the 
prophets in the spirit and raised them from the dead (see 
Epistle to the Magnesians 9). The second-century Christian 
theologians Hippolytus (see Treatise on Christ and Anti- 
Christ) and Origen (see Against Celsus 2.43) also noted that 
Christ preached to the dead.

Early Christian stories of the descent of Christ into hell 
are virtually unanimous in noting the joy felt by the righ-
teous dead when they learned of Jesus' baptism. Of this, 
J. Rendel Harris wrote, "In the earliest times, the Baptism 
of Christ was the occasion of His triumph over Hades."14 
Harris saw Ode of Solomon 24 as connecting baptism (note 
the mention of the dove over Jesus' head) with anointing 
and the deliverance of the dead (i.e., resurrection). In Ode of 
Solomon 6:8-18, too, we have a stream that brings water to 
the temple and brings back from the dead those who are 
dying. Ode of Solomon 42:15-17 depicts the dead running to 
Christ to plead that he open the door and free them.

The baptism of the souls of the dead or of their resur-
rected bodies is a frequent theme in the stories of Christ's 
descent into the spirit world. The Epistle of the Apostles, 
known from a complete Ethiopic version, a fragmentary 



fifth-century Latin manuscript (now in Vienna) and a fourth- 
or fifth-century mutilated Coptic manuscript in Cairo, is an 
example. It places the following words in the mouth of Jesus 
as he visits with his apostles after the resurrection:

For to that end went I down unto the place of 
Lazarus, and preached unto the righteous and the 
prophets, that they might come out of the rest which is 
below and come up into that which is above; and I 
poured out upon them with my right hand the water 
[baptism, Ethiopic text] of life and forgiveness and salva-
tion from all evil, as I have done unto you and unto them 
that believe on me.15

In the Ethiopic document known as the Testament of Our 
Lord and Our Savior Jesus Christ 38-39, Jesus tells his apos-
tles, "For this reason I descended and conversed with 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, with your fathers the prophets, 
and I announced to them, in Sheol, the rest in the heavens 
where they shall come. With my right hand, I gave them 
the baptism of life, pardon and remission of all sin, as I did 
for you, and (as I shall do) hereafter for those who shall be-
lieve in me." He then tells them that he who believes "shall 
come out of the prison and will be delivered from chains, 
from punishment and from the fire," to which the apostles 
respond, "O Lord, you have truly given us joy and rest, for 
because of their faith and their confidence, you have an-
nounced to our fathers and to the prophets; also for us and 
for all (who believe in you)."16

The fifth-century Acts of Pilate has a later appendage 
(Part II, The Descent into Hell) that probably predates the 
first sections. It tells how, when Christ descended into hell, 
he removed therefrom the spirits of the righteous and of 
the repentant. The latter were then baptized in the Jor-
dan River (see Acts of Pilate 4:2; 6).17 A Mandaean text has 



Adam, apparently after his death, ascending "to the House 
of Life; they (the uthras [angels]) washed him in the [heav-
enly] Jordan and protected him. They washed him and pro-
tected him in the Jordan; they placed their right hand on 
him. They baptized him with their baptism."18 The Irish 
Death of Adam 40-41 also has the angels immersing the soul 
of Adam in the stream before bringing it to God.19 The 
Armenian Penitence of Adam 42 has Adam baptized in the 
Jordan River only after the resurrection.20

The Sacred Lake or River

The Gospel of Bartholomew informs us that when Sio- 
phanes, son of the apostle Thomas, died, his soul was taken 
by Michael, who washed him three times in the Acherusian 
lake.21 This lake plays a similar role in other pseudepi- 
graphic works.22 In Apocalypse of Moses 37:3-6,23 we read 
that when Adam died, a seraph carried him off to the Lake 
of Acheron and washed him three times in the presence of 
God and then conducted him to the third heaven.

A similar idea is found in the fifth-century Apocalypse of 
Peter, known from both an Ethiopic text and a fifth-century 
Greek text in the Bodleian Library. A portion of the Greek 
version was also found at Akhmim and is now called the 
Gizeh Manuscript. Though the latter breaks off before the 
others, the original text reads of the judgment day, when 
men are brought before God and receive a baptism in the 
"field of Akrosja."24

Apparently deriving directly from the Apocalypse of 
Peter is the Apocalypse of Paul, of which Coptic, Syriac, Ethi-
opic, and Latin versions exist. In the story, Paul is taken by 
an angel and shown a lake situated before the heavenly 
city:



And I said unto the angel: What is this? and he said unto 
me: This is the lake Acherusa where is the city of Christ: 
but not every man is suffered to enter into that city: for 
this is the way that leadeth unto God, and if any be a for-
nicator or ungodly, and turn and repent and bear fruits 
meet for repentance, first when he cometh out of the body 
he is brought and worshippeth God, and then by the 
commandment of the Lord he is delivered unto Michael 
the angel, and he washeth him in the lake Acherusa and 
so bringeth him into the city of Christ with them that 
have done no sin.25

In some pseudepigraphic works, a river of heavenly 
fire replaces the lake. Thus, in Chronicles of Jerahmeel 52:7, 
Moses saw a river of fire during his heavenly vision. The 
river of fire issuing from beneath a throne is described in 
Daniel 7:10 and 1 Enoch 14:18-20. In Revelation 22:1-2, it is 
a crystalline river of water that flows from beneath the 
throne, similar to the fountain of righteousness at the 
throne in 1 Enoch 48:1-2. Heavenly rivers of fire are also 
mentioned in 1 Enoch 17:4-6; 71:2; and 3 Enoch 22B:3-4; 
33:3-5; 36:1-2; 37:1-2; 42:6-7; 47:1-2. Abraham also saw fire 
in his heavenly vision (see Apocalypse of Abraham 17:1; 
18:1-8, 12-13). An encomium on John the Baptist, falsely 
attributed to St. Chrysostom, cites an apocalypse by James, 
the brother of Christ, in which the Savior tells the apostles 
that John the Baptist lives in the third heaven and ferries 
those who honor him on earth across a river of fire in a 
golden boat.26 The mention of John the Baptist would re-
late the river of fire to the ordinance of baptism.

In 1 Enoch 14:19-23, we read that streams of fire come 
out from beneath the throne of God while flaming fire sur-
rounds him, making it impossible for mortals and all but 
the highest rank of angels to approach. Montague R. James 
noted that an old Latin homily on the ten virgins says that 



the river of fire, according to the Apocalypse of Peter, keeps 
the ungodly out of the kingdom of God.27 Similar ideas are 
found in various pseudepigraphic works. Enoch saw that 
sinners who denied the Lord were dragged off, unable to re-
main in the presence of God "because of the plague which 
proceeds forth from the Lord of the Spirits" (I Enoch 41:2).28 
Isaac reportedly saw the river of fire which, he noted, al-
lowed the righteous to pass but burned the wicked; he also 
saw angels of fire who punished the wicked in the depths of 
the river (see Testament of Isaac 5:21-29). The Ethiopic text of 
Apocalypse of Peter similarly notes that, after floods of fire 
have been let loose on the wicked and destroy the earth, 
men appear before the judgment throne and enter into a 
river of fire, where the righteous survive but the wicked are 
tormented by angels, go into darkness, and are punished 
eternally in fire.

The story is paralleled by the second book of the 
Sibylline Oracles, in which we read that a river of fire will 
flow from heaven to destroy the earth (see Sibylline Oracles 
2:196-213), after which comes the resurrection, when all 
men will pass through a river of fire where the righteous 
are saved but the wicked suffer (see Sibylline Oracles 
2:252-86; in the Greek version of 3 Baruch 2:1, we read that 
no one is able to cross the heavenly river). Angels remove 
the wicked for punishment (see Sibylline Oracles 2:286-308) 
and then remove the righteous from the fiery river and re-
ward them by placing them beside the Acherusian lake (see 
Sibylline Oracles 2:313-18,330-38). This idea may be behind 
both the statement in Sirach (Wisdom of Ben Sira) 15:16-17 
that the Lord places fire and water, life and death before 
man, and the declaration in Genesis 14:35 JST that "the 
sons of God should be tried so as by fire." (In the Book of 
Mormon, compare 2 Nephi 30:10: "the wicked will he de-



stroy; and he will spare his people, yea, even if it so be that 
he must destroy the wicked by fire.") In one of the Nag 
Hammadi texts, angels descend to rescue the righteous 
from the fire sent to destroy the earth and bring them to 
heaven (see Apocalypse of Adam V, 5, 75.9-76.6).29 Compare 
Zechariah 3:2, where the high priest Joshua is termed "a 
brand plucked out of the fire."

Similar imagery is found in the medieval Jewish text 
known as Sepher ha-Razim, which speaks of troops of angels 
who "immerse themselves in rivers of purity. And wrap 
themselves in garments of white fire."30 Another medieval 
Jewish text, the Zohar, frequently refers to the fiery stream 
of Daniel 7:10 in similar terms. Thus, Zohar Exodus 210a, 
speaking of "the heavenly dew," says, "it is in that dew that 
the souls bathe and recuperate after their previous immer-
sion in the Nehar dinur (river of fire) for purification."31 
Zohar Exodus 210b, speaking of "the soul that quits this 
dark world," says,

the souls sit there by that river that flows out of Eden; 
they find rest there whilst clad in the ethereal garments. 
Without those garments they would not be able to en-
dure the dazzling light around them; but protected by 
this covering they are in comfort and drink their fill of 
that radiance without being overwhelmed by it. It is the 
river which renders the souls fit and able to feast on and 
to enjoy that radiance.32

Zohar Exodus 211b indicates that
The souls of men before ascending into Paradise are im-
mersed in that "river of fire," where they are purged 
without being consumed. . . . Yet let it not be thought 
from this that the soul undergoes no penance. For, in-
deed, woe to the soul that has to endure a strange fire, al-
though it thereby be purged and made white; and still 



more, woe to the soul which is greatly defiled, for that 
soul will have to pass twice through the fire in order to 
come out pure and white. ... A second ordeal has to be 
undergone by the soul on its passage from Lower Para-
dise to Upper Paradise; for whilst in Lower Paradise it 
is not yet entirely purged of the materialities of this 
world, so as to be fit to ascend on high. They thus pass it 
through that "river of fire" from which it emerges com-
pletely purified and so comes before the presence of the 
Sovereign of the universe beatified in every aspect.33

A similar statement is found in Zohar Numbers 159b: "The 
spirit has to be cleansed in the 'stream of fire' to receive its 
punishment, and then it enters the terrestrial Garden of 
Eden, and it is furnished with a robe of light resembling its 
appearance in this world."34

Zohar Exodus 239b says that the wood used for the fire 
on the altar represented "the 'fiery stream' (n'har di-nur), 
the place where the 'unstable' (spirits) have to pass through 
the burning fire and be deprived of their power."35 Zohar 
Leviticus 53a declares:

When a man is on the point of leaving this world, his 
soul suffers many chastisements along with his body be-
fore they separate. Nor does the soul actually leave him 
until the Shekinah shows herself to him, and then the 
soul goes out in joy and love to meet the Shekinah. If he 
is righteous, he cleaves and attaches himself to her. But if 
not, then the Shekinah departs, and the soul is left be-
hind, mourning for its separation from the body, like a 
cat which is driven away from the fire. Afterwards both 
are punished by the hand of Dumah. The body is pun-
ished in the grave and the soul in the fire of Gehinnom 
for the appointed period. When this is completed, she 
rises from Gehinnom purified of her guilt like iron puri-
fied in the fire, and she is carried up to the lower Garden 



of Eden, where she is cleansed in the waters of Paradise 
and perfumed with its spices, and there she remains till 
the time comes for her to depart from the abode of the 
righteous. Then she is carried up stage after stage until 
she is brought near like a sacrifice to the altar ... to the 
angelic Priest above.36

That baptism was intended by these passages is evi-
denced by Zohar Numbers 205a, which explains 1 Samuel 
2:6 by saying, "As for the words 'He bringeth down to the 
grave and bringeth up/ this means that He takes that spirit 
of holiness down to Sheol and there baptizes it to purify it, 
after which it ascends to its rightful place in the Garden of 
Eden."37

In Zohar Numbers 220b, there is even a hint that others 
can help bring salvation to the dead:

A man who does not labour with his "might" in this 
world to bring it into "work and device and knowledge 
and wisdom," will eventually enter into Gehinnom, 
where there is no work nor device nor knowledge nor 
wisdom. For all men go down to Sheol, but they come up 
again at once, save those sinners who never harboured 
thoughts of repentance, and who go down and do not 
come up. Even the completely righteous go down there, 
but they only go down in order to bring up certain sin-
ners from there, to wit, those who thought of repenting 
in this world, but were not able to do so in time before 
they departed from it. The righteous go down and bring 
these up.38

Coptic Baptism for the Dead

Among the ancient documents that mention baptism 
for the dead, a large preponderance were written in Coptic, 
the latest form of the Egyptian language.39 Though no 



longer spoken, Coptic remains the liturgical language of 
the Coptic Church of Egypt. Though there is abundant tex-
tual evidence for this practice among early Christians in 
Egypt, some of my Coptic friends assure me that it is still 
practiced in the case of family members who die un-
baptized. To date, I have found only one modern story of 
an Egyptian girl who was baptized by proxy after her 
death.40

It is likely that the Egyptians more readily accepted 
baptism for the dead because of earlier pagan practices 
prevalent in that country. Hugh Nibley noted that the 
Coptic pseudepigrapha is not only related to other early 
Christian literature but is also highly dependent on earlier 
Egyptian texts. Concerning baptism for the dead, for ex-
ample, he gave many references to water purification in an-
cient Egypt, both for the living and the dead. Indeed, wash-
ing in water was essential to the resurrection from the dead 
in ancient Egypt, just as is baptism in the pseudepigraphic 
literature.41

With this in mind, we can suggest some of the factors 
that contributed to the ease with which the Christianized 
Egyptians accepted baptism for the dead:

1. The general Egyptian view of the dead was that 
they continued to live on in spirit form, hopeful of the res-
urrection of the body. Great care was therefore taken to pre-
serve the body through embalming and incarcerating in 
rocky tombs.

2. There was great stress in ancient Egypt on the 
proper performance of rituals, in both the world of the liv-
ing and the world of the dead. Even where the deceased 
had not lived a praiseworthy life, it was typical to ascribe 
to him righteousness and to deny any wrongdoing on his 
part. Lest his heart and other facets of his being betray him 



to the gods sitting in judgment on his spirit, magic rituals 
and talismans were employed to ensure his safe passage 
into the worlds of glory.

3. Initiation, including water purification, was already 
extant in both earth life and the mortuary rituals preceding 
burial. This was readily identified with Christian baptism 
for both living and dead.

4. The great honor and respect shown toward one's 
ancestors in ancient Egypt was reflected in the building 
and maintenance of mortuary temples, where food and 
drink were brought for the spirit of the deceased and where 
rituals necessary for safe passage through the dangers of 
the afterlife were performed.42 With such an attitude to-
ward one's progenitors, it is little wonder that the Chris-
tianized Egyptians were happy to carry on the practice of 
proxy ordinances for those who had gone before.

To these, we could add that gnosticism was common to 
both the Marcionites and to the early Christians of Egypt. 
With its heavy dependence on initiatory ceremonies, there 
was bound to be an attempt on the part of the gnostic move-
ment to impart these blessings to their honored dead.43

One of the most important Coptic documents for a 
study of baptism for the dead is the Pistis Sophia, a gnostic 
document thought to date to the second century a .d . In 
Pistis Sophia 146 we read that certain types of sinners, such 
as robbers, thieves, and arrogant persons, are saved by be-
ing chastised, and are then led to a body of water that 
becomes a seething fire to purify them. In the following 
chapter we find that the soul of an unbaptized righteous 
person is brought by angels to God, chastised, and then 
brought to the same body of water that becomes a seething, 
purifying fire, after which the individual inherits the light 
(Pistis Sophia 147).



An even more significant passage is found in Pistis 
Sophia 128, where we read that Mary asked the resurrected 
Christ,

If a good man has fulfilled all the mysteries [ordinances], 
and he has a relative, in a word, he has a man and that 
man is an impious one who . . . has come forth from the 
body; and we have known of him ... what should we do 
to him so that we save him from the punishments of the 
dragon of the outer darkness, so that he is returned to a 
righteous body which will find the mysteries of the 
Kingdom of the Light, and become good and go to the 
height, and inherit the Kingdom of the Light?

Jesus responded,
If you want to return them from the punishments of the 
outer darkness and all the judgments, and return them 
to a righteous body which will find the mysteries of the 
light, and go to the height and inherit the Kingdom of the 
Light—perform the one mystery of the Ineffable which 
forgives sins at all times [i.e., baptism]. And when you 
have finished performing the mystery, say: "The soul of 
such and such a man on whom I think in my heart,. . . 
may it be taken to the presence of the Virgin of the Light; 
and may the Virgin of the Light seal it with the seal of the 
Ineffable, and cast it in that very month into a righteous 
body which will find the mysteries of the light in it, and 
become good, and go to the height and inherit the King-
dom of the Light. And furthermore, when it has com-
pleted the cycles of the changes, may that soul be taken 
to the presence of the seven virgins of the light which are 
in charge of the baptism. And may they place it (the bap-
tism) upon that soul, and seal it with the sign of the 
Kingdom of the Ineffable, and may they take it to the 
ranks of the light."44

Christ then explained that if the person has not been com-



pletely faithful, the soul is turned over to Yew or Jeu, who 
proves him and then leads him to the seven virgins of the 
light for baptism and passage through the veil into the 
Treasury of the Light (see Pistis Sophia 130).

Baptism for the Dead in Ethiopic Documents

Christianity spread from Egypt into Ethiopia, where 
the Abyssinian church was founded. There has been much 
Egyptian influence in Ethiopia, including influence from 
pre-Christian Egyptian practices, especially those associ-
ated with rites performed for the dead.45 It is therefore not 
surprising to see baptism for the dead mentioned in Ethio-
pic documents.

In the medieval Book of the Mysteries of the Heavens and 
the Earth, we find God sending the archangel Michael into 
Sheol (hell) to rescue a man taken there by demons. He 
searched three times, each time bringing out some of the 
wicked before finding the man he was seeking.

And the number of those [souls] who through that man 
escaped from Sheol was five hundred and forty-six thou-
sand. And some of these were heathen. And the angels 
said, "this thing is terrifying."

And our Lord saith in the Gospel, "He who believeth 
and who is baptized shall be saved, but he who believeth 
not shall be damned" (Mark xvi. 16). How then was it 
possible for these [souls] to escape? And thee, O son of 
man, hast thou heard that some of the heathen have been 
saved? [No doubt thou hast], but they did not enter the 
Garden (Paradise) without being baptized, for Michael 
baptized them, and they shone with splendour like the 
son. And the Holy Abba (Father) marvelled, and said, 
"Amanu’el hath the power to do everything."46

The same text, after mentioning "the Prophets and the 



sons of the Prophets, who have not found completely the 
baptism of life," speaks of the "two companies of proph-
ets,"47 evidently referring to those who are dead, in these 
terms:

They ascend out of Sheol and they settle themselves to 
rest in the Tabernacle. Now this taketh place on Sabbath 
days. Similarly among Christians, there are some who 
have been (or, who are) sinners, and in whom there is lit-
tle of the grape; these shall not be repulsed. [Those who 
have received] a little of the grape are those who have re-
ceived the Faith, that is to say the seal of baptism. Such 
shall not be destroyed.48

In the first section of the Ethiopic Lefafa Sedek ("bandiet 
of righteousness"), Mary tells Christ she is afraid for her 
soul and those of her parents, siblings, and her ancestor 
David and then asks, "And now, tell me, O my Son, clearly 
and certainly, by what means these are to be saved from 
this devouring fire." Jesus then goes on to tell her about the 
magical text that can be written and buried with the 
dead.49 In a later section, the text cites the Prayer of the Vir-
gin Mary on Behalf of the Apostle Matyas in Parthia regarding 
a petition, "by means of it those who are fettered in the 
bonds of Satan, and are in captivity to him, shall be set 
free."50

Conclusions

Though most Christians stopped baptizing for the dead 
in the early centuries after Christ, documentary evidence 
makes it clear that the practice was known in various parts 
of the Mediterranean world and that it found ready accep-
tance in such areas as Egypt. The ordinance is especially at-
tested in pseudepigraphic texts whose authorship is open 
to question; nevertheless, from their geographical distribu-



tion it seems that these documents were widely circulated 
among early Christian groups and therefore contain doc-
trines with which those Christians were familiar.
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Chap ter  4 
------ ------

Temple  Praye r  in  Ancien t  Times

John A. Tvedtnes

Ye that stand in the house of the Lord, in the courts 
of the house of our God, Praise the Lord; for the Lord is 
good: sing praises unto his name; for it is pleasant. 
(Psalm 135:2-3)

Among its other functions, the ancient Israelite temple 
was a place of prayer.1 When Solomon dedicated the first 
temple in Jerusalem nearly three millennia ago, he devoted 
a large portion of his prayer to asking the Lord to hearken 
to the prayers of those who would pray in or toward his 
holy house (see 1 Kings 8:29-50; 2 Chronicles 6:20-40). For 
this reason, Jews throughout the world still pray facing 
Jerusalem,2 while those living in Jerusalem face the Temple 
Mount or go to the Western ("wailing") Wall, one of the few 
remnants of the temple built by Herod on the site of 
Solomon's earlier structure.

In his dedication of the temple, Solomon specified the 
manner of devotion, for he spoke of the man who prays 
while "spread[ing] forth his hands toward this house" 
(1 Kings 8:38; compare 2 Chronicles 6:29). Indeed, Solomon 
followed the same practice: "And Solomon stood before 



the altar of the Lord in the presence of all the congregation 
of Israel, and spread forth his hands toward heaven" 
(1 Kings 8:22; compare 2 Chronicles 6:12). According to 
2 Chronicles 6:13, he then "kneeled down upon his knees 
before all the congregation of Israel, and spread forth his 
hands toward heaven." "And it was so, that when Solomon 
had made an end of praying all this prayer and supplica-
tion unto the Lord, he arose from before the altar of the 
Lord, from kneeling on his knees with his hands spread up 
to heaven" (1 Kings 8:54).

Christianity is virtually unique in requiring that prayers 
be said in a kneeling position. Standing is the norm in 
many non-Christian religions.3 Some religions, such as 
Islam4 and Buddhism, require varying positions to be used 
during prayer, but standing is always included. In the 
pseudepigraphic Conflict of Adam and Eve, we frequently 
read that our first parents stood up to pray, usually spread-
ing their hands to God.5 The text sometimes notes that they 
spread their hands to God but does not always indicate 
whether they were standing.6

Although it is permissible to sit during prayers, stand-
ing for prayer is the norm in Judaism and is required dur-
ing the Amidah ("standing") prayer.7 In the story of the 
Pharisee and the publican told by Jesus in Luke 18:11-14, 
both men stand to pray. Standing prayer is also noted in 
1 Chronicles 23:30. Targum Neofiti and Targum Pseudo-
Jonathan on Exodus 14:15 and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan on 
Numbers 10:35-36 have Moses standing to pray to the Lord. 
Targum Pseudo-Jonathan on Exodus 38:8 speaks of women 
who stood praying at the entrance of the tabernacle. Zohar 
Exodus 183a notes that during the "high days" associated 
with the Feast of Weeks, a man "must pray or sing stand-
ing, his thighs taut, his feet firm, his body erect."8



Spreading the Hands

The spreading of hands in prayer is common among 
Muslims, Greek Orthodox, and other eastern Christian 
groups; such a custom is used by Catholic priests and some 
Protestant clergy during the prayers at communion. The 
raising of hands in prayer is mentioned in the Old Testa-
ment (see 1 Kings 8:22, 38, 54; Ezra 9:5; Job 11:13; Psalm 
68:31; 143:6; Isaiah 1:15; and Lamentations 2:19; 3:41), the 
New Testament (see 1 Timothy 2:8), and various pseudepi- 
graphic texts,9 including Christian gnostic texts found at 
Nag Hammadi in Egypt.10 The Mandaeans, who claim to 
be descendants of the disciples of John the Baptist, also 
spread their hands in prayer. Mandaean Canonical Prayer-
book 35 contains the words, "I address to thee ... for this 
congregation of people who have bent their knees to the 
ground and stretched forth their hands to the intermediate 
and upper (worlds). "n

In the Armenian History of Abel and Cain the Sons of 
Adam 11, we read that when Abel offered his firstborn 
lamb, it was "with outstretched hands [that] he prayed to 
the Lord."12 In one Ethiopic document, Abraham stretches 
out his hands while offering prayer,13 while in another 
Joseph does the same before he dies.14 In the pseud- 
epigraphic Gospel of Bartholomew 2:6-13, Mary stands with 
the apostles in prayer, spreads out her hands to heaven, 
and prays. The History of the Virgin 156a also has Mary 
spreading out her hands to pray for the apostles, who were 
then preaching in various nations.15 In Acts of the Holy 
Apostle and Evangelist John the Theologian, John "stretched 
forth his hands, and prayed."16

The Bible recounts that when the priest Ezra assembled 
the Jews who had returned from Babylon to Jerusalem, 
he "blessed the Lord, the great God. And all the people 



answered, Amen, Amen, with lifting up their hands: and 
they bowed their heads, and worshipped the Lord with 
their faces to the ground" (Nehemiah 8:6). In the Book of 
Mormon, when Alma and Amulek spoke of "stretch[ing] 
forth our hands, and exercisfing] the power of God which 
is in us," they evidently had reference to an intercessory 
prayer (see Alma 14:10-11).

Targum Neofiti and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan on Exodus 
9:28-29 declare that when Moses prayed to God to remove 
the plague of hail from Egypt, he stretched out his hands 
before the Lord.17 Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer 44, speaking of the 
time of the Exodus, notes that "all the Israelites (were 
standing) outside (their tents); they had gone forth from 
their tents, and saw Moses kneeling on his knees, and they 
were kneeling on their knees. He fell on his face to the 
ground, and they fell on their faces to the ground. He 
spread out the palms of his hands towards the heavens, 
and they spread out their hands to heaven."18 In Bahir 139, 
we read that "when among Israel there are people who are 
wise and know the mystery of the Glorious Name, and 
they lift up their hands, they are immediately answered."19

Targum Pseudo-Jonathan and Targum Neofiti on Exodus 
17:11-12 indicate that when Moses held out his hands dur-
ing the Israelite-Amalekite conflict, he was praying—a fact 
also noted in Zohar Exodus 66a, which adds, "from which 
we derive the lesson that, although the priest spreads out 
his hands at the sacrifice to make his mediation complete, 
yet Israel must co-operate with him in prayer."20 Regarding 
this event, Bahir 135 says, "this teaches us that the whole 
world endures because of the Lifting of Hands."21

Prayer with outstretched hands was also known in the 
Jerusalem temple.22 In 3 Maccabees 2:1, 21, we read that the 
high priest, Simon, knelt before the temple with hands out-



stretched and prayed to God, his prayer being heard be-
cause he offered it according to the prescribed pattern. 
Zohar Leviticus 67a notes that before the high priest entered 
the holy of holies on the day of atonement, "he bathed him-
self and washed his hands in preparation for another serv-
ice, in which he was to enter into a place more holy than 
all. The other priests, the Levites and the people stood 
around him in three rows and lifted their hands over him 
in prayer."23 Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer 8 ordains that for group 
prayer, the men should sit "in a circle . . . and (then) they 
stand and spread out their hands before their Father who is 
in heaven, and the chief of the assembly proclaims the 
name (of God)."24 These actions are reminiscent of a prayer 
circle.

The Psalms, many of which are prayers, reflect the 
method of prayer in the temple. In one, the petitioner asks 
the Lord, "Hear the voice of my supplications, when I cry 
unto thee, when I lift up my hands toward thy holy oracle" 
(Psalm 28:2). Another Psalm declares, "I have seen thee in 
the sanctuary . . . , my lips shall praise thee. Thus will I 
bless thee while I live: I will lift up my hands in thy name" 
(Psalm 63:2-4; see Psalm 88:9). In Psalm 141:2, the lifting of 
hands in prayer is associated with temple sacrifice: "Let my 
prayer be set forth before thee as incense; and the lifting up 
of my hands as the evening sacrifice."25 This lifting of the 
hands in prayer is reflected in a variant of Psalm 135, cited 
at the beginning of this article, which immediately pre-
cedes it in the psalter: "Behold, bless ye the Lord, all ye ser-
vants of the Lord, which by night stand in the house of the 
Lord. Lift up your hands in the sanctuary, and bless the 
Lord" (Psalm 134:1-2).

A nonbiblical psalm found in a Dead Sea Scroll psaltery 
(llQPsa, also called 11Q5) contains a prayer also known 



from late Syriac psalteries (e.g., 5ApocSyrPs3) as Psalm 155 
and attributed to Hezekiah, king of Judah, during the time 
of the Assyrian siege of Jerusalem in 701 B.c. It reads, 
"YHWH [Jehovah], I call to you, listen to me; I extend my 
hands to your holy dwelling; bend your ear and grant my 
plea, and my entreaty, do not reject it."26

Clean Hands and a Pure Heart

There is symbolism in raising the hands in prayer. The 
gesture exposes to God both the breast and the palms of the 
petitioner to show that they are pure (clean). This is re-
flected in one of the temple hymns found in the Bible, 
Psalm 24, which Donald W. Parry has suggested may relate 
to a prayer circle:27

Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord? or who 
shall stand in his holy place? He that hath clean hands, 
and a pure heart; who hath not lifted up his soul unto 
vanity, nor sworn deceitfully. (Psalm 24:3^1)

The message of the Psalm is clear: In order to enter into 
the temple (the "hill of the Lord," called "the mountain of 
the Lord's house" in Isaiah 2:2), one must have clean hands 
and a pure heart28 In other words, both acts (represented 
by the hands) and thoughts (represented by the heart) must 
reflect righteousness, along with the lips that utter the 
prayer.29 This is probably what the author of Job had in 
mind when he wrote, "prepare thine heart, and stretch out 
thine hands toward him" (Job 11:13). Note also Lamenta-
tions 3:41, "Let us lift up our heart with our hands unto 
God in the heavens."

The Crucified Lord

In early Christian lore, the spreading of the hands sym-
bolized Christ. Thus, Ode of Solomon T1 reads, "I extended



my hands and hallowed my Lord; for the expansion of my 
hands is his sign. And my extension is the upright cross."30 
Another of the odes declares, "I extended my hands and 
approached my Lord, because the stretching out of my 
hands is his sign. And my extension is the common cross, 
that was lifted up on the way of the Righteous One."31

Early Christians apparently saw in the manner of 
prayer a representation of the cross on which Christ was 
crucified.32 The cross is, in early traditions, the tree of life, 
bringing us back into the presence of God through the 
Savior's atonement (see Epistle of Barnabas 11:1-11). Epistle 
of Barnabas 11:1-6 sees the cross and Christ's crucifixion 
prefigured by the tree of life, while Epistle of Barnabas 12:2-3 
says it was represented by Moses raising his hands to pro-
vide salvation to Israel during their struggle with the 
Amalekites (see Exodus 17:8-13) and by Isaiah stretching 
out his hands to his people to call them to repentance (see 
Isaiah 65:2, cited in Romans 10:21). Both the sixth-century 
a .d . Ethiopic document Kebra Nagast 9833 and Sibylline 
Oracles 8:251-53 indicate that Christ's crucifixion was sym-
bolized by Moses stretching out his hands during the 
Amalekite war. Two of the earliest Christian writers, Justin 
Martyr (see Dialogue with Trypho 111) and Tertullian (see 
Against Marcion 3.18), indicated that Moses' actions were a 
prayer and that he prefigured the cross.

The Priestly Blessing

We have already noted examples of priests spreading 
their hands in prayer at the temple in Jerusalem. In Christ's 
time, when pronouncing the priestly blessing of Numbers 
6:24-26 on the people, the priests also lifted their hands.34 
The practice is based on Leviticus 9:22, where we read, 
"And Aaron lifted up his hand toward the people, and 



blessed them" (Leviticus 9:22).35 Targum Neofiti, in citing 
this passage, notes that Aaron lifted his hands (plural) in 
prayer. The biblical passage is cited in Mishnah Tamid 7:2, 
where it is noted that in the temple the priests raised their 
hands above the head, while in other places they were al-
lowed to raise the hands only to shoulder height during the 
blessing.36

Today, the priestly blessing is recited in Jewish congre-
gations on the eve of the Day of Atonement. Of the bless-
ing, we read in Targum Pseudo-Jonathan on Numbers 6:23, 
"Thus shall you bless the Israelites while they (the priests) 
spread their hands upon the pulpit."37 Ecclesiasticus 50:20 
describes the high priest Simon, saying that he "lifted up 
his hands over the whole congregation of the children of 
Israel, to give the blessing of the Lord with his lips" (KJV 
Apocrypha). Philo wrote in De Abrahamo 235 that when 
Melchizedek blessed Abraham (see Genesis 14:18-20), "the 
great high priest... raised his hands to heaven."38

Theodor Reik, recalling an experience from his child-
hood, noted that "the priest pulls the prayer shawl over his 
head so that his face is concealed; he raises both hands, 
blessing the community with fingers spread."39 Of the 
hand gesture, he wrote, "the third and the fourth fingers of 
the hand must be held together and be held separately 
from the other fingers."40 Known as the Aaronic sign,41 it 
can be seen in Jewish cemeteries engraved on the head-
stones of kohanim, "priests," descendants of Aaron. Reik 
notes that his friend, Karl Abraham, believed that the 
spread fingers represented the cloven hoof of the clean ani-
mals that Israel was permitted to eat, as described in Le-
viticus 11:3-8 42

Reik and Abraham also saw the prayer shawl, or tallith, 
worn by Jews during certain prayers,43 as a representation 



of the sacrificial ram. Though often made of silk, the prayer 
shawl is ideally made of sheep's wool, and some wor-
shipers prefer the wool of lambs raised in the Holy Land. 
The rectangular shawl has tassels (zizzith) attached to each 
corner,44 each tassel consisting of four white and four blue 
threads and bound together by knots formed by the longest 
thread.45 Reik suggests that "the tallith, made from the 
wool of a ritually clean animal, might be the substitute for 
the fleece of a ram, originally roughly cured and worn by 
the Hebraic tribes. The zizzith would then allude to the ani-
mal's four legs, and the knotting of the many threads 
would represent the joints,"46 to which I would add that 
the blue threads may have originally represented the veins 
running through the legs.

Reik concludes that wearing the tallith, a garment sa-
cred to the Jews, was originally intended to identify the 
wearer with the God of Israel.47 To the Christian—and to 
Latter-day Saints in particular—this would suggest that the 
wearer "put on Christ" (Galatians 3:27; compare Romans 
13:14), thus representing "the Lamb of God, which taketh 
away the sin of the world" (John 1:29).48 When, therefore, 
the priests wore the prayer shawl and raised their arms 
to bless the people, they unknowingly symbolized the 
Messiah to come.

The Prayer Circle

One further stipulation regarding the priestly blessing 
is that the priests were not allowed to raise their hands un-
less ten adult males were present (see M Megillah 4:3).49 The 
ten constitute the minimum number required in Jewish law 
to form a minyan, or quorum for group prayers. These 
prayers are typically offered while the group stands in a 
circle, which is hence often termed a minyan.



The prayer circle is also known from early Christian 
texts and has been discussed at length elsewhere.50 One of 
the most remarkable descriptions is in the fourth book of 
the Coptic Pistis Sophia, where we find Jesus standing at the 
altar praying, surrounded by his apostles and women dis-
ciples clad in linen garments (see Pistis Sophia 136). A short 
while later, Jesus sets out an offering of wine, water, and 
bread. He then stands before the offering, with the disci-
ples behind him clad in linen garments and making signs 
with their hands as Christ prays (see Pistis Sophia 142). The 
account of this offering is also found in another Coptic 
document, 2 Jeu 45-47. The scene is followed by Jesus' in-
structions on how the disciples can use the signs and 
names to pass beyond both gods and angels to enter the 
presence of the Father (see 2 Jeu 48-50). In 1 Jeu 41, Jesus 
has the twelve surround him while he prays and they re-
peat after him. In 2 Jeu 42-43, Jesus asks that the twelve and 
the women disciples surround him so he can teach them 
the mysteries of God. What then follows in the text is a dis-
cussion of signs, seals, and how to pass by the guardians at 
the veils to the presence of God. Hugh Nibley noted

how the bishop leading the prayer circle in the Syriac 
Testament of Our Lord "stands with upraised hands and 
offers a prayer at the veil," after which he proceeds "to 
make the sacrifice, the veil of the gate being drawn 
aside." St. Augustine's version of the Priscillian prayer 
circle ends with the apparently incongruous statement, 
"I am the Gate for whoever knocks on me," which Au-
gustine explains in terms of Psalms 24:7, referring to the 
veil of the temple [Letters 237] 51

Prayer Opens the Veil

Anciently, a veil or curtain separated the holy of holies 
from the rest of the tabernacle or temple (see, for example,



Exodus 26:31-33; 2 Chronicles 3:14; and Hebrews 9:3, 5). 
The Lord instructed Moses that the high priest should not 
pass through the veil until he had been washed, dressed in 
priestly clothing, and brought a sacrifice (see Leviticus 
16:2-4).

The earthly veil is paralleled by the veil of the heavenly 
temple mentioned in many early Jewish and Christian 
texts. When the brother of Jared prayed, "the veil was taken 
from off the eyes of the brother of Jared, and he saw the fin-
ger of the Lord" (Ether 3:6; see Ether 3:1-6). The same thing 
has happened in modern times. Joseph Smith recorded that 
after dropping the veils of the Kirtland Temple around the 
pulpit (see the preface to D&C 110) on 3 April 1836, he and 
Oliver Cowdery offered prayer and "the veil was taken 
from our minds, and the eyes of our understanding were 
opened. We saw the Lord" (D&C 110:1-2). Significantly, it 
is only after prayer that the veil is uncovered. This is sym-
bolic of the uncovering of the heavenly veil, which also oc-
curs after prayers.

According to 1 Enoch 9:10, prayers go to the gate of 
heaven. In 3 Baruch 11:1-9, we also learn that the gates of 
heaven are opened to receive prayers, an idea confirmed in 
Testament of Adam 1:10. A prayer in Sepher Razhel 441 asks 
God to open "the gates of light and prayer."52 Rabbi 
Ishmael reported that it was only after prayer that he was 
ushered by an angel into the presence of God (see 3 Enoch 
1:1-6).

The symbolism of the veil extends to women during 
temple prayer. Paul wrote that the woman's head should be 
covered during prayer (see 1 Corinthians 11:4-7, 13-15), 
which led to the practice of women covering their heads in 
the Catholic and Eastern churches (traditionally with a veil), 
though the practice is also known in orthodox Judaism.

We noted earlier that ancient temple prayer was sym-



bolic of the crucified Christ. It is in this light that we must 
understand some of the teachings found in the Epistle to 
the Hebrews. In Hebrews 10:19-20 we read that the veil is 
the flesh of Jesus, who went ahead as a forerunner for us. 
The veil, then, is mortality, or our present carnal state. Jesus 
submitted the flesh to the will of the spirit and was thus 
able to pass beyond the carnal or earthly state into the ce-
lestial, where he now stands as the eternal high priest of 
the church and as our advocate with the Father. Having en-
tered through the veil into the heavenly holy of holies, 
Christ desires that we, too, should pass by the veil into the 
presence of God. Hebrews 6:19-20 speaks of the "hope 
[which] we have as an anchor of the soul, both sure and 
stedfast, and which entereth into that within the veil; 
Whither the forerunner is for us entered, even Jesus, made 
an high priest for ever after the order of Melchisedec."

Prayer is also tied to the opening of the heavenly door 
in the Sermon on the Mount, in which Jesus admonished, 
"Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; 
knock, and it shall be opened unto you: For every one that 
asketh receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth; and to him 
that knocketh it shall be opened" (Matthew 7:7-8).53

Conclusions

From the preceding discussion, we can see that ancient 
temple prayer was a symbol of Christ. From the wearing of 
the tallith (symbolizing the Lamb of God) to the raised arms 
with spread fingers (symbolizing the crucified Christ and, 
in Judaism, the cloven hoof of the sacrificial lamb) to the 
veil that opens when prayers are uttered, everything points 
to the Savior. It is altogether fitting, therefore, that we are 
commanded to pray to the Father in the name of Christ (see 
2 Nephi 32:9; 3 Nephi 20:31).54
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Chapt er  5
-------- «s---------

Sacred  Temple s  Ancient  and  Moder n

Richard O. Cowan

Latter-day Saints affirm the antiquity of temples and 
temple ordinances. From the beginning, mortals have felt 
the need to establish sacred sanctuaries where they can get 
away from worldly concerns and receive instruction per-
taining to the eternities. John A. Widtsoe believed that "all 
people of all ages have had temples in one form or an-
other."1 Joseph Fielding Smith likewise explained that the 
Lord taught the fulness of the gospel to Adam and his pos-
terity. However, lamented Elder Smith, as men spread over 
the earth, they began to depart from the truth and to per-
vert the ordinances originally revealed to Adam. Neverthe-
less, he concluded, "heathen temples" and their ceremonies 
"grew out of," and to some extent reflected, the true con-
cepts the Lord had revealed earlier.2 Thus even a study of 
these temples may provide some valuable insights into the 
true nature of temples and temple worship.

Most Latter-day Saints think of temples primarily as 
buildings where sacred ordinances or ceremonies take 
place. Yet not all temples, even in the restored church, fit 



this particular definition. There is another and perhaps 
more basic function. Hugh Nibley has spent years research-
ing what various ancient religions understood temples to 
be. That which makes a temple different from other build-
ings is not just its sacredness, he concluded, but rather its 
unique form and function. The earliest temples were re-
garded as "meeting places at which men at specific times 
attempted to make contact with the powers above."3 These 
ancient peoples thought of the temple as being the highest 
point in their world, the best place from which to observe 
and learn the ways of the heavens. Consequently many an-
cient temples were built atop mountains, but even if they 
were physically in the valley they were still regarded as 
spiritual peaks where one could be closest to God. In a very 
real sense, the temple represented a halfway place between 
heaven and earth.4

Ancient Temples as Places of Revelation

The physical design of ancient temples often reflected 
their role as places of contact between heaven and earth. 
Ziggurats in Mesopotamia provided a platform on which 
temples were constructed, bringing the people who wor-
shiped in them closer to heaven. Consequently, the promi-
nent stairways up their sides symbolized the pathway 
leading from the human to the divine world. Perhaps the 
best known of the Mesopotamian ziggurats was the Tower 
of Babel (see Genesis 11:1-9). Although the builder's mo-
tives were materialistic and selfish, the name of this tower 
does reflect a true function of temples: In the ancient 
Babylonian language (as well as in modern Arabic) the first 
syllable Bab- meant gate, while the suffix -el was a widely 
recognized reference to deity. Hence the name Babel liter-
ally means "gate of God."



Similarly, when Jacob saw his dream of the ladder (or 
stairway) reaching into heaven and received great prom-
ises from the Lord, he named the place Bethel (which in 
Hebrew literally means "the house of God") and referred 
to it as "the gate of heaven" (Genesis 28:10-19).

The first biblical reference to a temple comes from the 
time of Moses (see Exodus 25:1-7). While the children of 
Israel were still in the wilderness of Sinai, Jehovah directed 
that they should construct a sanctuary where they might 
worship him. Because of their migratory status, this struc-
ture had to be portable. Nevertheless, it was to be made of 
the finest materials and workmanship available. It was to 
be the house of the Lord.

The tabernacle that the Lord commanded Moses to 
build was to serve both purposes mentioned above. First, 
the Lord directed his people to "make me a sanctuary that I 
may dwell among them." He promised to reveal himself 
there and give instructions to them (see Exodus 25:8, 22). 
He subsequently kept this promise: "And it came to pass, 
as Moses entered into the tabernacle, the cloudy pillar de-
scended, and stood at the door of the tabernacle. .. . And 
the Lord spake unto Moses face to face, as a man speaketh 
unto his friend" (Exodus 33:9-11). Second, the Lord in-
tended to reveal sacred ordinances to his people in that tab-
ernacle (see D&C 124:38).

In all ages the Savior has revealed the patterns accord-
ing to which his sacred houses were to be built.5 Exodus 
chapters 25-30 contain the divine revelation of the taber-
nacle's design and functions.

The location of the tabernacle emphasized its sacred-
ness and separation from the world. As the Israelites 
pitched their camps in the wilderness, the twelve tribes 
were arranged around the tabernacle like a protective 
shield from the outside world. Innermost was the tribe of 



Levi, which included those with priestly authority (see 
Numbers 2-3). The 75' x 150' court of the tabernacle repre-
sented an additional protection. Note how admission was 
progressively more restricted as one approached the holi-
est precincts: While anybody could be out in the world, 
only Israelites were to be in the camp. Only the worthy 
could enter the courtyard, and only priests were permitted 
in the tabernacle's outer room or "holy place." Only one in-
dividual, the high priest, was to enter the "most holy 
place" or "holy of holies," and then only once each year— 
on the Day of Atonement, or Yom Kippur (see Leviticus 
16:29-34).

The tabernacle's furnishings and ordinances further 
taught the children of Israel how they must prepare in or-
der to return to the presence of God. The altar of sacrifice 
was the most prominent object in the tabernacle's court-
yard. Here the people complied with the Lord's commands 
to make animal and other sacrifices, which served as a re-
minder of his great future atoning sacrifice and reempha-
sized the vital principles of obedience and sacrifice. Be-
tween the altar and the tabernacle was the laver, or large 
bronze water basin, in which the priests washed their 
hands and feet before entering the tabernacle or before offi-
ciating at the altar (see Exodus 30:18-21). The laver was 
thus a reminder of the principle that becoming clean is a 
key step on our path back to God's presence.

The tabernacle itself was a tent measuring about 15' x 
45'. Its framework was of the most precious wood avail-
able, overlaid with gold, and covered by fine linens and 
costly skins. Like many other ancient temples, the taber-
nacle's entrance faced east—toward the rising sun (see 
Exodus 27:13-16). The main room was separated from the 
"holy of holies" by a beautiful veil of pure white, "fine 



twined linen" adorned with cherubim and other figures 
embroidered in blue, purple, and scarlet (see Exodus 
26:31). A latter-day revelation speaks of angels as guard-
ians along the way to exaltation in the kingdom of God (see 
D&C 132:19). Hence the veil may have symbolized the 
division between God and man.

Like the portable tabernacle in the wilderness, the per-
manent temple in the promised land was made of the finest 
possible materials and craftsmanship. The temple was set 
apart from the outside world by "great," "middle," and 
"inner" courts (1 Kings 7:12; 2 Kings 20:4).

The temple was related to the special covenant that ex-
isted between God and his people. In the midst of construc-
tion, the Lord reminded Solomon that if he would keep the 
commandments, the Lord would dwell among the people 
and never forsake them (see 1 Kings 6:11-13; compare 
Exodus 25:8). After seven and one-half years, the temple 
was completed. Its dedication was a milestone in the his-
tory of Israel and a spiritual feast for the people. "I have 
surely built thee a house to dwell in," King Solomon 
prayed, "a settled place for thee to abide in forever." He 
concluded his dedicatory prayer by petitioning: "The Lord 
our God be with us, as he was with our fathers: let him not 
leave us, nor forsake us: That he may incline our hearts 
unto him, to walk in all his ways, and to keep his com-
mandments" (1 Kings 8:13, 57-58).

Features of other ancient temples were similar. For ex-
ample, the noted Egyptian temple at Karnak (commenced 
a thousand years before Solomon's) was also entered 
through a large, walled court; one then needed to pass 
through the many-columned "hypostyle hall" (correspon-
ding to the outer "holy place") before reaching the sacred 
shrine of the god Amun (paralleling the holy of holies).



Greek temples, such as the world-famed Parthenon built 
several centuries later, were similarly divided into two 
rooms.

Like its predecessors, Herod's Temple featured a series 
of courts to which admittance was increasingly restricted 
as one approached the holy sanctuary.6 All nationalities 
were permitted in the Court of the Gentiles, but within it 
was a balustrade containing warnings to non-Israelites to 
go no farther. The Court of the Women was so named be-
cause both sexes were permitted there, while only men 
were allowed in the next area. Finally, the temple was im-
mediately surrounded by a court open only to the priests. 
Ascending stairs from one court to another heightened the 
sense of the temple's sacredness.

Temples among the Lord's people were not limited to 
the Old World. The Book of Mormon contains the history 
of a righteous colony that left Jerusalem just before the 
Babylonians captured the city and destroyed the temple 
there. Within a few years of arriving in their new promised 
land in the Western Hemisphere, these people erected a 
temple in the land of Nephi. This edifice was constructed 
"after the manner of the temple of Solomon, save it were 
not built of so many precious things," which were not 
available in that land. Nevertheless, "the workmanship 
thereof was exceeding fine" (2 Nephi 5:16). The temple was 
the gathering place for religious worship and instruction 
(see Jacob 1:17; 2:2,11). Some four centuries later, another 
temple in the land of Zarahemla filled a similar function 
(see Mosiah 1:18). Then, following the three days of terrible 
destruction at the time of the Savior's crucifixion, "a large 
multitude" of the righteous survivors gathered around yet 
another temple in the land Bountiful (see 3 Nephi 1:18). 
Here the resurrected Lord instructed and blessed them.



These Book of Mormon temples may have set the 
pattern for temples built by later inhabitants of ancient 
America. Maya temples, for example, were located at the 
center of their cities. Like Mesopotamian ziggurats, these 
early American structures provided elevated platforms 
that drew the people closer to heaven in sacred places of 
worship.

Ordinances in Ancient Temples

Modern revelation affirms that both the Tabernacle of 
Moses and the Temple of Solomon were built so that "those 
ordinances might be revealed which had been hid from be-
fore the world was" (D&C 124:38). Hence the Lord's people 
in these Old Testament times had access to at least some of 
the temple ordinances that would be restored in the latter 
days. Sidney B. Sperry reasoned that the Lord's require-
ments for exaltation, and therefore the need for temples, 
were the same then as they are now.7

Joseph Fielding Smith was convinced that Old Testa-
ment "washings" included baptisms.8 Although vicarious 
service for the dead was not inaugurated until New Testa-
ment times, ordinances for the living were available during 
earlier dispensations. Furthermore, the explanations of 
Facsimile 2 in the Book of Abraham suggest that elements 
of what we now call the temple endowment were known 
anciently (see Fac. 2, figs. 3 and 8). Finally, a revelation 
given through Joseph Smith affirms that the ancient patri-
archs and prophets held the sealing power (see D&C 
132:39).

The nature and extent of these ancient ordinances and 
the exact location in the temple buildings where they were 
performed have been the subjects of much fruitless specu-
lation. The Old Testament describes in detail the sacrifices 



and other performances associated with the lesser priest-
hood and the Mosaic law but says almost nothing about 
any higher ordinances. "Because such ordinances are sa-
cred and not for the world," Joseph Fielding Smith ex-
plained, no detailed account of them has been made avail-
able. "There are, however, in the Old Testament references 
to covenants and obligations under which the members of 
the Church in those days were placed, although the mean-
ing is generally obscure."9

The scriptures do emphasize, however, that those who 
participated in temple worship needed to be prepared. 
Specifically, the priests who officiated had to be ordained 
or consecrated. Each time they entered the temple, they 
were washed with water and then anointed with olive oil. 
This oil was used not only in cooking but also in lamps as a 
source of light and warmth; many ancient peoples associ-
ated the olive tree with the "tree of life."10 The priests were 
also clothed in "holy garments" of white linen, including a 
cap, robe, sash, and trousers (see Exodus 28-29).11

The Temple Scroll, which dated from just before the time 
of Christ, also emphasized the importance of personal pu-
rity for those entering the temple. Elaborate laws of purifi-
cation governed the temple and its surroundings. Even the 
whole city where the temple was located was to be kept 
holy and pure.12 This was consistent with the Lord's desire 
that his people should be "a kingdom of priests, and an 
holy nation" (Exodus 19:6).

Nibley has presented evidence from ancient papyri 
showing that sacred ceremonies were also an essential fea-
ture of Egyptian temple worship. Following the traditional 
initiation of washing, clothing, and anointing,13 an individ-
ual would enter the temple itself. Here he would receive 
instructions on returning to the presence of God. Moving 



from room to room symbolized his increasing understand-
ing and progress.14

Members of the New Testament church did not receive 
their sacred ordinances in Herod's Temple, since, as the 
Master lamented, this holy house had been defiled by 
money changers and others (see John 2:14-16; Matthew 
21:12-13). Heber C. Kimball affirmed that the early apostles 
received their blessings at the hands of the Savior him-
self.15 Joseph Fielding Smith believed that Peter, James, and 
John received the endowment on the Mount of Transfigu-
ration.16 The New Testament confirms that some sacred 
truths taught to the faithful disciples were not appropriate 
for the world to have. Jesus specifically charged the three 
apostles to speak to no one concerning the events on the 
mount (see Matthew 17:9).

In recent decades a large body of apocryphal literature 
dating from early Christian times has been discovered and 
published. Particularly significant was the uncovering of 
a library of books written by fifth-century Christians at 
Nag Hammadi, a settlement on the Nile River in central 
Egypt.17 Much of this material focuses on Christ's "forty- 
day ministry," especially in Galilee. According to these 
nonscriptural texts, the Lord performed sacred ordinances 
and gave his disciples teachings that Latter-day Saints as-
sociate with the temple endowment. In the middle of the 
fourth century, Cyril of Jerusalem described how the faith-
ful had "entered the Annex of the baptistry, . . . [and] re-
moved [their] street clothes," which act represented "put-
ting off the old man and his works." They were then 
washed in a "tank of holy running water," anointed, and 
received a new garment.18

The early Christians came together in a circle to pray.19 
References in the New Testament itself describe how even 



in public worship the disciples prayed in the spirit of unity 
with uplifted hands (see 1 Timothy 2:8)20 and how women 
prayed with their heads covered or veiled (see 1 Corin-
thians 11:5 RSV).

The writer of the Gospel of Philip, one of the apocryphal 
documents in the Nag Hammadi library, believed that the 
most sacred part of the temple was what he called the 
"bridal chamber," where a "woman is united to her hus-
band" and "will no longer be separated." If a person does 
not receive these blessings in this world, he asserted, they 
cannot be received elsewhere (compare D&C 132:15—18).21

A significant development during the New Testament 
period was the introduction of temple ordinances for the 
dead. "The inauguration of this work among the dead," de-
clared James E. Talmage, "was wrought by Christ in the in-
terval between His death and resurrection."22

During the three days his body lay in the tomb, the 
Lord went to the spirit world and organized the work of 
preaching the gospel there (see 1 Peter 3:18-20; 4:6). During 
his brief stay, the Savior did not preach to everyone person-
ally; rather, from among the righteous spirits he author-
ized messengers to carry the gospel truth to all (see D&C 
138:28-30).

Even though it thus became possible to hear and accept 
the gospel in the spirit world, such essential ordinances as 
baptism could not be received there. It was necessary for 
living proxies to receive them on earth in behalf of those 
who had died without the opportunity. Just as the Savior 
atoned vicariously for the sins of mankind, early Chris-
tians, in the same spirit of love, performed saving ordi-
nances in behalf of the dead. Paul used the accepted prac-
tice of baptizing in behalf of the dead as an argument in 
favor of there being a resurrection. Why do you baptize for 



the dead, he asked, if the dead will not live again? (see 
1 Corinthians 15:29).23 Sperry suggested that these Saints 
must have had temples where such ordinances could be 
properly performed, but these "sacred structures" may 
have been small and nothing is known about them.24

Hence in ancient times temples were places of contact 
between heaven and earth as well as places where sacred 
ordinances were performed. Both of these functions would 
need to be restored as part of "the dispensation of the ful-
ness of times" (Ephesians 1:10).

The Restoration of Temple Worship

As the nineteenth century entered its fourth decade, the 
early Latter-day Saints eagerly proclaimed their faith that 
the long-anticipated "times of restitution of all things" (see 
Acts 3:21) had finally arrived. At this time the Saints were 
gathering at Kirtland in northeastern Ohio, where they 
built the first latter-day temple. Even though the fulness of 
temple ordinances was not restored until later on, the 
Lord's house in Kirtland nevertheless provided the setting 
for remarkable spiritual experiences and for the conferring 
of vital priesthood keys. Like ancient temples, it truly was 
a place of contact between heaven and earth.

In the weeks preceding the Kirtland Temple's dedica-
tion in 1836, the Saints witnessed remarkable spiritual 
manifestations to an unusual degree. They reported seeing 
heavenly messengers in at least ten different meetings. At 
five of these meetings, participants testified that they had 
beheld the Savior himself. Many received visions, prophe-
sied, or spoke in tongues.25

On Thursday afternoon, 21 January 1836, the First 
Presidency were washed "in pure water." That evening 
they met with others in the west room of the temple attic 



where they anointed one another with consecrated oil and 
pronounced blessings and prophecies. Then, "the heavens 
were opened," the Prophet recorded, and he "beheld the 
celestial kingdom of God, and the glory thereof." The Lord 
declared: "All who have died without a knowledge of this 
gospel, who would have received it if they had been per-
mitted to tarry, shall be heirs of the celestial kingdom of 
God" (D&C 137:1-4, 7).

In his history Joseph Smith declared that "this was a 
time of rejoicing long to be remembered."26 Elder Orson 
Pratt later added:

God was there, his angels were there, the Holy Ghost 
was in the midst of the people, the visions of the Al-
mighty were opened to the minds of the servants of the 
living God; the vail [sic] was taken off the minds of 
many; they saw the heavens opened; they beheld the an-
gels of God; they heard the voice of the Lord; and they 
were filled from the crown of their heads to the soles of 
their feet with the power and inspiration of the Holy 
Ghost.27

Some of the most memorable spiritual experiences 
occurred on Sunday, 27 March 1836, the day the temple 
was dedicated. The climax of the day was the dedicatory 
prayer, which had been given to the Prophet by revelation. 
After expressing gratitude for God's blessing, the Prophet, 
with hands raised to heaven and tears flowing freely, 
prayed that the Lord would accept the temple that had 
been built "through great tribulation . . . that the Son of 
Man might have a place to manifest himself to his people" 
(D&C 109:5). The dedication concluded with the entire con-
gregation standing and shouting: "Hosanna, Hosanna, 
Hosanna, to God and the Lamb, Amen, Amen, and Amen," 
repeated three times 28



A transcendently important spiritual manifestation oc-
curred on Sunday, 3 April 1836, just one week after the dedi-
cation. At the close of the afternoon worship service, Joseph 
Smith and Oliver Cowdery retired to the Melchizedek 
Priesthood pulpits in the west end of the lower room of the 
temple. Joseph Smith testified that "the veil was taken from 
our minds" (D&C 110:1) and that he and Oliver beheld a 
series of remarkable visions.

The Lord Jesus Christ appeared, accepted the temple, 
and promised to manifest himself therein "if my people 
will keep my commandments, and do not pollute this holy 
house." Moses then appeared and bestowed "the keys of 
the gathering of Israel and the leading of the ten tribes from 
the land of the north." Elias next conferred "the dispensa-
tion of the gospel of Abraham." Finally, in fulfillment of 
Malachi's prophecy (see Malachi 4:5-6), Elijah committed 
"the keys of this dispensation" in preparation for the "great 
and dreadful day of the Lord" (D&C 110:16). Through the 
sealing keys restored by Elijah, priesthood ordinances per-
formed on earth can be "bound" or "sealed" in heaven.

Though accompanied by marvelous spiritual experi-
ences, the ordinances as administered in the Kirtland 
Temple were not as complete as they would be in later 
times. Speaking in 1853 at the cornerstone-laying cere-
monies for the Salt Lake Temple, President Brigham Young 
declared that in Kirtland the "first Elders" received only a 
"portion of their first endowments, or we might say more 
clearly, some of the first, or introductory, or initiatory ordi-
nances, preparatory to an endowment."29 "The prime pur-
pose in having such a temple," Elder Harold B. Lee be-
lieved, "seems to have been that there could be restored the 
keys, the effective keys necessary for the carrying on of the 
Lord's work." He therefore concluded that the events of 



3 April 1836 (as recorded in D&C 110) were "sufficient jus-
tification for the building of [this] temple."30

Plans for Temples in the City of Zion

While the temple at Kirtland was under construction, 
the Latter-day Saints were also looking forward to building 
another in Missouri. A revelation during the summer of 
1831 identified Independence in Jackson County as the 
place for the future temple (see D&C 57:1-3). Almost from 
the beginning, the Saints were fired with the vision of es-
tablishing Zion on earth. Enthusiasm for building the 
temple increased in June 1833 when the Prophet Joseph 
Smith drafted his plan for the future City of Zion (see 
fig. 6). This plan set forth the pattern of wide streets cross-
ing at right angles, which would in later decades become a 
familiar and welcome characteristic of Mormon settle-
ments. Just seven weeks before, Joseph had received a reve-
lation specifying that the temple, together with buildings 
for the Presidency and for printing, were to be located at 
the center of Kirtland (see D&C 94). Each structure in this 
complex was to have the same dimensions and was to be 
preserved as holy and undefiled.

The envisioned plan for Zion expanded this concept 
from three to twenty-four buildings. These "temples" were 
to be assigned to the various priesthood quorums and were 
to serve a variety of functions.31 Hence, as had been the case 
with the Tabernacle of Moses and the Temple of Solomon, 
the Lord's house would once again be at the heart of the 
latter-day holy city. Because all its inhabitants were ex-
pected to be living on a celestial level (see D&C 105:5), all 
these buildings could be regarded as "temples"—places of 
communication between heaven and earth. Unfortunately, 
another outbreak of persecution prevented these plans from 
being carried out.



Figure 6. In this 1833 plat of the City of Zion, the two central blocks 
contain the twenty-four temples that were assigned to various priest-
hood quorums. These temples, like the ancient Israelite temples, were 
oriented to the rising sun in the east, designated at the top of the map.

The Restoration of Temple Ordinances

As the Latter-day Saints fled from their persecutors in 
Missouri, they turned eastward to Illinois, where in 1839 
they established a new community named Nauvoo, from a 
Hebrew word meaning "beautiful." Within two years they 
would begin construction there on yet another temple. 
Before this sacred structure was completed, the restoration 
of holy ordinances would have far-reaching significance.

The practice of vicarious baptisms for the dead was 



taught for the first time in the present dispensation on 
15 August 1840.32 Until November 1841, when a font was 
dedicated in the partially completed temple, church mem-
bers participated in this ordinance in the Mississippi River. 
The Saints eagerly took advantage of the opportunity to 
make gospel ordinances and blessings available to their de-
parted loved ones. By 1844, the year of the Prophet's mar-
tyrdom, 15,722 baptisms had been performed in behalf of 
the dead.

Meanwhile, the Saints had already turned their atten-
tion to building the temple. Early in August 1840 the First 
Presidency declared that "the time has now come, when it 
is necessary to erect a house of prayer, a house of order, a 
house for the worship of our God, where the ordinances 
can be attended to agreeably to His divine will."33

A revelation, received 19 January 1841, specifically 
pointed out the need for the temple: Echoing instructions 
given to Moses concerning the ancient tabernacle, the Lord 
now commanded his Latter-day Saints to gather precious 
materials from afar and build a house "for the Most High 
to dwell therein. For there is not a place found on earth that 
he may come to and restore again that which was lost unto 
you, or which he hath taken away, even the fulness of the 
priesthood" (D&C 124:27-28; compare Exodus 25:8, 22). 
Specifically, the Lord declared that the ordinance of bap-
tism for the dead "belongeth to my house." He therefore 
commanded them to provide an appropriate font in the 
temple. He would grant them "a sufficient time" (D&C 
124:31) to accomplish this, during which period he would 
continue to accept their baptisms performed in the river 
(see D&C 124:29-33). Hence the Nauvoo Temple, like holy 
sanctuaries in former dispensations, was to serve the dual 
purpose of being a place of contact between God and man 
where sacred priesthood ordinances are also performed.



While the Saints had received a preliminary or partial 
endowment in Kirtland, the time had now come to unfold 
these blessings more fully. Elder James E. Talmage described 
the temple endowment as a "course of instruction,"34 re-
viewing key events in the history of mankind—the creation, 
fall of Adam, apostasy, restoration, and our eventual reunion 
with God—giving emphasis to the plan of redemption and 
to our living according to the high standards of the gospel. 
Hence these instructions outlined the way back to the pres-
ence of God—the path that had been symbolized by the 
prominent stairway up the sides of ancient pyramids and 
outlined in early Egyptian temple ceremonies.

On 4 May 1842, the first endowments were given in the 
large assembly room on the second floor of the Red Brick 
Store because the temple was not yet completed.35 The 
brethren were washed, anointed, and given other initiatory 
ordinances, and then the instructions of the endowment 
were unfolded as the group moved from one area to an-
other. Concerning this significant event, Joseph Smith 
recorded:

I spent the day ... in council with [seven brethren] in-
structing them in the principles and order of the Priest-
hood, attending to washings, anointings, endowments 
and the communication of keys pertaining to the Aaronic 
Priesthood, and so on to the highest order of the 
Melchizedek Priesthood, setting forth the order pertain-
ing to the Ancient of Days, and all those plans and prin-
ciples by which any one is enabled to secure the fullness 
of those blessings which have been prepared for the 
Church of the First Born, and come up and abide in the 
presence of the Eloheim in the eternal worlds. . . . The 
communications I made to this council were of things 
spiritual, and to be received only by the spiritual 
minded: and there was nothing made known to these 



men but what will be made known to all the Saints of the 
last days, so soon as they are prepared to receive, and a 
proper place is prepared to communicate them, even to 
the weakest of the Saints; therefore let the Saints be dili-
gent in building the Temple.36

By the time of the Prophet's martyrdom, over fifty individ-
uals had received the blessings of the endowment.

Among the other blessings unfolded during these years 
was eternal marriage. During his earthly ministry, the 
Master had stressed the sanctity of the family. "What there-
fore God hath joined together, let no man put asunder" 
(Mark 10:9; see also 10:6-8). The apostle Paul similarly 
insisted: "Neither is the man without the woman, neither 
the woman without the man, in the Lord" (1 Corinthians 
11:11). During the present dispensation a revelation had af-
firmed that "marriage is ordained of God" as the means of 
providing earthly tabernacles for the spirits that had lived 
before the world was made (see D&C 49:15-17).

In May 1843 Joseph Smith instructed the Saints that in 
order to attain the highest degree of the celestial kingdom, 
one must enter "the new and everlasting covenant of mar-
riage" (D&C 131:2). Two months later he recorded a revela-
tion which, among other things, declared: "If a man marry 
him a wife in the world, and he marry her not by me nor 
by my word, and he covenant with her so long as he is in 
the world and she with him, their covenant and marriage 
are not of force when they are dead, and when they are out 
of the world" (D&C 132:15). Following these instructions, 
which echoed the ancient apocryphal Gospel of Philip, the 
number of marriages for eternity increased.

In September 1842 the Prophet instructed that there 
must be "a welding link" established from generation to 
generation (see D&C 128:18). To this end ordinances began 
to be performed to seal children to their parents.



Even following Joseph Smith's martyrdom on 27 June 
1844, the Saints pressed forward in building the temple. 
By December of the following year, the attic story was 
completed, furnished, and dedicated for presenting the 
endowment instructions. Even though during the next 
several weeks the Saints were making feverish prepara-
tions for their forced exodus, more than five thousand ea-
gerly took the time to receive their temple blessings.

Temple Worship Today

Latter-day Saint temples have many of the qualities of 
those built in ancient times. For example, emblematic 
stones on the Salt Lake Temple and some other temples de-
pict gospel teachings, as did the arrangement and furnish-
ings at the Tabernacle of Moses. Also, many Latter-day 
Saint temples face east, perhaps in anticipation of the sec-
ond coming of the Savior. Prophecies describe Christ's fu-
ture coming as being like the dawning of a new day in the 
east (see Matthew 24:27; D&C 45:36-39).

Just as the ancients looked to the temple as a place to 
get out of the world and come closer to God, likewise we 
find temple worship to be a source of enriched spirituality. 
"In the temple we can receive spiritual perspective," af-
firmed Elder Boyd K. Packer.

There, during the time of the temple service, we are out 
of the world.

A large part of the value of these occasions is the fact 
that we are doing something for someone that they can-
not do for themselves. As we perform the endowment 
for someone who is dead, somehow we feel a little less 
hesitant to pray fervently to the Lord to assist us. . . . 
There is something cleansing and clarifying about the 
spiritual atmosphere of the temple.37
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Seven  Promise s  to  Those  Who  
Overco me : Aspects  of  

Genesi s  2-3 in  the  Seven  Lette rs

Richard D. Draper and Donald W. Parry

The Garden of Eden account (Genesis 2-3) is composed 
of several powerful symbols that look forward to or antici-
pate later temple systems. Biblical scholar Gordon Wenham 
categorizes this as "a type of archetypal sanctuary."1 For 
instance, the text of Genesis 2-3 explicitly identifies items 
directly connected to Israelite sanctuaries (including the 
Mosaic Tabernacle and Solomon's Temple), such as the tree 
of life, cherubim, sacred waters, sacred vestments, Eden's 
eastward orientation, and divine revelation. The Eden 
story also contains words and phrases used in later biblical 
texts that refer to the temple.2 John the Revelator used 
many of these same temple symbols and skillfully wove 
them into his letters to the seven churches (Revelation 2-3).

In this paper we compare and contrast the temple sym-
bolism common to both Genesis 2-3 and Revelation 2-3. 
We point out the parallels between the two sections and 
then attempt to explain why John, in Revelation 2-3, used 
elements from the Eden story in his letters to the seven 
churches.



The Literary Structure of the Seven Letters
John structures the seven letters to the churches in a 

balanced and symmetrical configuration, comprising a 
seven-part pattern: (1) divine commission, (2) description 
of the speaker, (3) formal recognition, (4) criticism, (5) ad-
monition, (6) call to hear, and (7) promise and blessing.3 
Each of these seven parts is presented to each of the seven 
churches (see table 1, pp. 124-27).

Of particular concern in our paper is the seventh part: 
promise and blessing. Each of the seven promises and bless-
ings begins with the anaphoric expression to him that over- 
cometh, and each features one or more temple images di-
rected to those who do overcome. These temple images do 
not simply recall Israelite temple systems as advanced in 
the Old and New Testaments, but they also anticipate the 
end time when the elect will gain access to the temple in 
heaven (compare Revelation 7:15; 14:15,17; 16:17).

Seven key themes listed in the promise and blessing 
sections of Revelation 2-3 correspond to the Garden of 
Eden story in Genesis 2-3:

1. the tree of life (Genesis 2:17; Revelation 2:7)
2. physical death (Genesis 2:17; 3:3) and the second 

death (Revelation 2:11)
3. bread (Genesis 3:19) and hidden manna (Revelation 

2:17)
4. dominion (Genesis 1:28; Revelation 2:26)
5. sacred vestments (Genesis 3:21; Revelation 3:5)
6. expulsion (Genesis 3:23-24) and return (Revelation 

3:12)
7. receiving names (Genesis 2:23; 3:20; 5:2; Revelation 

2:17; 3:12)4
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These promises and blessings to the seven churches 
clearly apply to the church in John's day as well as to our 
church today. "The whole church seems to be meant.... The 
instruction to each church was universal for it tells 'what 
the Spirit is saying to the churches'—all the churches."5 We 
will now examine these seven key themes.

1. The Tree of Life (Genesis 2:17; Revelation 2:7)

God placed many trees in the Garden of Eden, includ-
ing the trees of life and knowledge. According to the rec-
ord, "out of the ground made the Lord God to grow every 
tree that is pleasant to the sight, and good for food; the tree 
of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of 
knowledge of good and evil" (Genesis 2:9). According to 
an ancient source, the tree of knowledge was also known 
as the tree of death,6 for it brought death to Adam and Eve 
when they partook of the fruit: "And the Lord God com-
manded the man, saying, Of every tree of the garden thou 
mayest freely eat: But of the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou 
eatest thereof thou shalt surely die" (Genesis 2:16-17).

Once Adam and Eve partook of the fruit of the tree of 
death, God did not allow them to partake of the fruit of the 
tree of life:

And the Lord God said, Behold, the man is become 
as one of us, to know good and evil: and now, lest he put 
forth his hand, and take also of the tree of life, and eat, 
and live for ever . . . the Lord God . . . placed at the east 
of the garden of Eden Cherubims, and a flaming sword 
which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of 
life. (Genesis 3:22-24)



Table 1. Seven-Part Pattern in Letters to Seven Churches
Division Ephesus

(Rev. 2:1-7)

1. Divine 
Commission

Unto the angel of the church of 
Ephesus write;

2. Description of the 
Speaker

These things saith he that holdeth the 
seven stars in his right hand, who 
walketh in the midst of the seven 
golden candlesticks;

3. Formal Recognition I know thy works....

4. Criticism Nevertheless I have somewhat against 
thee, because thou hast left thy first 
love.

5. Admonition Remember therefore from whence 
thou art fallen, and repent, and do the 
first works....

6. Call to Hear He that hath an ear, let him hear what 
the Spirit saith unto the 
churches;

7. Promise and
Blessing

To him that overcometh will I give to 
eat of the tree of life, which is in the 
midst of the paradise of God.



Smyrna
(Rev. 2:8-11)

Pergamos
(Rev. 2:12-17)

And unto the angel of the 
church in Smyrna write;

And to the angel of the church 
in Pergamos write;

These things saith the first and 
the last, which was dead, and 
is alive;

These things saith he which 
hath the sharp sword with two 
edges;

I know thy works . .. I know thy works....

and I know the blasphemy of 
them which say they are Jews, 
and are not...

But I have a few things against 
thee.. ..

be thou faithful unto death.... Repent....

He that hath an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit saith unto 
the churches;

He that hath an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit saith unto 
the churches;

He that overcometh shall not 
be hurt of the second death.

To him that overcometh will I 
give to eat of the hidden 
manna, and will give him a 
white stone, and in the stone a 
new name written, which no 
man knoweth saving he that 
receiveth it.



Table 1. Continued.
Thyatira

(Rev. 2:18-29)
Sardis

(Rev. 3:1-6)

And unto the angel of the 
church in Thyatira write;

And unto the angel of the 
church in Sardis write;

These things saith the Son of 
God, who hath his eyes like 
unto a flame of fire, and his 
feet are like fine brass;

These things saith he that hath 
the seven Spirits of God, and 
the seven stars;

I know thy works.... I know thy works....

Notwithstanding I have a few 
things against thee. . ..

.. . For I have not found thy 
works perfect before God.

... But that which ye have al-
ready hold fast till I come.

Remember therefore how thou 
hast received and heard, and 
hold fast, and repent...,

He that hath an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit saith unto 
the churches.

He that hath an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit saith unto 
the churches.

And he that overcometh, and 
keepeth my works unto the 
end, to him will I give power 
over the nations: And he shall 
rule them ...: even as I re-
ceived of my Father. And I will 
give him the morning star.

He that overcometh, the same 
shall be clothed in white rai-
ment; and I will not blot out 
his name out of the book of 
life, but I will confess his name 
before my Father, and before 
his angels.



Philadelphia
(Rev. 3:7-13)

Laodicea
(Rev. 3:14-22)

And to the angel of the church 
in Philadelphia write;

And unto the angel of the 
church of the Laodiceans 
write;

These things saith he that is 
holy, he that is true, he that 
hath the key of David, he that 
openeth, and no man shutteth; 
the creation of God; and shut-
teth, and no man openeth;

These things saith the Amen, 
the faithful and true witness, 
the beginning of the creation 
of God;

I know thy works.... I know thy works....

Behold, I will make them of 
the synagogue of Satan, 
which say they are Jews, 
and are not. .. .

Because thou sayest, I am rich, 
and increased with goods, and 
have need of nothing. ...

.. . Hold that fast which thou 
hast, that no man take thy 
crown.

... Be zealous therefore, and 
repent....

He that hath an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit saith unto 
the churches.

He that hath an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit saith unto 
the churches.

Him that overcometh will I 
make a pillar in the temple of 
my God, and he shall go no 
more out: and I will write 
upon him the name of my 
God, and the name of the city 
of my God, which is new 
Jerusalem ...: and I will write 
upon him my new name.

To him that overcometh will I 
grant to sit with me in my 
throne, even as I also over-
came, and am set down with 
my Father in his throne.



Although Adam and Eve transgressed and were denied 
access to the tree of life, we learn that those who overcome 
the world will be able to partake of the fruit. The Lord 
promised the Saints of Sardis, "He that hath an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches; To him that 
overcometh will I give to eat of the tree of life, which is in 
the midst of the paradise of God" (Revelation 2:7). By over-
coming the world, church members could return to life, but 
they first had to reach the tree, which was in the midst of 
sacred space. For the modern Saint to get to the tree, he or 
she must first visit the temple and partake of its glorious 
ordinances.

The tree of life icon in Israelite temple society is evident 
in the tabernacle menorah, or seven-branched lamp stand.7 
The menorah was a stylized tree of life.

And thou shalt make a candlestick of pure gold: of 
beaten work shall the candlestick be made: his shaft, and 
his branches, his bowls, his knops, and his flowers, shall 
be of the same. And six branches shall come out of the 
sides of it; three branches of the candlestick out of the one 
side, and three branches of the candlestick out of the 
other side: Three bowls made like unto almonds, with a 
knop and a flower in one branch; and three bowls made 
like almonds in the other branch, with a knop and a 
flower: so in the six branches that come out of the candle-
stick. And in the candlestick shall be four bowls like unto 
almonds, with their knops and their flowers. And there 
shall be a knop under two branches of the same, and a 
knop under two branches of the same, and a knop under 
two branches of the same, according to the six branches 
that proceed out of the candlestick. Their knops and their 
branches shall be of the same: all it shall be one beaten 
work of pure gold. And thou shalt make the seven lamps 
thereof: and they shall light the lamps thereof, that they 
may give light over against it. (Exodus 25:31-37)



The menorah must have looked like a tree, possessing 
seven branches (a number of symbolic significance to the 
Israelite community)8 and a number of flowers (almond 
blossoms?).

The tree of life was present in the garden, and a sym-
bolic representation of the tree of life—in the form of a 
seven-branched lamp stand—was present in the Israelite 
temples. John's imagery suggests that the only way to reach 
this tree and thus eternal life is by going to the temple. In ef-
fect, the tree of life suggests that the fall of Adam has been 
surmounted; spiritual death can no longer claim the indi-
vidual who obeys God.

2. Physical Death (Genesis 2:17; 3:3) and the Second 
Death (Revelation 2:11)

Physical death results in the "body without the spirit" 
(James 2:26). The "second death" (Jacob 3:11)—called "spiri-
tual death" (Helaman 14:18) or "everlasting death" (Alma 
12:32)—pertains to those who die in sin (see Alma 12:16), 
who "die as to things ... of righteousness" (Alma 40:26), or 
who are "cut off from the presence of the Lord" (Alma 
42:9). This second death is the penalty for doing evil (see 
Alma 12:32). As President Joseph F. Smith explained,

Thanks be to the eternal Father, through the merciful pro-
visions of the gospel, all mankind will have the opportu-
nity of escape, or deliverance, from this spiritual death, 
either in time or in eternity, for not until they are freed 
from the first can they become subject unto the second 
death, still if they repent not "they cannot be redeemed 
from their spiritual fall," and will continue subject to the 
will of Satan, the first spiritual death, so long as "they re-
pent not, and thereby reject Christ and his gospel."9

After partaking of the fruit of the tree of knowledge, 
Adam and Eve brought both physical and spiritual death 



into the world. Alma instructed his son that "it was ap-
pointed unto man to die—therefore, as they [Adam and 
Eve] were cut off from the tree of life they should be cut off 
from the face of the earth—... And now, ye see by this that 
our first parents were cut off both temporally and spiritu-
ally from the presence of the Lord" (Alma 42:6-7). This fall 
"brought upon all mankind a spiritual death as well as a 
temporal" (Alma 42:9; see D&C 29:40-43).

Death in the Garden of Eden corresponds to a state-
ment in John's letter to the church of Smyrna: the Revelator 
promises that "he that overcometh shall not be hurt of the 
second death" (Revelation 2:11). Through Christ's atoning 
sacrifice and resurrection, all mankind will receive a resur-
rection, or a reuniting of body with spirit. This resurrected 
body will be immortal. Also through Christ's atonement, 
repentant individuals overcome spiritual death. Alma sum-
marizes: "the atonement bringeth to pass the resurrection 
of the dead; and the resurrection of the dead bringeth back 
men into the presence of God; and thus they are restored 
into his presence" (Alma 42:23).

Note that in 1 Corinthians 15:22, Adam and Christ are 
connected but contrasted: "For as in Adam all die, even so 
in Christ shall all be made alive." Similarly, a relationship 
between Adam and Christ is identified in Mormon 9:12-13:

Behold, he created Adam, and by Adam came the fall 
of man. And because of the fall of man came Jesus Christ, 
even the Father and the Son; and because of Jesus Christ 
came the redemption of man. And because of the re-
demption of man, which came by Jesus Christ, they are 
brought back into the presence of the Lord.

In 1 Corinthians 15:45, Adam is called the "first man Adam" 
and Christ is referred to as the "last Adam," again linking 
the two.



In the primal temple (the Garden of Eden), Adam and 
Eve did not overcome the temptations of Satan and conse-
quently subjected themselves and their posterity to physi-
cal death; in the last temple (heavenly), however, all who 
overcome through Christ will not remain subject to the sec-
ond death.

3. Bread (Genesis 3:19) and Hidden Manna (Revelation 
2:17)

Bread, sometimes called the staff of life, was a vital 
foodstuff for sustaining life in the biblical world, and for 
that matter in many parts of the world through all ages. It 
is a common and important symbol of both physical and 
spiritual sustenance, as many scriptures testify. Every Sab-
bath in the Israelite temple (see Leviticus 24:5-9), priests 
consumed twelve loaves of bread (called shewbread; see 
Exodus 25:30). This bread anticipated the Lord's sacrament, 
which is composed of broken bread, signifying Christ's 
body ("Take, eat; this is my body," Matthew 26:26), and 
water or wine, symbolizing Christ's blood. The shewbread, 
the cereal offering in the temple, "the manna which fed the 
Israelites in the desolate deserts of Sinai, the ... bread [fed] 
to the multitudes on the shores of Galilee, and the bread of 
the sacrament are but figures of the 'true bread,' which is 
the body of the Savior."10 To his Old World disciples Jesus 
taught, "The bread that I will give is my flesh" (John 6:51), 
and to the Nephites, "He that eateth this bread eateth of my 
body to his soul" (3 Nephi 20:8).

Jesus explained, "I am the bread of life: he that cometh 
to me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on me shall 
never thirst" (John 6:35). Also, "if any man eat of this bread, 
he shall live forever," he shall be raised "up at the last day," 
he shall have "eternal life" or "everlasting life," and "he 



that eateth me, even he shall live by me" (John 6:51, 44, 54, 
47,57). The parallels between physical bread made of yeast 
and flour and spiritual bread are clear: one sustains physi-
cal life and the other provides eternal life.

Manna, which was "like coriander seed, white; and the 
taste of it was like wafers made with honey" (Exodus 16:31), 
was called "the corn of heaven," "angels' food" (Psalm 
78:24-25), and "bread" (Exodus 16:15). Manna, like bread, 
typified the eternal life that Jesus Christ provides to re-
pentant souls through his atonement. Jesus explained to 
his followers, "I am [the] bread of life. Your fathers did eat 
manna in the wilderness, and are dead. This is the bread 
which cometh down from heaven, that a man may eat 
thereof, and not die. I am the living bread which came 
down from heaven: if any man eat of this bread, he shall 
live for ever" (John 6:48-51). Note that the wilderness 
manna and Christ both "came down from heaven" and 
both provide life to partakers; one provides physical life 
and the other spiritual.

God commanded Moses to place a jar of manna in the 
temple's ark of the covenant (see Exodus 16:32-34; He-
brews 9:4) where, hidden from view, it became a memorial 
of God's sustaining Israel in the wilderness. Manna is men-
tioned in John's seven letters to the seven churches, where 
the Lord told the Saints of Pergamos: "To him that over- 
cometh will I give to eat of the hidden manna" (Revelation 
2:17). Christ is the manna for those who overcome.

The parallels between the wilderness manna and the 
hidden manna of Revelation are apparent. The first was 
hidden from view in the tabernacle's holy of holies; the sec-
ond is hidden from view in the celestial holy of holies. The 
wilderness manna provided physical life to those who par-
took; the hidden manna provides spiritual life to those who 
repent and accept the atonement.



After their transgression, Adam and Eve were removed 
from the Edenic temple setting and were required to work 
the ground in order to obtain bread for sustenance. The 
Lord told Adam that after his transgression the ground was 
cursed for his sake, that he would eat foods produced from 
the ground "all the days of [his] life" or "till [he] return[s] 
unto the ground," and that he "in sorrow" would "eat 
bread" in the "sweat of [his] face" (Genesis 3:17,19). The 
atonement of Christ reverses this process for those who re-
pent, and Jesus thus becomes eternal sustenance to the 
righteous, who will return to the temple of heaven to dwell 
eternally.

4. Dominion (Genesis 1:28; Revelation 2:26)

When God contemplated the creation of humankind, 
he determined that dominion would be theirs.

And God said, Let us make man in our image, after 
our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of 
the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, 
and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that 
creepeth upon the earth. So God created man in his own 
image, in the image of God created he him; male and fe-
male created he them. And God blessed them, and God 
said unto them, Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish 
the earth, and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish 
of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every liv-
ing thing that moveth upon the earth. (Genesis 1:26-28) 
Adam began to exercise that dominion while yet in the 

primal temple setting. "Out of the ground the Lord God 
formed every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air; 
and brought them unto Adam to see what he would call 
them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, 
that was the name thereof" (Genesis 2:19). By naming the ani-
mals, Adam demonstrated his ascendancy. This dominion 



continued, to an extent, when this couple was driven from 
the garden into the telestial sphere.

What does dominion mean in these verses? Hugh 
Nibley, in his article "Man's Dominion," explains that "the 
ancients taught that Adam's dominion was nothing less 
than the priesthood, the power to act for God and in his 
place."11 This agrees with Brigham Young's teaching that 
"the Spirit of the Lord and the keys of the priesthood hold 
power over all animated beings."12 Nibley summarizes 
that "man's dominion is a call to service, not a license to 
exterminate."13

This earthly and temporal dominion is a type or shadow 
that points forward to the eternal dominion that exalted 
souls will possess. John wrote to the church of Thyatira: "to 
him who overcometh, and keepeth my commandments 
unto the end, will I give power over many kingdoms" 
(Revelation 2:26 JST). The dominion of the Saints is no 
longer limited to the animal kingdom. It spreads to the hu-
man kingdom as well. In the heavenly temple God expands 
the authority given in the primal temple.

5. Sacred Vestments (Genesis 3:21; Revelation 3:5)

The fifth parallel between the garden story and John's 
promise and blessing to the various congregations grows 
out of God's last act shortly before expelling Adam and Eve 
from the garden. "Unto Adam also and to his wife did the 
Lord God make coats [garments] of skins, and clothed 
them" (Genesis 3:21). Note God's careful attention to the 
sacred clothing—he does not delegate the making of the 
garments and the dressing of the couple to an angel or an-
other but carries out these divine acts himself.

There are two chief connections between the garments 



of skins and Christ's atoning sacrifice. First, ancient tradi-
tion suggests that the skin garments were made of sheep's 
wool.14 Wool reminds us of Jesus Christ and his atonement, 
for the scriptures refer to sacrificial lambs that typify Jesus' 
death.15 Christ also is called "our passover" (1 Corinthians 
5:7), the "Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the 
world" (John 1:29), and the "lamb without blemish" (1 Pe-
ter 1:19). Other scriptural images also relate the lamb to 
Christ's sacrifice (see, for example, Isaiah 1:18). Second, the 
English word atonement (at-one-ment) originated from the 
Hebrew word kaphar, which means "to cover." When the 
Lord covered Adam and Eve with garments of skin, he 
was, as it were, covering or protecting them by the power 
of his atonement. Though leaving the presence of God, 
they were not leaving his protection.16

The apostle Paul perhaps had the idea of kaphar or "cov-
ering" in mind when he wrote the following statements: 
"For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have 
put on Christ" (Galatians 3:27); "let us put on the armour of 
light" (Romans 13:12); "this corruptible must put on incor-
ruption, and this mortal must put on immortality" (1 Corin-
thians 15:53); and "put on the new man" (Ephesians 4:24, 
emphasis added in each instance).

The garments of skin may be for this world only (com-
pare JS—H 1:31), but the Lord promised the church at 
Sardis, "He that overcometh, the same shall be clothed in 
white raiment; and I will not blot out his name out of the 
book of life, but I will confess his name before my Father, 
and before his angels" (Revelation 3:5). The color of the 
garment is important. The Greek leukos denotes brilliance, 
the state of heavenly splendor, the state of innocence and 
purity. The brilliant, white garment covers those who enter 



the sacred space of God. As God clothed Adam and Eve for 
their journey through mortality, he now clothes those who 
overcome the world for their journey through eternity.

6. Expulsion (Genesis 3:23-24) and Return (Revelation 
3:12)

The sixth parallel centers on the expulsion of Adam and 
Eve from the garden, because "the man is become as one of 
us [the gods], to know good and evil: and now, lest he put 
forth his hand, and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and 
live for ever: Therefore the Lord God sent him forth from 
the garden of Eden" (Genesis 3:22-23). Adam's punish-
ment for his transgression was death, so he was forced to 
leave the Garden of Eden, where he "must have remained 
forever, and had no end" (2 Nephi 2:22). But not all was 
lost. To the Saints of Philadelphia, the Lord promised, 
"Him that overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of 
my God, and he shall go no more out" (Revelation 3:12). 
Again John emphasizes that the key to reentering God's sa-
cred dwelling is overcoming the world. In this covenant, 
however, God promises the Saints more than a "place" in 
his heavenly kingdom, for they become a part of sacred 
space, never to leave its environs.

7. Receiving Names (Genesis 2:23; 3:20; 5:2; Revelation 
2:17; 3:12)

The seventh and final parallel between Genesis 2-3 and 
Revelation 2-3 deals with the reception of sacred names for 
Adam and Eve (in Genesis) and for those who overcome 
the world (in Revelation). It was God who gave to Adam 
and Eve—that is, to the man and the woman—their names 
while yet in their paradisiacal setting. According to Gene-



sis, "This is the book of the generations of Adam. In the day 
that God created man, in the likeness of God made he him; 
Male and female created he them; and blessed them, and 
called their name Adam, in the day when they were cre-
ated" (Genesis 5:1-2). This title not only designated the first 
pair, but also their descendants. Thus God named hu-
mankind at the beginning of the world, giving it the name 
Adam.

At the end of world, God will give a new name to those 
who overcome. Indeed, he who overcomes shall receive a 
threefold name: "I will write upon him the name of my 
God, and the name of the city of my God, which is new 
Jerusalem, which cometh down out of heaven from my 
God: and I will write upon him my new name" (Revelation 
3:12). No longer will the Saint be Adam, but he or she shall 
possess the very name of the Father and the Son, the name 
of God's city, the New Jerusalem (meaning they will be in-
habitants of that city), and the new name. This new name, 
however, is that of the Lord, and thus it identifies the re-
cipient with him. In this way they become heirs of God and 
Christ, receiving the full power and glory with the Son.

John referred to the new name (see Revelation 2:17; 
compare D&C 130:9-10) and promised that the name of the 
righteous would not be blotted out of the book of life (see 
Revelation 3:5).

Conclusion
Having listed the parallels (see table 2), we can now 

postulate why these correlations exist between the garden 
story and the letters to the seven churches. John drew his 
readers' attention to the temple esoterica found in Genesis 
2-3. The letters were to sound a warning to the church as a



created" (Gen. 5:2).

Table 2. Key Themes Common to Genesis 2-3 and
Revelation 2-3

Key Theme Primal Temple (Eden) Temple of Heaven

1. Tree of Life Adam and Eve are for-
bidden to eat the fruit 
of the tree of life (see 
Gen. 2:17).

The elect will partake 
of the fruit of the tree 
of life (see Rev. 2:7).

2. Death Death enters the world 
because of the trans-
gression of Adam and 
Eve (see Gen. 2:17; 3:3).

The elect will not be 
hurt by the second 
death (see Rev. 2:11).

3. Bread/ 
Manna

Adam and Eve eat 
bread by sweat (see 
Gen. 3:19).

The elect will eat of 
the hidden manna 
(see Rev. 2:17).

4. Dominion Adam and Eve replen-
ish and subdue the earth 
and have dominion over 
the animal kingdom (see 
Gen. 1:28).

The elect will have 
power over the na-
tions (see Rev. 2:26).

5. Sacred 
Vestments

God made coats of skins 
and clothed Adam and 
Eve (see Gen. 3:21).

The elect will be 
clothed in white rai-
ment (see Rev. 3:5).

6. Expulsion/ 
Return

The Lord "sent [Adam 
and Eve] forth from the 
garden"; he "drove 
out" the man and the 
woman (Gen. 3:23-24).

The elect will reenter 
the temple and be-
come (symbolically) 
pillars in the temple; 
i.e., they will possess 
eternal access to the 
temple (see Rev. 3:12).

7. Receiving
Names

God "called their name 
Adam ['humankind/ 
'man and woman'] in 
the day when they were

The elect of God will 
receive the name of 
God and Christ's new 
name (see Rev. 3:12).



whole. Apostasy was running full steam, fueled by false 
prophets and apostles. Entire branches were ignorantly or 
willfully being overrun by it. The message to the churches 
sounded a clear warning that God would abandon them 
unless they returned to him. Each congregation was re-
sponsible to stop the spread of heresy, hold on to the truth, 
and thereby gain salvation. The book Opening the Seven 
Seals explains:

From the context of the letters, the Church's spiritual 
life foundered in six areas. Two were external: a willing-
ness to compromise with paganism and a denial of Chris-
tianity due to Jewish harassment. Four were internal: the 
acceptance of unauthorized leaders, approval of false 
doctrine promulgated by pseudo-prophets, halfhearted-
ness and indifference, and a loss of love for the Church 
and her Master. Succumbing to any one of these would 
have sounded the death knell for the Church.17

John reached out to warn and hold them, choosing the 
most powerful imagery he could—temple imagery. The 
trial of the Saints in Asia Minor became a kind of micro-
cosm for the problem the Saints faced everywhere: over-
coming the world while facing forces that would take them 
away from God. John's readers lived in the fallen world 
and felt the effects of that fall. John encouraged them by 
promising a return to sacred space. After having left the di-
vine temple of Eden, humankind could, by overcoming the 
world, once more enter into sacred space and enjoy the 
blessings of the eternal paradise, the temple in heaven. Our 
contemporary temples, of course, serve to reverse the direc-
tion of our (Adam and Eve's) path toward the second death 
and destruction. Our temples assist us in partaking of the 
power of Christ (the hidden manna), gaining dominion in
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the eternal world, acquiring the sacred vestments, receiv-
ing the sacred name, and returning to the tree of life and to 
God's presence.
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Figure 7. John A. Widtsoe's testimony of temple work began at Harvard 
in 1892. Sixty years of hallowed service generated immeasurable con-
tributions to the work performed in LDS temples today. Photo used by 
permission, Utah State Historical Society, all rights reserved. Photo no. 
C-92 Box 1 Folder 1.



Chapte r  7 
------ ----------

Modern  Temple  Worsh ip  thro ugh  
the  Eyes  of  John  A. Widtso e , 

a  Twenti eth -Centur y  Apostle

Alan K. Parrish

John A. Widtsoe's Temple Conversion

Since the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles was restored 
in 1835 nearly one hundred exemplary men have been 
called to the office of apostle. From that noble group, 
John A. Widtsoe and Joseph Fielding Smith have been the 
most deeply involved in the developments of genealogy, 
family history, and modern temple work. Their contribu-
tions are well documented in the many lessons, addresses, 
books, and articles that detail the developments of that 
branch of the church's mission. They also dominate the re-
cent centennial history of the Genealogical Society of the 
Church.1 Widtsoe's attachment to modern temple work 
steadily deepened throughout his life, even though he was 
one of Utah's foremost citizens with unusually heavy de-
mands on his time and abilities. Building on his distin-
guished training at Harvard and Gottingen (Germany), he 
became a teacher and scientist of international renown. 
While still a young man, he became president first of the 
Utah Agricultural College, 1907-1916, and then of the 



University of Utah, 1916-1921, before being ordained an 
apostle of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 
That modern temple work rose to such prominence amid 
the strains of his demanding life is compelling evidence of 
his conversion to it. This chapter reviews his teachings 
about modern temple worship and his activities associated 
with facilitating its efficient accomplishment.

In an address to the Genealogical Society, following a 
historic six-year mission to Europe, Widtsoe reminisced 
over an early acquaintance that kindled his interest in 
temple service. He was a student at Harvard in 1892 when 
Susa Young Gates visited Boston on a genealogical research 
trip. Her remarks, public and private, gave an emphasis to 
temple work that profoundly shaped his life. Five years 
later Widtsoe married Gates's daughter Leah after finding 
more common interests that grew out of that same research 
trip. Widtsoe recalled of Susa Young Gates:

I first met Sister Gates in 1893 [1892], in Boston, Massa-
chusetts. She was there then to gather genealogy for the 
Young family, and she discovered a number of things 
with respect to that genealogy which has made the ex-
tension of that family record possible. Ten years or more 
after that time, illness overtook Sister Gates. She was 
ready to die, or at least we thought so. A servant of the 
Lord, later the President of the Council of the Twelve, de-
clared that her time to go had come, and then, under the 
power of inspiration, he said in substance, "No, the edict 
of death had been revoked, on the condition that you 
dedicate the remainder of your life to the cause of salva-
tion for the dead." She accepted life and the challenge, 
and as far as I know, and as Brother Smith has expressed 
himself, she never faltered in helping to establish this 
work. She was the one who turned my interest in the di-
rection of genealogy. Her fiery faith lighted my faith and 
gave me courage to undertake the work.2



Widtsoe developed strong feelings that the most vital 
element in modern temple work was expressed in the 
words of Moroni and Malachi when they spoke of turning 
the hearts of children and fathers to each other. Mutual 
concern for the ultimate happiness of each family member 
was the divine intent behind gathering family data and 
performing sacred temple ordinances. It was so in Widt- 
soe's own family, and in his early years he had a rich con-
version experience to temple work. His mother, Anna, and 
his Aunt Petroline spent almost a year in Norway collect-
ing their family genealogy. After finishing the essential 
temple ordinances for almost one hundred ancestors with 
whom they had established a direct link, some discourage-
ment set in and interest waned because they were unable 
to establish further adequate relationships. That disap-
pointment, however, was soon overcome by a remarkable 
spiritual experience that Widtsoe remembered to the end 
of his life. He wrote:

One Sunday morning when I awoke I had a distinct 
impulse to examine the book the sisters had brought 
with them, containing the list of blood relatives that they 
had collected. Obedient as I have always been to spiri-
tual messages, I sought out the book, and studied it for 
five hours. I found that morning the key which has en-
abled me to secure thousands of desired names.3

Widtsoe became an ardent believer in divine assistance 
that comes to diligent temple workers: "I feel so strongly 
that the work of the dead must be done in the very best 
manner possible, but I have no fear about ultimately find-
ing means of any nature whatsoever with which to accom-
plish the work."4 Despite the work he had done for his 
family, Widtsoe shared with a fellow officer in the Genealo-
gical Society his fear of inadequacy: "The limitations in my 
life [were] such as to make it difficult for me to do the 



amount of temple work that my long list of dead required 
of me."5 Because Widtsoe was not able to do all the work 
for his deceased ancestors, he enlisted the service of others 
to help him. To one of them, he wrote: "I have been so 
caught by circumstance[s] the last few years as to make it 
very difficult to do the temple work that is really required 
of me, and this generous action of yours has done much to 
make amends for that which I myself have failed to do."6

A shared love between ancestors and descendants is 
the heartbeat in binding the entire human family to eternal 
life in the kingdom of the Father. To obtain it will take more 
time than this life for most. Agency and opposition, the ele-
ments that guide man's progression, require time to master 
and perfect. The opportunity of perfection extends beyond 
mortality; thereby, the doctrine of universal salvation be-
came the foundation of modern temple emphasis.

The Doctrine of Universal Salvation

Widtsoe understood the intimate connection between 
the powers of heaven and modern temple work. It was his 
testimony that temple work is the very center of the plan 
God devised for the happiness and progression of all his 
children. Although there are many intricacies in God's 
plan, underlying it all is the doctrine of universal salvation. 
This doctrine extends the blessings of eternal life to all 
mankind if they choose to accept it, but that choice, assured 
by the doctrine of agency, remains with the individual. To 
Widtsoe, this doctrine was the root out of which the work 
of ancient and modem temples grew and the effectual core 
of the restoration of gospel doctrines through the Prophet 
Joseph Smith. Work for the salvation of the dead is of 
supreme importance in the Prophet's teachings. Widtsoe 
relied on the assurances of Joseph Smith that without 



turning our hearts to temple ordinances in redeeming our 
dead kinsmen, we cannot be made perfect (see D&C 
128:18). The Prophet further said, "The greatest responsi-
bility in this world that God has laid upon us is to seek af-
ter our dead."7 He also warned that, "Those Saints who 
neglect it in behalf of their deceased relatives, do it at the 
peril of their own salvation."8 Widtsoe himself emphasized 
the significance of work for the dead:

The basic reason for the importance of the work for 
the dead, is that the Lord would save all his children. The 
plan of salvation is absolutely universal. The work of the 
Lord will not be completed until all who come on earth 
have had a full and fair chance to accept or reject the 
gospel. The power to do so remains with the dead in the 
spirit world, where the gospel will be preached to them.

However, the possible blessings of salvation are con-
ditioned upon obedience to the principles and ordi-
nances of the plan. The dead as well as the living must 
comply with the requirements for salvation. These re-
quirements are of a two-fold nature. Those that can be 
met in the life after this, in heaven, and those that must 
be performed on earth. Faith and repentance may be de-
veloped in the spirit world. Baptism with water (strictly 
an element of earth), a necessary ordinance of the gospel, 
can be performed only on earth.

This makes the dead dependent on us, the living, for 
help. Since the dead cannot themselves submit to ordi-
nances, which are specifically of the earth, yet by divine 
edict are requisite for entrance into the kingdom of 
heaven, the only thing that can be done, since the law 
must not be broken, is for someone living on earth to per-
form these ordinances in behalf of the dead. Such vicari-
ous work, of course, becomes effective only when the 
dead accept the work thus done for them. This provides 



a way, by which, with the help of the living, the faithful 
dead can attain their full destiny.9

Continual progression after death and vicarious ordi-
nance work, the nature of most of the work performed in 
modern temples, were addressed by Widtsoe:

Temple work rests on the principle of the Great Plan 
that all must be saved, or at least given the opportunity 
of salvation. Those who have been unable to accept the 
Gospel ordinances on earth, are not necessarily denied 
the privileges of membership in the Church or refused 
the blessings which come to those who accept the truth. 
For such dead persons vicarious work must be done in 
all the essential ordinances of the Church. Vicarious 
work is not new, for it has been practiced in various 
forms from the first day.... The work of Jesus Christ was 
essentially vicarious, for he atoned for the act of Adam.10 

The scriptural passage "For behold, this is my work 
and my glory—to bring to pass the immortality and eternal 
life of man" (Moses 1:39) echoes through all of Widtsoe's 
teachings on temple work. Because that work extends 
through all eternity, temples are universally the shrines of 
God's plan for the eternal life of man and the workstations 
for bringing about his work and glory. Widtsoe taught that 
salvation for the dead is the great keystone in the gospel 
arch that holds all other parts of the gospel together: "We 
shall not progress very far here or hereafter, until we are 
tied to our fathers back through our natural family lines to 
Father Adam. We cannot move on to our full exaltation un-
til this is done. Let everyone help in this work."11 Widtsoe 
further spoke about the worth of redeeming the souls of the 
dead in furthering one's own eternal development and ad-
vancement. A seldom-considered, yet impassioned view-
point concerning their worth was revealed when he wrote:



The foundation of this work is love, born and nurtured 
and developed in sacrifice. The worth of a soul now be-
comes great to me. I go into the temple, and give a half 
day to opening the doors of salvation for a dead person; 
or I spend many precious hours searching for, planning, 
gathering genealogy in order that he and his brothers— 
my brothers—may have those saving ordinances done 
for them by my fellow-workers who have access to the 
Temples of the Lord. I only know him by name, and 
never shall know him nearer on this earth; but out of my 
own understanding love of the cause, no matter how 
humble it may be, and out of my willingness to sacrifice 
to prove that love, I take a step toward the likeness of my 
Father in heaven. It is a tremendous thing—this soul for 
whom I labour. Without that soul I might not find the 
same opportunity of approaching the likeness of my 
Father. That soul is of immense worth to me. . . .

... A soul becomes of indescribable value, since it of-
fers a means of service by which we ourselves may rise 
to the position and power of godhood.

The worth of a soul can best be measured in its effect 
upon man's realization of his highest ideal. Without my 
brother I cannot attain my highest. Without loving him I 
cannot look forward to the highest place. Without sacri-
ficing for him I cannot hope to win the fullest recogni-
tion. Without him I cannot achieve my likeness to the 
Lord. We are bound together, one great human family, 
moving on to a glorious destiny.12

Encompassed in God's plan of universal salvation is 
every man's upward progression toward eternal life. The 
divine desire of a loving Heavenly Father for the eternal 
life of every child is unquestioned. That very desire under-
scores the divine worth of every soul born into mortality, 
for each is bound up in the love of an infinite Redeemer 
who fulfilled the sacred atonement. Further, when men 



and women accepted the great plan of God in the grand 
council in the premortal world, they became parties to the 
salvation of every person under that plan. Thus the immor-
tality and eternal life of every man and woman became the 
work and glory of each mortal brother and sister.

Because temples are a vital link between the here and 
the hereafter, Widtsoe taught that they are places for ce-
menting eternal relationships in the world to come and in 
allowing every soul to receive the great blessings associ-
ated with his or her highest hopes in eternity. Through 
temple work, the great mysteries of eternity are laid open 
to the minds of men and women who prepare themselves 
for the revelations of God given there. Anyone who has the 
opportunity to participate in the divine work performed in 
modern temples and refrains from doing so deprives him- 
or herself of some of God's greatest blessings. Widtsoe 
emphasized the missed opportunities of not performing 
temple work when he explained:

The instructions and all other parts of the endowment 
ceremonies are of such a nature as to exalt the spirit of 
man. The sealing powers of the priesthood, exercised in 
the temples, uniting parents and children, and husband 
and wife, for time and eternity, give indescribable satis-
faction to the soul. The vast meaning of the temple ordi-
nances opens the human understanding to the mysteries 
of eternity.. ..

Those who fail to receive their endowments and 
sealings, who enter into marriage outside of the temple, 
are losers beyond expression. Those who have had their 
endowments but who do not work for the dead fail to re-
ceive the refreshing of their souls that comes by repeated 
communion with the Spirit of God so abundantly mani-
fested in the temple.13

In a 1921 address in the Assembly Hall on Temple 



Square, while serving as president of the University of 
Utah, Widtsoe described man's voluntary choice to place 
himself under the plan, to fulfill part of the plan by per-
forming temple work, and to participate in the onward and 
upward progression encompassing the universal salvation 
of mankind. He taught that through modern temple work 
both man's premortal and mortal existences are connected 
to his future potential for exaltation:

To understand the meaning of temple worship, it is 
necessary to understand the plan of salvation and its re-
lation to temple worship. The human race were "in the 
beginning with God," and were created spiritual beings 
in a day before the[ir] arrival upon this earth. Mankind is 
here because of its acceptance of the Plan of Salvation, 
and satisfactory pre-existent lives. We have won the right 
to be here; we have not been forced to come here; we 
have won our place upon the earth. We shall pass into 
another sphere of existence, and shall continue upward 
and onward forever and forever, if we obey the high laws 
of eternal existence.

The plan of salvation for eternal beings involves the 
principle that God's work with respect to this earth will 
not be complete until every soul has been taught the 
Gospel and has been offered the privilege of accepting 
salvation and the accompanying great blessings which 
the Lord has in store for his children. Until that is done 
the work is unfinished.14

Behind the various beliefs surrounding eternal life and 
universal salvation of mankind lay some of the greatest re-
ligious battles. Such beliefs were at the heart of the reli-
gious excitement that Joseph Smith encountered around 
Palmyra, New York, the very spark that led him into the 
Sacred Grove. Widtsoe described the tension over this doc-
trine as it festered in Joseph's youth:



The vicious doctrine had been preached for generations 
that only a few men and women were destined to be 
saved in the presence of God. In that battle, questions 
were asked. Is there power of repentance beyond the 
grave? At death does nothing remain of the old life? Is 
memory blotted out? Is the power of free will then a thing 
of the past? Around such questions, asked by intelligent 
men, a great battle was waged. That was after the Lord 
had turned the key, through the Prophet Joseph Smith, 
and laid bare the doctrine of universal salvation, which 
declares that all who repent, either here or in the hereafter, 
may achieve salvation in one or the other of the great 
glories that the Lord has prepared for His children.15 

Widtsoe also taught: "The fact that such corruptions of 
ordinances and ceremonies have always existed is a strong 
evidence of the continuity of temple worship, under the 
Priesthood, from the days of Adam."16 He made further 
reference to this in his Assembly Hall address:

Let me suggest that the reason why temple building 
and temple worship have been found in every age, on 
every hand, and among every people, is because the 
Gospel in its fullness was revealed to Adam, and that all 
religions and religious practices are therefore derived 
from the remnants of the truth given to Adam and trans-
mitted by him to the patriarchs. The ordinances of the 
temple in so far as then necessary, were given, no doubt, 
in those early days, and very naturally corruptions of 
them have been handed down [through] the ages. Those 
who understand the eternal nature of the gospel— 
planned before the foundations of the earth—understand 
clearly why all history seems to revolve about the build-
ing and use of temples.17

The mysteries that lie behind the means of man's attaining 
eternal life make up the mystique of the world's temples, a 
fascination that has intrigued mankind for centuries.



The work of temples centers on the duties of men and 
women in this world and the influence of their labors on 
the degrees of glory to be attained in the worlds beyond. 
Thus temples are an undisputed intersection between the 
mortal world and the worlds of glory that extend even to 
God's own habitation. The varied views of man's immortal 
salvation are evident in the work of the world's temples. 
Such temples, from whatever century or sect of religious 
thought, were raised in acknowledgment of God and his 
plan for the eternal life of mankind. The great shrines built 
by men throughout the ages connect ancient and modern 
temple work and provide evidence that obtaining eternal 
life is the shared duty of mortal kinsmen. Over the ages, 
men have tried to maintain the correct form and meaning 
of revealed temple ordinances, even at times when God 
had withdrawn the necessary power and guidance for cor-
rect performance. These attempts in all ages gave rise to the 
corruption of temple ordinances. Awareness of this cor-
ruption sheds important light on the history of revealed 
temple work and is essential to any consideration of mod-
ern temple work.

Some Historical Developments in Modern Temple Work

The seeds Susa Young Gates planted in Widtsoe devel-
oped early roots. Throughout his busy academic career, 
many years prior to his apostolic appointment, Widtsoe 
maintained a constant vigilance in matters of modern 
temple work. The Utah Genealogical Society was organized 
a few months after his graduation from Harvard in 1894. 
He followed the society closely for many years and was an 
active participant by 1910, when their publication, the Utah 
Genealogical and Historical Magazine, began. At that time he 
was on the Committee on Preparation of Genealogical and 



Historical Papers, Lectures, etc., chaired by his brother, 
Osbourne.18 On 6 October 1910, a paper written by 
Widtsoe for the quarterly meeting of the society was read 
by his brother while John was in Washington, D.C., on 
business for the Agricultural College. In the address, John 
described some key theological elements embodied in the 
work of the society that culminated in vicarious temple 
ordinances. He lucidly described God's plan for the exal-
tation of man as an ongoing, upward spiral. He also de-
scribed the restoration of priesthood keys that ushered in 
the sacred temple ordinances to be administered before 
the sons of Levi could make their offering as prophesied 
by John the Baptist (see D&C 13:1). Widtsoe taught that 
their offering was based on the restoration of modern 
temple work:

Dr. Widtsoe declared that the life of man began with lov-
ing sacrifice, and received its crowning mission in the 
work of redemption for his dead kindred. The mystic al-
lusion in the Doctrine and Covenants which refers to the 
time when the sons of Levi will offer an offering in righ-
teousness would be clear and beautiful in the light of the 
principle of vicarious salvation; for the sons of Levi 
would offer upon the altar, which the Prophet Joseph 
Smith declared was the acceptable offering in righteous-
ness—the books containing the records of their dead, 
who had received vicarious salvation at their hands. 
Man's endeavor throughout the history of the world has 
been a constant search for joy. Whatever his work, how-
ever diligently he pursues one line of endeavor or an-
other, the purpose is always the same—the circular line 
of upward progress leading him ever back to the quest 
for joy. As all other activities in the great and grand plan 
of the world work by upward evolution, so the course of 
God is an eternal round of love.19



In 1915, at the request of David O. McKay, then a mem-
ber of the Quorum of the Twelve, Widtsoe wrote a lesson 
manual that became the Melchizedek Priesthood quorum 
textbook for that year. In a lesson on temple work, he wrote 
of temple ordinances and symbols performed on earth in 
tandem with ordinances and realities accomplished in 
heaven:

The earthly ordinances of the Gospel are themselves only 
reflections of heavenly ordinances. For instance, bap-
tism, the gift of the Holy Ghost and temple work are 
merely earthly symbols of realities that prevail through-
out the universe; but, they are symbols of truths that 
must be recognized if the Great Plan is to be fulfilled. The 
acceptance of these earthly symbols is part and parcel of 
correct earth life, but being earthly symbols they are dis-
tinctly of the earth, and cannot be accepted elsewhere 
than on earth.20

In several addresses Widtsoe discussed the instrumen-
tal role of the Prophet Joseph Smith in restoring modern 
temple work and the thoroughgoing importance he at-
tached to it. Almost the first and last interests in the admin-
istrative ministry of the Prophet Joseph Smith centered on 
the building of temples. From the dedication of the temple 
site in Independence shortly after the church was organ-
ized to the preparations for the temple in Nauvoo just 
before his death, Joseph held a constant vision of the im-
portance of building temples and getting temple work 
underway. Joseph's attention to the dedication of temple 
sites and his many revelations about temples all point to 
his deep understanding of the necessity of temple work 
and the redemption of the dead.21

The main concern of the Prophet Joseph Smith in the 
restoration of the Gospel in these latter days was the 



founding, building, and completion of temples in which 
the ordinances "hid from before the foundation of the 
world" might be given. In fact, the Lord declared repeat-
edly to the Prophet that unless temples were built and 
used, the plan of salvation could neither be in full opera-
tion nor fully accomplished.22

Widtsoe taught that the revelations Joseph received and 
the work he caused to be performed in early temples indi-
cate the hand of the Lord in restoring temple work to his 
children.

Widtsoe studied the inspired teachings of Joseph Smith 
throughout his lifetime and became the church's leading 
scholar on the revelations of the Prophet as recorded in the 
Doctrine and Covenants. In addition to the first extensive 
concordance on the Doctrine and Covenants, Widtsoe wrote 
two books and many articles about the Prophet; through it 
all he shared the Prophet's enthusiasm for the fundamen-
tal role of temple work. In an address to the Genealogi-
cal Society nearly a year before his call to the Twelve, he 
declared:

For myself, I can simply say that I doubt whether associ-
ation with any other organization would give me greater 
joy than this one, because it seems to me that the work in 
charge of the Genealogical Society is the very keystone 
of the Gospel arch. If the work entrusted to us in this or-
ganization is well done, the Lord's work is safe, and will 
go onward, according to the will of the Lord; but if it be 
poorly done or slighted, the work of the Lord to that de-
gree will be hindered.23

In addition to the necessity of the sacred ordinances 
performed in the temples, Widtsoe had a strong testimony 
of personal revelations received there. He learned this 
firsthand numerous times. One particularly valuable in-
sight illustrates the kind of revelation available. "For seve-



ral years, under a Federal grant with my staff of workers 
we had gathered thousands of data in the field of soil mois-
ture; but I could not extract any general law running 
through them. I gave up at last. My wife and I went to the 
temple that day to forget the failure. In the third endow-
ment room, out of the unseen, came the solution, which has 
long since gone into print."24 Such revelations were an-
swers to the greatest problems that vexed the lives of righ-
teous men and women. Another statement illustrates the 
depth of this belief:

I have spent my life in endeavoring to save souls, 
chiefly the souls of young people. As a school teacher, 
that has been my responsibility My own children were 
nearly all taken from me, and that made it important that 
I devote myself to the children of other people. I have 
had many experiences in life, having been in public serv-
ice all my life since I was a lad. And I want to tell you, as 
my individual testimony, that I know no sweeter joy, I 
know of nothing that has given me more assistance of 
spirit, more courage to go on in life, than to try to make 
use of my fellow men in saving my own soul, by helping 
them save theirs. It is the sweetest work one can be en-
gaged in.... I have had so many experiences, both in and 
out of the temple, in seeking the names of my own dead, 
in gathering books for the genealogical library, that I 
know that the powers of heaven follow the person who 
unselfishly gives himself to this work, as perhaps no 
other class of workers within the Church.25

Those who enter the temple to perform a service for the 
dead may be the recipients of blessings and revelations as a 
consequence of that service. "That is the gift that comes to 
those who enter the temple properly, because it is a place 
where revelations may be expected. I bear you my personal 
testimony that this is so."26 Further,



Does it mean that once in a while God may come into the 
temples, and that once in a while the pure in heart may 
see God there; or does it mean the larger thing, that the 
pure in heart who go into the temples, may, there, by the 
Spirit of God, always have a wonderfully rich commu-
nion with God? I think that is what it means to me and to 
you and to most of us.27

Apostolic Leadership and Teachings

Though he had been a stalwart and able contributor to 
the Genealogical Society for many years before his call to 
the Twelve, Widtsoe was able to devote more time and at-
tention to it as one of the duties of his apostolic appoint-
ment. Bearing the apostolic mantle, his spiritual conviction 
of modern temple work grew even deeper. Soon after his 
call to the Twelve, he was made a director of the Genealogi-
cal Society. As an apostle he carried a stronger driving in-
fluence on the policies and directions the society would 
take. After a few months as one of the Twelve, Widtsoe 
shared with his longtime friend Maude May Babcock a 
glimpse of the significance he attached to the restoration of 
temple work begun with the Prophet Joseph Smith:

I haven't the slightest doubt that unseen forces all about 
us are guiding us into the proper performance of the im-
portant work for the dead. In fact, the longer I study the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ the more convinced I am that sal-
vation for the dead is the cementing principal which 
holds together all the other doctrinal divisions of the 
Church....

... It seems to me that [the] spirit of temple work is 
growing by leaps and bounds among the people.28

Widtsoe's experience in the state college and university 
set him apart as an unusually adroit administrator. As an 



apostle this had a substantial impact. In 1995, in commemo-
ration of the one-hundred-year anniversary of the Utah 
Genealogical Society, a detailed history was published by 
three reputable historians. Of Widtsoe's appointment, they 
noted: "A respected scholar and academician, Widtsoe 
brought broad perspective and foresight into guiding the 
direction of the society for the thirty years he served on the 
board."29

Origin of the Temple Index Bureau

In 1921 a substantial and divisive problem arose be-
cause of duplication in research efforts and ordinance work. 
Harry H. Russell, an energetic servant in the library of the 
Genealogical Society, became the leading voice in the ur-
gency of the duplication problem. An incident from his own 
temple activity illustrates the magnitude of the problem. 
Being one of the most ardent research and ordinance work-
ers in the church, Russell was progressing well with work 
on one of his family lines. After spending 360 days in per-
forming the proxy ordinances for those ancestors, he dis-
covered that other members of his family were doing work 
on that same family line in St. George. Elated by the discov-
ery of further family involvement, he quickly arranged a 
trip to St. George to celebrate and compare notes: "To his 
dismay, he discovered that they had the same book and had 
been doing work for the same names he had done in the Salt 
Lake Temple. His training as an accountant and business-
man led him to quickly calculate the hours lost if such du-
plications were taking place in all the Church's temples."30 
Though Russell was one of the church's most conscientious 
genealogists, he refused, at least for a significant time, to 
perform further endowments for his own ancestors, though 
he continued his work as a temple officiator.



Widtsoe reported similar aggravations among other 
diligent church members:

I heard of a sister recently who said she had quit doing 
Temple work because she had just expended $500 in 
Temple work only to find afterward that someone had 
preceded her in doing it. She became discouraged. 
Another sister expressed herself along the same lines for 
the same reasons. This should not be, but we should 
strive to overcome such possibilities. ... I may say also 
in this connection that a plan is being devised, in con-
nection with the Genealogical Society, to reduce the pos-
sibility of duplication by a card index system containing 
the names of those whose work has been done, and 
which will be valuable, and available to everyone who 
is interested.31

Attempts to resolve this problem began in the 1890s, 
but it wasn't until Widtsoe chaired the society's Activities 
and Programs Committee that the problem was solved.32 In 
1921 Widtsoe and his committee set their sights on finding 
a solution. Russell devised a plan for an index bureau to 
act as a clearinghouse to approve all names before essen-
tial temple ordinances could be performed.33 Widtsoe ap-
proved Russell's plan and brought it to the attention of 
Anthon H. Lund, president of the Genealogical Society, and 
Joseph Fielding Smith, then church historian and re-
corder.34 The idea was endorsed, and Widtsoe was left to 
work out the details with Elders Joseph Fielding Smith 
and Joseph Christenson. A meeting with temple presidents 
and recorders was held during the October 1921 general 
conference to refine the plan. On 3 November 1921 Widtsoe 
explained the system and outlined the steps to the board of 
directors of the Utah Genealogical Society who, after some 
discussion, instructed Widtsoe and his committee to finish 
their plans and bring their final recommendations with an 



estimate of the costs of operation before members of the 
board and the First Presidency. Later in November Widtsoe 
outlined the proposal in a letter to President Heber J. Grant. 
His eloquent justification gives a clearer view of the prob-
lem and why they diligently sought to resolve it:

The work in our temples has grown to such propor-
tions that a knowledge of the work done in the temples 
is called for by very many people to avoid duplication, 
and to guide in the preparation of family records. The fi-
nancial loss due to duplication is large; the discourage-
ment that follows duplication is larger, but the fewer 
spirits provided with the blessings of the endowment 
when duplication occurs is the most serious conse-
quence. To make the records furnish this protection, an 
index is necessary. . . . The Directors of the Society, the 
presidents and recorders of the temples, and the commit-
tee on classwork and activities are unanimous in the 
opinion that the time has come when the index should 
be made.35

Widtsoe stressed the urgency of forming the index and 
recommended that young people familiar with the type-
writer be called on short-time missions to get the project 
in place. The cost of the cards—which he estimated at 
$1,500-2,000—was about all that was required. Two months 
later Widtsoe wrote to the First Presidency suggesting that 
stakes in temple districts call qualified women to serve six- 
month missions to complete the cards and establish a cen-
tral filing office where work could be checked to avoid 
duplication. He also recommended that Harry H. Russell 
be called to supervise and oversee the work.36 The recom-
mendations were approved, and Russell was made director 
of the Temple Index Bureau.



Fundamental Principles behind Temple Work

In major addresses to the Genealogical Society, Widtsoe 
frequently spoke of fundamental principles of Mormon 
doctrine that are firmly established by temple and ge-
nealogical work. The following excerpts briefly capture his 
view of the most important principles of church doctrine 
around which temple work centers.

The Eternal Existence of Man
Every person who goes into the temple tacitly ad-

mits his belief in the principle of the eternal existence of 
man. This is the first thought that must possess any intel-
ligent worker in the temple, otherwise why spend time 
on the work.

The Eternal Life of Man
Man is not only indestructible, but is subject to growth.
. . . Every time we go into the temple we accept the doc-
trine that not only shall man live forever, but he shall 
either grow or retrograde.

The Free Agency of Man
The eternal spirit of man is characterized by its free 
agency. . . . Certainly we could not conceive of the true 
meaning of temple work, unless we accept the eternal 
principle of man's free agency; and that the dead as well 
as the living may receive or reject the opportunities of 
the Gospel.

ludgment of Man according to Works
The spirits sent to this earth will be judged by their 
works. . . . Moreover our punishment stands, at least 
measurably, throughout the endless ages, because, as we 
go onward, those above us go onward also, and the rela-
tive positions remain the same. . . . Temple work ... as-
sumes this principle of eternal justice.



The Love of God for Man
My spirit and yours, and the spirit of every man or 
woman are guided and will be guided by a loving 
Father. ... In the presence of His love we grew and de-
veloped in our spiritual existence, as today we live out 
our physical existence, and as in the hereafter we shall 
continue our eternal life. Temple work best represents 
the quality of the infinite love of God for his children.... 
Unless we know the eternal love of our Father for His 
children we gather only a partial meaning of temple 
work. God's plan is to save His children.

The Authority of God and the Great Plan
Then, also, to perform these ordinances of the earth offi-
cially, and to make them valid, God has delegated au-
thority to His servants on earth, whereby the work of the 
Great Plan, as pertaining to the earth, can be consum-
mated. . . . Hence, living men and women may act for 
and in behalf of the dead under the direction of the 
Priesthood. Those who die in unbelief, but who later ob-
tain belief, must have the chance to go on, otherwise jus-
tice is not satisfied.37

Guided by these fundamental gospel principles, 
Widtsoe often spoke of the accountability all men share for 
their dead. In general conference, 3 April 1927, he taught: 
"We have been told by the Prophet Joseph Smith that with-
out our dead we cannot be saved; or, as he stated it, 'Their 
salvation is necessary and essential to our salvation.'"38 In 
remarks he was invited to make in a meeting of the Roberts 
Family Organization, he stressed that family members 
currently on the earth cannot progress to eternal life until 
their family lines are tied back to Adam. Guided by this 
conviction, Widtsoe wrote:

I believe the Lord requires of us that we all set our 
houses in order in this respect, that each man and 



woman, every family, set about to secure just as com-
pletely as may be possible a record of their dead, so that 
thereby the genealogies of the human family may be 
gathered and increased in number, and we may have 
ample material with which to labour in the Temples of 
the Lord.39

All these fundamental principles underscore the larger 
ideas of man's universal salvation and obtaining eternal 
life. They are the core truths around which modern temple 
work has developed.

Popularizing Modem Temple Work

To help place all organizations in close touch with the 
Genealogical Society and to educate members about genea-
logy and modem temple work, Widtsoe headed a commit-
tee that included representatives from the Sunday School, 
the Young Men's and Young Women's Mutual Improve-
ment Associations, the Primary, Church Education, and 
Brigham Young University.40 He wrote to Adam S. Bennion, 
superintendent of Brigham Young University, to inquire 
about having instruction in genealogy and temple work 
added to some of the curriculum.41 In a letter to the general 
Primary president, he wrote, "I feel that you are sowing 
seed on very fertile soil. If our children can be taught some 
of the elements of Temple work, however small, it will 
mean much to the Temple workers of a generation hence 
when these little boys and girls shall be grown men and 
women."42

The Utah Genealogical and Historical Magazine had car-
ried some brief outlines for lessons on genealogy. Topics 
centered on record keeping, the Genealogical Society, the 
doctrine behind genealogy, and the history of genealogy. 
With his educational background and his reputation as a 



gifted teacher, it is little wonder that Widtsoe was almost 
constantly on the committees that were assigned to formu-
late genealogical lessons. In February 1923, in a letter to 
George D. Kirby, Widtsoe shared some personal wishes re-
garding the lessons: "Some day I hope that the central of-
fice will have complete study courses for the genealogical 
societies of the Church."43 Some lessons on genealogy were 
being taught throughout the church at the time, but no uni-
versal system was followed. His wish for a study course 
from the central office was fulfilled in 1925 when a three- 
year course on genealogy and temple work was begun. The 
lessons, published in the Utah Genealogical and Historical 
Magazine, were designed for weekly study classes. The 
foreword explained the intent behind the lessons:

The lesson work presented herewith is the beginning 
of a three years' course in genealogical and temple work, 
based upon the new genealogical handbook, published 
by the Genealogical Society of Utah.

Each lesson is grouped into four parts, designed for 
weekly class study for genealogical workers, and others 
interested in the work of redemption of the dead.

The outlines and lesson-statements have been pur-
posely left brief to enable the class to work out its own 
details and otherwise delve into the work in a manner 
best suited to the conditions at hand. With the handbook 
of easy access and an abundance of material in the 
Scriptures to supplement its teachings, there is now at 
the disposal of all Latter-day Saints sufficient material to 
give them a working knowledge of genealogical proce-
dure, if they will but devote the necessary time to master 
the intricacies of this wonderful art. Even those who do 
not desire to become practical genealogists will find 
much satisfaction in a careful study of the doctrine 
presented.44



The signature beneath the foreword reads: "Genealogi-
cal Society of Utah, Lesson Committee, Dr. John A. Widtsoe, 
Chairman. Salt Lake City, Utah. Dec. 1,1924."45 These les-
sons focused on the fundamental doctrine behind genea-
logical and temple work. They included frequent examples 
from scripture and an emphasis on world history and 
world society. A notable difference between these lesson 
outlines and previous ones was that about every third les-
son was devoted to genealogical procedures. This allowed 
every student to gain an appreciation for and understand-
ing of genealogy and the skills needed to perform his or her 
own genealogy in the process of redeeming their dead. 
Lesson topics included indexing, the Temple Index Bureau, 
filming, and record keeping. Students also learned how to 
use various sources of genealogical information and how 
the Genealogical Society functioned. Widtsoe was deter-
mined to teach every church member about the importance 
of temple work and how to proceed with that work for his 
or her own family.

Building a Central Genealogical Library

While traveling through Europe with Senator Reed 
Smoot in 1923, Widtsoe assessed the work required by each 
country to maintain accurate genealogical records and sur-
veyed their sources and repositories. As Widtsoe visited 
Great Britain, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Germany, France, 
Belgium, and Holland, he found out how to obtain genea-
logical information from them. He carefully observed what 
procedures they followed and tried to secure as much in-
formation as he could for the Utah Genealogical Society's 
library.46 At the conclusion of his trip he submitted his ob-
servations and recommendations:



It is very clear that in all the countries visited there has 
been for some time an active interest in genealogical re-
search. Our missionaries, following the suggestion of 
Brother Morton, could help greatly in locating such col-
lections. Selections of books and other materials should 
be made, however, only by some one who is experienced 
with books and who has a deep interest in genealogy. My 
Frankfurt [Germany] experience was confirmation of 
this view.

Clearly also there is quite as much genealogical ma-
terial in Scandinavia as in any other country, if it only 
may be made available. The Society should proceed vig-
orously to supply its library with all valuable printed 
material on genealogy. The collections made on this trip 
will make a good foundation. Such library facilities will 
do much for the cause here at home, and will furnish 
leads for more detailed work abroad.

Our genealogical work abroad is done in a very hap-
hazard manner. I fear that some of it is inaccurate. It 
seems to me that steps must be taken to organize for this 
work. Competent men should be placed in Scandinavia 
for genealogical purposes. There is work enough to sup-
port them. It may be the wisest plan to form some organi-
zation at home, a genealogical bureau, which will under-
take to act as a medium between the person seeking the 
names of his dead and the expert worker who will col-
lect the names. The system as now practiced is not com-
mensurate with the cause, or with the provision made 
for temple work.47

Subsequent visits brought significant improvements in 
genealogical work in all European countries.

Whenever Widtsoe was on assignment in Europe, he 
conscientiously sought to purchase worthy genealogical 
books and already published family histories. In the 1931 
Genealogical Convention, Elder Joseph Fielding Smith 



announced that the purchases made by Widtsoe had kept 
the society nearly broke. President Widtsoe responded, "I 
regret that, of course, but I am not very sorry. Nearly every 
book will be of value to us in the course of time."48 In many 
of his endeavors to obtain important books, he had felt the 
direction of the Holy Spirit. He shared one of his most 
memorable experiences:

I know of no work that I have done in the Church 
which has been so filled with testimonies of the divinity 
of this work as the little I have done in behalf of the sal-
vation of our dead. I could tell you a number of experi-
ences, but the one that impressed me most happened a 
few years ago when I accompanied Brother Reed Smoot 
to Europe. We came to Stockholm; he had his work to do; 
I decided to see what I could do in the way of finding 
books on Swedish genealogy. I knew the names of the 
two big bookstores in Stockholm. I went to the one, made 
my selections, and then started across the city to the 
other bookstore in the hope that I might find some more 
suitable books. As I hurried along the street filled with 
people, I was stopped suddenly by some voice which 
said to me: "Go across the street and down that narrow 
side street." I looked across the street and saw a little 
narrow street. I had not been in Stockholm before. I 
thought: This is all nonsense, ... I have to do my work, 
and I walked on. Almost at once the voice came again, as 
distinctly as any voice I have ever heard. Then I asked 
myself: What is your business in this city? Are you not 
on the Lord's errand? And I crossed over; went down the 
little narrow street, and there, half-way down, found a 
little bookstore that I had known nothing about. When I 
asked for books on genealogy the lady said: "No, we do 
not carry books on genealogy. When we get such books 
we send them to the bookstore"—naming the store for 
which I was headed. Then, just as I was leaving in disap-



pointment, she said: "Stop a minute. A leading book col-
lector, a genealogist, died about a month ago, and we 
bought his library. Many of his genealogical books are in 
the back room ready to be sent to the bookstore, but if 
you want to buy them you may have them." Thus we se-
cured the foundation of Swedish genealogy in our 
library.49

From these inspired beginnings, the Genealogical Li-
brary of the church has become the largest and most useful 
repository of genealogical information in the world.

A Program for Genealogical Exchange

The European trip with Senator Smoot deepened 
Widtsoe's conviction of the need of church members and 
interested genealogists to coordinate and share their re-
search. Travel to distant lands to research ancestral lines 
was too costly for most to consider, but in almost all of 
those distant lands were fellow church members or inter-
ested professionals who could exchange research informa-
tion for work on their lines in yet another part of the world.

The emphasis given temple work from the beginning 
of the restoration of the gospel to the Prophet Joseph Smith 
underscores the importance of making genealogical infor-
mation and temple ordinances available to everyone as ex-
peditiously as possible.50 This was the underlying message 
of an address on the beginnings of modern temple work by 
Widtsoe.51 In 1928 he published the names of key workers 
and the addresses of the significant archives and libraries 
of genealogical information in the Scandinavian countries. 
From each library or archive he requested information 
on local researchers who could be employed on an individ-
ual basis to do research for church members who wished 
to obtain their information but could not travel to these 



countries. The information was most helpful in furthering 
the work.52 Yet this was not enough; the need for greater 
success drove Widtsoe to find more successful ways of ac-
complishing the work.

From 1928 to 1934 Widtsoe was the president of the 
European Mission, which consisted of ten to eleven mis-
sions across the various capitals of Europe. He became 
starkly aware of the feelings of deprivation among Euro-
pean church members who were without a temple in which 
they could receive their own endowments and sealings or 
in which they could do the work for their dead ancestors. 
Under the leadership of President Widtsoe, the mission 
presidents in Europe established a program for genealogi-
cal research and exchange. Each branch of members organ-
ized a genealogical class in which they studied the best- 
known manuals on genealogy in the church. A mission 
genealogical agent was called to coordinate the classes and 
the research results. Within each country, church members 
could aid each other; for example, a member in Liverpool, 
England, could do research for someone in Glasgow, 
Scotland, and thereby eliminate travel and lodging costs 
for the Saint from Scotland. In exchange, someone from 
Glasgow could do local research for the Liverpool member 
or someone else from their branch with family roots in 
Glasgow. Global exchanges were even more intriguing. 
Without a temple, the only work European Saints could 
participate in was gathering genealogical data. On the 
other hand, they had an advantage that those in Utah did 
not have—they were in the very lands from which the Utah 
members or their ancestors had come and could readily re-
search the family records. The following excerpt is from a 
reprint of one of Widtsoe's Millennial Star editorials:

It is further proposed that Latter-day Saints of European 
descent, living in temple districts, may be willing to do 



work in the temples for the dead of those who live in 
Europe, in exchange for genealogical help. Such valuable 
mutual assistance could be arranged with profit through 
the mission genealogical agent. A definite basis for ex-
change will probably be suggested, as, for example, three 
new names in a given family line or four hours of actual 
research work done by someone in Europe would pay 
for the endowment of one person in one of the temples.53

This editorial includes an excerpt from a letter President 
Widtsoe wrote to the Genealogical Society to report the suc-
cess of the exchange program in missions that had under-
taken it. This same editorial, later reprinted in the Utah 
Genealogical and Historical Magazine, instructed Saints in the 
United States to send their research requests to President 
Widtsoe's office. The mission genealogical agent would 
then process the requests and forward them to someone 
who could assist the American Saints. Widtsoe's mailing 
address in Liverpool was included as well as a description 
of the information needed from all who wished to obtain 
research help in Europe. To assure fairness in the program, 
the editorial included a standard basis on which the users 
could plan:

Members living in Temple Districts will do ordinance 
work for names of those living in Missions at the stan-
dard rate of 50c for a female and 75c for a male.

Members living in Missions will copy information 
from parish or probate registers at the rate of 25c per 
hour.

Thus two hours research will pay for the endowment 
of one woman and three for that of a man.54

In April 1931 Widtsoe, though still living in Europe, 
spent time in Salt Lake City to attend general conference. 
His attendance was requested by the First Presidency be-
cause he had not attended for three years while residing in 



Europe. Held in connection with the conference was a con-
vention of the Genealogical Society. Responding to their re-
quest, he gave a moving report of genealogical interest 
among the Saints in the missions of Europe. He reported 
that it was a matter of great lament to many Saints in 
Europe, especially those of second- or third-generation 
church membership, that they must live their lives without 
the benefit and blessings of temple ordinances. Moreover, 
they lamented that they didn't have the privilege of enjoy-
ing the blessings of regular temple attendance. He spoke of 
their concern about the thousands of Saints who had faith-
fully lived the principles set forth in the restoration and 
who had gone on to a splendid reward beyond the grave 
but who most often were required to wait substantial per-
iods for their temple work to be done. They waited in the 
spirit world with those who had rejected the gospel or 
never had it. The living descendants of these faithful Saints 
were, of course, anxious that temple ordinance work be-
come more efficient with unnecessary delays eliminated. 
Widtsoe requested that the society take this matter up and, 
through the Index Bureau, get the temple work of deceased 
members efficiently accomplished. He reported disap-
pointment that the work of the Exchange Bureau had de-
veloped very slowly, yet he spoke with confidence and 
urged patience and greater effort to make it successful. As 
a result of this interest and at his recommendation, the 
Research Bureau of the Genealogical Society was estab-
lished. Despite his sincerity and the intrinsic merit of the 
idea, it did not flourish.

The Society did not adopt the worldwide supervisory 
program Elder Widtsoe had in mind, but it did establish 
the Research Bureau, which supervised all research done 
at the library, hired researchers, made contacts with for-



eign researchers, transferred money to foreign countries 
when needed, conducted classes in genealogical research, 
assisted in obtaining information not available in the li-
brary, and acted as a general clearinghouse in coordinat-
ing research activities.55

An Apostle for Modem Temple Work to the End

In 1923 Widtsoe was asked to attend the dedication 
services of the Alberta Temple. The experience seemed to 
invigorate him further and intensify his advocacy of temple 
work. He was particularly moved by the spiritual impact 
temple work had on the rest of the gospel work in the latter 
days:

The Alberta Temple ... is an architectural gem, beautiful 
inside and out. The architects have produced an exquisite 
harmony such as I think I have never known before in 
any structure whether in the new or old world. The dedi-
catory exercises were very impressive. There were eleven 
sessions and the spirit which actuates the great latter-day 
work known as "Mormonism" was present abundantly 
so that every person present was touched by it56

Widtsoe continually strove to deepen the appreciation 
and understanding of church members regarding temple 
work. He was convinced of the "need to lay out with great 
care a general plan for the future development of this work, 
having in mind the tremendous importance of it according 
to our faith."57 Additional concern arose over those in the 
mission field who did not have the knowledge to do their 
own genealogical work:

I do think that the Saints residing in the mission field 
would be greatly benefited if some definite help could be 
tendered them. They need to know something about the 
sources of genealogical information, often lying near at



hand, and the methods of building their genealogy for
Temple work.58

Through the remainder of his life, Widtsoe participated 
in the developments and decision making that guided 
the society and the church in matters of temple and ge-
nealogical work and salvation of the dead. In 1935 he 
taught that of all the gospel principles, probably none con-
tributed more toward developing one's spiritual power 
and strength than work associated with salvation of the 
dead. From his own experience and the experiences of his 
friends, he assured church members that "those who give 
themselves in wisdom and with propriety to this work will 
round out their spiritual experiences, enrich their lives, and 
find a new and abiding joy in all duties pertaining to life 
under the Gospel of Jesus Christ."59 During Leadership 
Week at BYU in 1935, he spoke of the doctrine of universal 
salvation again: "If the Gospel is not for all men—if God 
has a few chosen spirits whom He loves and who, irrespec-
tive of their labors in the past, in mortality, and in the here-
after, shall be brought into His presence—then the whole 
latter day work falls to the ground as a set of separate and 
distinct unorganized principles."60

In 1937 he described the urgency with which the church 
must proceed with temple work: "The dead are so many 
that we cannot hope, unless we use the utmost expedition, 
to keep pace with the gathering of names made available 
in our genealogical research."61 In 1939 and 1940 he pre-
pared outlines for lessons that were carried in the society's 
magazine. From 1940, when the church ceased publication 
of the Utah Genealogical and Historical Magazine, through 
1954, a genealogical section was included in the Improve-
ment Era.62 From 1935 to 1952 Widtsoe was editor of the 
Improvement Era. In 1943 an editorial in the Improvement Era 
carried Widtsoe's ideas further:



To give glory to the Lord, members of the Church 
must seek the blessings offered by the temples. To build 
with a flaming faith, and then, when the building is com-
pleted, to fail to use it, is folly and unacceptable to the 
Lord. The flame of faith must not burn low. Every mem-
ber of the Church should so conduct himself as to be 
worthy of receiving the ordinances offered within temple 
walls. Further, he should seek opportunities to labor 
there for the dead, so that they, if the work is accepted by 
them, may also win membership in the kingdom of God. 
Then we do honor to the Lord, and win blessings for 
ourselves and our ancestry.63

In moving remarks growing out of the worldwide hor-
rors of the Great War, especially its devastation among 
beloved European countries, Widtsoe gave a sobering chal-
lenge to church members. His address in general confer-
ence of April 1943 was given in recognition of the fiftieth 
anniversary of the dedication of the Salt Lake Temple:

These are trying days, in which Satan rages, at home 
and abroad, hard days, evil and ugly days. We stand 
helpless as it seems before them. We need help. We need 
strength. We need guidance. Perhaps if we would do our 
work in behalf of those of the unseen world who hunger 
and pray for the work we can do for them, the unseen 
world would in return give us help in the day of our ur-
gent need. There are more in that other world than there 
are here. There is more power and strength there than we 
have here upon this earth. We have but a trifle, and that 
trifle is taken from the immeasurable power of God. We 
shall make no mistake in becoming collaborators in the 
Lord's mighty work for human redemption.64

The great emphasis Widtsoe and other society officials 
put on gathering family names and performing temple 
work in time created a serious dilemma. Inflexible policies 
of proving familial relationships in the clearance process 



for names submitted to the temple, combined with increases 
in temple attendance, led to a shortage of names for temple 
work. Elders Joseph Fielding Smith and John A. Widtsoe 
were the main advocates for processing names regardless of 
family connections to members of the church. Their views 
gave rise to the current name extraction program.

In September 1943, Elder Widtsoe anticipated the 
policy that eventually developed when he declared that 
the Society ought to obtain all published manuscript and 
microfilm records as fast as possible and use the names 
for temple work. "Why don't we use the names for 
temple work which cannot be tied to any Church fami-
lies? .. . The Lord has provided these names by inspiring 
genealogists to compile and publish them. In an extrem-
ity like the present, why not use the names from such 
records? . . . For what purpose have these books been 
compiled, if not to make the names available for temple 
work?"65

The urgency Widtsoe had always expressed for this sa-
cred work did not diminish as he neared the end of his life. 
Addressing the general conference in April 1950, he urged 
once again that the Saints turn their hearts steadily and 
forcefully toward the duty of laboring for the dead. He 
said: "We cannot be saved without doing so. The earth can-
not continue to its destined end unless we so do."66 As al-
ways, he pointed to the outstanding spiritual benefit that 
flows to all those who actively participate in the work:

Let us do our duty for ourselves and for the future of this 
earth upon which we live and which we hold so dear. 
And let us remember always that the spiritual forces cen-
tering in our temples are more powerful than atom rays 
or any earthly force discovered by man.67

In the last year of his life, he summarized his lifelong 



view of temple work: "Temple work is the cement that 
holds together all gospel principles. Genealogy is the first 
step in universal salvation, as far as we on earth can con-
tribute to this great human destiny."68 The Improvement Era 
published excerpts from an article on the temples that 
Widtsoe was working on at the time of his death. Illus-
trating his article are color photographs of the interior and 
exterior of the St. George Temple. The essay reviewed 
many of the teachings about temple work Widtsoe had 
expounded over his lifetime. These final comments re-
turned to the fundamental essence of the doctrine of mod-
ern temple work—the work and glory of God. Lifelong de-
votion to the salvation of the dead draws each one closer to 
those so served and to God whose work it is. Reminding 
readers that a person is not expected to comprehend the 
details of the temple in a single visit, he declared:

Therefore, the Lord has provided means of repetition. 
Temple work must be done first by each person for him-
self or herself; then it may be done for one's dead ances-
tors or friends as frequently as circumstances will allow. 
This service will open the doors of salvation for the dead 
and will also help fix upon the mind of the living the na-
ture, meaning, and obligations of the endowment. By 
keeping the endowment fresh in mind, we shall be better 
able to perform our duties in life under the influence of 
eternal blessings.69

Wherever one turns in the revealed gospel of the 
Lord Jesus Christ, and particularly in the temple, the 
conviction grows that the work of God is re-established 
for his specific purposes in the latter days. Temple ser-
vice is to aid and to help us in qualifying for this mighty 
work: ". . . to bring to pass the immortality and eternal 
life of man." (Moses 1:39)70



A strong testimony of an intimate connection between 
the powers of heaven and modern temple work illumi-
nated the life and teachings of John A. Widtsoe. It began to 
burn its way into his heart while he was a young student at 
Harvard, and in those early years he developed unusually 
poignant feelings for temple work. Those feelings grew 
ever stronger until the day he himself passed through 
death's portal. His study of scripture and the revealed 
teachings of latter-day prophets brought conversion to the 
doctrine behind temple work, while personal experiences 
in gathering genealogical data and participating in vicari-
ous temple ordinances brought conversion to the divinity 
of the work. Widtsoe's testimony deepened throughout his 
life, and he became one of the church's foremost spokes-
men for modern temple work.
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Chapt er  8
------- -----------

Conflicti ng  Orders :
Alma  and  Amule k  in  Ammonihah

Thomas R. Valletta

During the tenth year of the reign of the judges, enmity 
between two fiercely competing orders of Nephite society 
erupted into open violence in Ammonihah, a city in the 
land of Melek. The records describing these hostilities, ap-
pearing in Alma 8-14, provide considerable insight into the 
holy order of the Son of God and its spurious counterpart, 
the order of Nehor. The theology, priesthood, temple wor-
ship, legal practices, and monetary system of the Nephites 
during the first century B.c. are subjects generously illumi-
nated in these chapters.1 This paper focuses on the conflict 
between the holy order of the Son of God and the order of 
Nehor. The former was patterned after the Savior's life and 
was rooted in keeping sacred covenants centered in the 
temple as a symbol of eternity. The latter was patterned af-
ter an ambitious murderer and rooted in prideful competi-
tion in which individuals were resolute on attaining money 
as a means of power and riches. Important comparisons 
and contrasts between these two opposing orders emerge 
from these chapters; their sources of authority and power, 



heroes, centers and rituals of worship, doctrines and stan-
dards of behavior, and aspirations and purposes are a few 
of the most obvious.

The catalyst for the confrontation at Ammonihah oc-
curred over a year earlier when Alma, concerned about 
increasing pride and wickedness among his people, "deliv-
ered up the judgment-seat to Nephihah, and confined him-
self wholly to the high priesthood of the holy order of God, 
to the testimony of the word, according to the spirit of reve-
lation and prophecy" (Alma 4:20). Alma began a mission 
"to deliver the word of God unto the people, first in the 
land of Zarahemla, and from thence throughout all the 
land" (Alma 5:1).

Alma's preaching throughout the land met with mixed 
success. Ammonihah was one of the least receptive cities to 
the word of God. Mormon editorialized that "Satan had 
gotten great hold upon the hearts of the people of the city" 
(Alma 8:9). Alma had "labored much in the spirit, wrestling 
with God in mighty prayer, that he would pour out his 
Spirit upon the people who were in the city;.. . Neverthe-
less, they hardened their hearts" (Alma 8:10-11). Despite 
Alma's valiant efforts, many of the inhabitants of Ammoni-
hah "withstood all his words, and reviled him, and spit 
upon him, and caused that he should be cast out of their 
city" (Alma 8:13).

Only by divine intervention and a visit from an angel of 
the Lord to Alma was Ammonihah given another chance to 
hear God's word through the prophet (see Alma 8:14-18). 
Returning to Ammonihah, Alma found a spiritually recep-
tive Amulek readily confessing that he knew, also by an-
gelic visitation, that Alma was "a holy prophet of God" 
(Alma 8:20). After spending "many days with Amulek" 
(Alma 8:27), presumably teaching and preparing him for 



the ministry, Alma received revelation that they both were 
to "go forth and prophesy" unto the people of Ammonihah 
(Alma 8:29).

The subsequent confrontation between these righteous 
men of God and the wicked leaders of Ammonihah in-
volved far more than a disagreement between individuals 
or even a clash of personalities. It was the continuation of 
an age-old confrontation between priestcraft and true 
priesthood—in this case, between the keepers of the purse 
and the keepers of the mysteries of God. In this classic con-
flict between two competing orders of society, Alma and 
Amulek acted as agents of the Son of God, while Zeezrom 
and his comrades assumed the role of minions of Satan, 
claiming authority from a false priesthood called the order 
of Nehor.

The High Priesthood of the Holy Order of God

Alma's commission to teach and testify was "according 
to the holy order of God, which is in Christ Jesus" (Alma 
5:44). During his mission, Alma variously refers to his au-
thority as

• "the high priesthood of the holy order of God" 
(Alma 4:20; 13:6),

• "the holy order of God" (Alma 5:54; 7:22; 8:4),
• "the holy order" (Alma 6:8),
• "his holy order, which was after the order of his 

Son" (Alma 13:1),
• "the order of his/the Son" (Alma 13:2, 7,9),
• "the high priesthood of the holy order" (Alma 13:8),
• "the holy order, or this high priesthood" (Alma 

13:10),
• "the high priesthood according to the holy order of 

God" (Alma 13:18).



"The Holy Priesthood, after the order of the Son of 
God," is referred to in modern revelation as the Melchize-
dek Priesthood, "out of respect or reverence to the name of 
the Supreme Being, to avoid the too frequent repetition 
of his name" (D&C 107:3-4). It has long been convincingly 
reasoned, in my opinion, that the righteous Nephites func-
tioned under the power and authority of the Melchizedek 
Priesthood rather than the Levitical order.2

That the Melchizedek Priesthood was present among 
the righteous Nephites is evident by the resulting effects 
and blessings of that priesthood. Modern revelation indi-
cates that

this greater priesthood administereth the gospel and 
holdeth the key of the mysteries of the kingdom, even 
the key of the knowledge of God. Therefore, in the ordi-
nances thereof, the power of godliness is manifest. And 
without the ordinances thereof, and the authority of the 
priesthood, the power of godliness is not manifest unto 
men in the flesh; For without this no man can see the face 
of God, even the Father, and live. (D&C 84:19-22)

The Book of Mormon is replete with references to ordi-
nances and blessings that relate to the higher priesthood, 
including the gift of the Holy Ghost3 as well as the right to 
bestow that gift, the spirit of prophecy and revelation, ordi-
nations, healing the sick, raising the dead, a knowledge of 
the mysteries of God, seership, sealing power, promises of 
eternal life, visitations of God, and the keys of the kingdom 
(see, for example, 1 Nephi 1:8; 2 Nephi 2:4; 11:2; Mosiah 
8:13-18; 28:16; Alma 6:1; 9:20-21; 15:5; 17:2-3; 19:13; 31:36; 
3 Nephi 7:22; 19:4). Joseph Fielding Smith declared that "all 
through the Book of Mormon we find references to the 
Nephites officiating by virtue of the Higher Priesthood af-
ter the holy order."4 Elder Bruce R. McConkie concluded 



that "the Nephite branch of the house of Israel was subject 
to the higher priesthood during all its history."5 The remain-
der of this paper is based on the assumption that righteous 
Nephites administered under the power and authority of 
the Melchizedek Priesthood.

High Priesthood and Temple Worship

Intimately connected with priesthood authority are the 
ordinances and covenants of the temple (see, for example, 
Numbers 1:48-53; 16:9; Hebrews 7; D&C 124:28, 39, 41-42). 
The Prophet Joseph Smith alluded to these connections in a 
talk given on 27 August 1843. He taught that "the Priest-
hood of Aaron . . . administers in outward ordinances, and 
the offering of sacrifices." That the ancient Israelites were 
limited to the Levitical Priesthood was the result of their 
refusing the "blessing or knowledge" that Moses offered 
them at Mt. Sinai. Joseph Smith explained that although the 
Levitical Priesthood was for performing temple service 
(see Numbers 1:48-53), it only allowed for "priests to ad-
minister in outward ordinances, made without an oath." 
To receive the higher orders of the priesthood, such as the 
"patriarchal authority," the Prophet admonished the Saints 
to "go to and finish the temple, and God will fill it with 
power, and you will then receive more knowledge concern-
ing this priesthood." Those holding the "fulness of the 
Melchizedek Priesthood," according to Joseph, "are kings 
and priests of the Most High God, holding the keys of 
power and blessings." To receive this "anointing and seal-
ing is to be called, elected and made sure."6 Alma made it 
clear that these blessings were available to faithful believ-
ers if they would humble themselves before God and 
"bring forth fruit meet for repentance" (Alma 13:13; see 
Alma 13:10-19).



The Prophet Joseph Smith had learned early in his min-
istry of the strong relationship between priesthood and 
temple. In one of the earliest revelations of this dispensa-
tion, Joseph Smith was informed that the priesthood would 
be revealed by the “hand of Elijah the prophet"; otherwise, 
"the whole earth would be utterly wasted at [the Lord's] 
coming" (D&C 2:1, 3). The young Joseph soon discovered 
that this was “because he [Elijah] holds the keys of the au-
thority to administer in all the ordinances of the Priest-
hood; and without the authority .. ., the ordinances could 
not be administered in righteousness."7 Later, Joseph 
taught that "the spirit, power, and calling of Elijah is, that 
ye have the power to hold the key of the revelations, ordi-
nances, oracles, powers and endowments of the fulness of 
the Melchizedek Priesthood and of the kingdom of God on 
the earth; and to receive, obtain, and perform all the ordi-
nances belonging to the kingdom of God."8 In addition, he 
explained that "if a man gets a fullness of the priesthood of 
God he has to get it in the same way that Jesus Christ ob-
tained it, and that was by keeping all the commandments 
and obeying all the ordinances of the house of the Lord."9

Only a temple complete with all the ordinances and 
covenants can provide opportunity for a generation to re-
ceive the fulness of the priesthood. As previously noted, 
Alma's teachings in Ammonihah include several references 
to the holy order of the Son of God (see Alma 13:1, 2, 6-9, 
16). Concerning this order, President Ezra Taft Benson 
taught: "To enter into the order of the Son of God is the 
equivalent today of entering into the fullness of the Melchi-
zedek Priesthood, which is only received in the house of the 
Lord."10 Alma's claim that his calling and authority was of 
"the high priesthood of the holy order of God" strongly 
suggests that he was intimately familiar with higher ordi-



nances and covenants received in temples that included 
more than Levitical authority (see Alma 4:20; see also Alma 
13:6, 8).

Importance of Temples in the Book of Mormon

In antiquity, "the Holy Temple was the very heart and 
soul" of God's chosen people.11 According to Menahem 
Haran, the temple constituted "the most conspicuous and 
prominent of all cultic institutions in ancient Israel."12 "As 
the ritual center of the universe," wrote Hugh Nibley, "the 
temple was anciently viewed as the one point on earth at 
which men and women could establish contact with higher 
spheres."13 "The central rite of the temple was certainly the 
offering of sacrifice—the slaughtering of beasts; yet," ac-
cording to Nibley, "the activities we read about in the Bible 
simply take that for granted and tell us of preaching, of 
feasting, and of music. The place seemed to be a general 
center of activity."14 Joshua Berman agreed that,

Contrary to the popular misconception that the
Temple is solely a sacrificial center, the Temple needs to 
be construed as part of an organic whole and cannot be 
studied in isolation. As the center of Israel's national and 
spiritual life, it relates integrally to many of the institu-
tional pillars of the Jewish faith—the Sabbath, the land 
of Israel, kingship, and justice, to mention just a few.15

"The presence of the temple represented stability and 
cohesiveness in the community," reported Stephen Ricks, 
"and its rites and ceremonies were viewed as essential to 
the proper functioning of the society."16 "If there is no 
temple," stressed Nibley, "there is no true Israel; and where 
there is no true temple, civilization itself is but an empty 
shell."17 As might be expected for a covenant people with 
direct claims to ancient Israel, "evidence in the Book of 



Mormon indicates that temples were equally important 
among the Nephites, both in their religion and in their so-
ciety."18 As examined below, much of this evidence is pro-
vided in the account of Alma in Ammonihah.

The importance of temples in the Book of Mormon is 
demonstrated by the centrality of such holy places at each 
of the Nephite capitals (see 2 Nephi 5:16; Mosiah 1:18; 2:1; 
7:17; 11:10, 12; Alma 16:13; 23:2; 26:29; Helaman 3:9, 14; 
3 Nephi 11:1). The first order of business that Nephi under-
took as he assumed leadership over the faithful was to "ob-
serve to keep the judgments, and the statutes, and the com-
mandments of the Lord in all things, according to the law of 
Moses" (2 Nephi 5:10), and to initiate the construction of a 
temple (see 2 Nephi 5:16). Temples are noted in the Book of 
Mormon as places of sacrifice and offerings, special instruc-
tion, coronations, and covenant ceremonies (see 2 Nephi 
5:10; Jacob 1:17; 2:2,11; Mosiah 2:1-7, 37; 13:30; Alma 16:13; 
23:2; 26:29; 30:3; 34:10; 3 Nephi 9:19-20).19 Various sermons 
and writings in the Book of Mormon relate to the most sa-
cred teachings associated with holy temples (see Mosiah 
1-6, Alma 12-13, and 3 Nephi 11-18).20 With references to 
ridding one's garments from people's sins (see Jacob 2:2), to 
the garments becoming "white through the blood of the 
Lamb" (Ether 13:10), and to God not dwelling "in unholy 
temples" (Alma 7:21; Helaman 4:24), temple imagery and 
allusion appear liberally in the text of the Book of Mormon. 
The temple and its related teachings are an important as-
pect of the Book of Mormon.

Nephites and the Higher Temple Ordinances

Since the Nephites had the fulness of the gospel and 
functioned under the direction of the high priesthood after 
the holy order of the Son, their temples were not likely lim-



ited to Levitical ordinances.21 The Book of Mormon makes 
it clear that some Nephites, before the coming of Christ, en-
tered into sacred ordinances pertaining to the holy order of 
the Son, were familiar with sacred garments, viewed great 
and wondrous revelations, received the mysteries of God, 
attained the sealing powers, and received promises of eter-
nal life (see Jacob 2; Mosiah 26:20; Alma 13; Helaman 10). 
As Robert Millet expressed it:

They were Former-day Saints who enjoyed transcendent 
spiritual blessings. They had the veil parted and saw the 
visions of heaven. They knew the Lord, enjoyed his mini-
stration, and received from him the assurance of eternal 
life. They built temples (see 2 Nephi 5:16; Jacob 1:17; 2:2, 
11; Mosiah 1:18; Alma 10:2; 16:13; 26:29; 3 Nephi 11:1), 
not to perform work for the dead, for such was not done 
until the ministry of Christ to the world of spirits, but 
to receive the covenants and ordinances of exaltation. 
During the Nephite "mini-millennium" and, we would 
suppose, during those prior periods of Nephite history 
when the people qualified themselves for such, "they 
were married, and given in marriage, and were blessed 
according to the multitude of the promises which the Lord had 
made unto them" (4 Nephi 1:11 italics added). These were 
the promises made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the 
promise of the gospel, the priesthood, and eternal life 
(see D&C 2; Abraham 1:2-3; 2:8-11) 22

Some have questioned the Melchizedek nature of the 
Nephite temples prior to the ministry of Jesus Christ based 
on a misunderstanding of Nephi's declaration that he "did 
build a temple ... [and] construct it after the manner of the 
temple of Solomon save it were not built of so many pre-
cious things;... it could not be built like unto Solomon's 
temple. But the manner of the construction was like unto 
the temple of Solomon; and the workmanship thereof was 



exceedingly fine" (2 Nephi 5:16). It should be realized that 
Nephi was not, in this verse, referring to the kind of ordi-
nances that were being performed, but rather the manner 
of construction. "When Nephi said that the 'manner of con-
struction' was the same as in Jerusalem," according to John L. 
Sorenson, "he could only have meant that the general pat-
tern was similar. What was that pattern, and what was its 
function?" Sorenson explained:

The temple of Solomon was built on a platform, 
so people literally went "up" to it. Inside were distinct 
rooms of differing sacredness. Outside the building itself 
was a courtyard or plaza surrounded by a wall. Sacrifices 
were made in that space, atop altars of stepped or ter-
raced form. The levels of the altar structure represented 
the layered universe as Israelites and other Near Eastern 
peoples conceived of it. The temple building was oriented 
so that the rising of the sun on solstice day (either March 
21 or September 21) sent the earliest rays—considered 
"the glory of the Lord"—to shine through the temple 
doors, which were opened for the occasion, directly into 
the holiest part.23

John W. Welch added concerning the Temple of Solomon: 
In the opinion of some scholars, Solomon's temple was 
distinctive in that it "consisted of three rooms one behind 
the other, with a narrow front. . . . What is characteristic 
of the Jerusalem Temple is rather that the three rooms 
stand one behind the other in a straight line, and that the 
building is the same width all along its length" with the 
middle room being the largest24

Constructing such a temple would not restrict the ordi-
nances performed therein to a Levitical order. Nor would a 
temple operating under the Melchizedek Priesthood pro-
hibit the performance of Levitical ordinances. Welch wrote: 



The Nephites clearly understood the gospel of Jesus 
Christ and the doctrines of the Messiah, but that under-
standing was superimposed on their observance of the 
law of Moses to give even further meaning to this al-
ready profoundly rich system of symbolism and reli-
gious devotion to the Holy One of Israel. Instead of abro-
gating the Israelite system, the Nephite understanding 
infused it with joy that brought its commandments more 
to life. Accordingly, it is important to allow room for all 
the ordinances of the law of Moses as well as the cere-
monies of Christ's eternal gospel to operate concurrently 
in Nephite temples down to the coming of Christ.25

Evidence of Melchizedek Temple Ordinances in
Alma 8 through 14

Many references in Alma 8-14 suggest that Alma, and 
probably some of his contemporaries, were familiar with 
the ordinances, covenants, and teachings associated with 
temple rites of the Melchizedek Priesthood. These include 
repeated mention of the holy order of the Son of God; the 
sacred manner of the calling and ordination with a holy or-
dinance to this high priesthood (see Alma 13:1-12); how 
the mysteries of God are known and imparted (see Alma 
12:8-12); a caution that we will be judged by our hearts, 
words, works, and thoughts (see Alma 12:12-14); and a 
warning that those who once had the mysteries and re-
jected them will suffer a second death of everlasting de-
struction (see Alma 12:11-18).26

The presentation of God's eternal plan by Alma and 
Amulek while preaching in Ammonihah includes elements 
that compare to known temple themes, for example, the 
premortal existence (see Alma 13:3-5); Adam and Eve's par-
taking of the forbidden fruit (see Alma 12:21-23); cherubim 



and a flaming sword guarding the way to the tree of life 
(see Alma 12:21); the resulting death and mortal probation 
as a time given when men should "prepare to meet God" 
(Alma 12:24); angels being sent to converse with and teach 
Adam and Eve (see Alma 12:29); angels teaching men to 
"call on his [God's] name" and to make "known unto them 
the plan of redemption" (Alma 12:30); men being given 
commandments and warned of the penalty for doing evil 
(see Alma 12:32); sacred ordinances given to cleanse one's 
garments from sin through the blood of the Lamb (see 
Alma 13:1-12); sanctification and entering into God's rest 
through humility, repentance, and obedience (see Alma 
13:13); the great King Melchizedek as an example (see Alma 
13:14-18); and ordinances given to help one look forward 
to and rely on Jesus Christ as a type of his order (see Alma 
13:16). There seems to be a strong link between the pattern 
of these teachings and the Nephite temple ceremony.

The Manner after Which They Are Ordained

One of the sacred ordinances discussed by Alma in 
Ammonihah, which seems especially related to temple rit-
ual, is the "holy ordinance" of ordination as priests to the 
holy order of God. As noted earlier, entering this holy or-
der in its fulness is intimately connected with the temple. 
Alma may have been alluding to Nephite temple ceremony 
and imagery as he discussed the calling, preparation, and 
ordination to the holy order. As might be expected from 
one who was steeped in ancient temple ceremony, Alma 
initiated his discussion of this sacred ordinance by allud-
ing to his earlier remarks concerning the beginning of time, 
after Adam and Eve had been driven out from the Garden 
of Eden (see Alma 12:28-34). He "cite[d their] minds for-
ward" (Alma 13:1) to the forepart27 of temporal history 



when "God gave these commandments [of which he had 
been speaking] unto his children" and "ordained priests, 
after his holy order, which was after the order of his Son, to 
teach these things unto the people" (Alma 13:1). It is not 
clear from the text, but Alma may have had in mind a 
mental image of the temple, which, if patterned after Solo-
mon's Temple (see 2 Nephi 5:16), would have had three 
main levels, symbolizing telestial, terrestrial, and celestial 
worlds.28 For Alma to cite his hearers' minds "forward" 
when the commandments were first given may have had 
reference to the outer area of the Nephite temples. This first 
level, or forepart of the temple, might have represented the 
fallen or telestial world into which Adam and Eve were 
cast to begin their probationary state. In any case, Alma 
cited their minds forward to the time when God first gave 
commandments to his children and ordained priests.

These priests after his holy order, according to Alma, 
"were ordained after the order of his Son, in a manner that 
thereby the people might know in what manner to look for-
ward to his Son for redemption" (Alma 13:2). It has long 
been understood by the Saints of this dispensation that "all 
the ancient prophets and all righteous men who preceded 
our Lord in birth were, in one sense or another, patterns for 
him."29 Alma's point here is that those who were ordained 
into the "holy order of the Son of God" were ordained in a 
manner that was in similitude of the Son's redemption. He 
supported this by listing several points of comparison:

• They were "called and prepared from the founda-
tion of the world" (Alma 13:3).

• This calling and preparation was according to the 
"foreknowledge of God, on account of their exceeding faith 
and good works" (Alma 13:3).

• In the first place, they were left to choose good or 



evil, and they chose good and exercised exceedingly great 
faith (see Alma 13:3). Alma's reference to "the first place" is 
generally assumed to mean the first estate or premortal 
existence. He may have been alluding to an actual "place" 
in the temple that symbolized the premortal calling and 
preparation of those ordained after the order of the Son.

• Their holy calling was "prepared with, and accord-
ing to, a preparatory redemption for such" (Alma 13:3). 
Among the Nephites, the holy calling to the high priest-
hood was accomplished in such a way as to typify the 
Lord's redemption as well as to rely on it. Verse three also 
suggests a preparatory or conditional aspect to the calling 
of a high priest, which somehow signified how the redemp-
tion was prepared. As an ordinance of the holy order, the 
calling was based on the redemption of Jesus Christ. Al-
though the atonement was in the meridian of time, its 
effects are beyond the bounds of time. It is an infinite 
and eternal sacrifice (see Alma 34:10-14). As such, it is the 
basis and the model for the holy callings of those ordained 
priests after his holy order.

• These holy callings were prepared "from the foun-
dation of the world for such as would not harden their 
hearts" (Alma 13:5).

• Their holy calling is "in and through the atonement 
of the Only Begotten Son, who was prepared" (Alma 13:5).

• They are called and ordained "to teach his com-
mandments unto the children of men, that they also might 
enter into his rest" (Alma 13:6).

• "This high priesthood [is] after the order of his Son, 
which order was from the foundation of the world; or in 
other words, being without beginning of days or end of 
years, being prepared from eternity to all eternity, accord-
ing to his foreknowledge of all things" (Alma 13:7).



• They are "called with a holy calling, and ordained 
with a holy ordinance, and taking upon them the high 
priesthood of the holy order, which calling, and ordinance, 
and high priesthood, is without beginning or end" (Alma 
13:8).

A careful examination of these passages detailing the 
calling and ordination of those entering the holy order sug-
gests that more than one comparison may be involved. 
Alma was, without question, revealing the similitude of the 
holy calling of priests of the holy order and "in what man-
ner to look forward to his Son for redemption" (Alma 13:2). 
He also seemed to be alluding to the pattern of how the 
calling and ordaining of these priests was symbolized in 
the Nephite temple ceremony. In the words of Welch:

After stating the fundamentals of the plan of salva-
tion, Alma continued his discourse in words that appar-
ently retrace the steps of a sacred Nephite rite that evi-
dently involved an ordination to the priesthood (see 
Alma 13:1) and prepared the way for obedient people 
to "enter into the rest of the Lord" (Alma 13:16). This 
Nephite ordinance was evidently a symbolic ritual, since 
Alma says that it was performed "in a manner" that 
looked forward to the redemption of the Son of God 
(Alma 13:2). That manner, however, is mentioned by 
Alma only in veiled terms. At a minimum, it appears that 
the Nephite ceremony referred to a premortal existence, 
for the candidates were assured that they had been 
"called and prepared from the foundation of the world" 
with a "holy calling" (Alma 13:3, see also vv. 5, 8). That 
calling "was prepared with, and according to, a prepara-
tory redemption for such," implying that it was pro-
vided by God before the world began (Alma 13:3); and it 
was patterned after, in, and through the preparation of 
the Son (see Alma 13:5). In this setting, the participants



were "ordained with a holy ordinance," "taking upon 
them the high priesthood of the holy order" (Alma 13:6, 
8). Thereby they became "high priests forever, after the 
order of the Son." After these preparatory ordinances, 
and after making a choice "to repent and work righ-
teousness rather than to perish," the candidate was sanc-
tified by the Holy Ghost, his garments were washed 
white, and he "entered into the rest of the Lord" (Alma 
13:9-10,12) 30

The Order of Nehor: An Imitative Priesthood

Since before the beginning of time, Satan has sought to 
destroy the eternal plan of God through any means, includ-
ing lies and deception (Moses 4:1-3, 5). As a result of his re-
bellion in the premortal existence, "he became Satan, yea, 
even the devil, the father of all lies, to deceive and to blind 
men, and to lead them captive at his will, even as many as 
would not hearken unto my voice" (Moses 4:4). "The devil 
has great power to deceive," stated the Prophet Joseph 
Smith. "He will so transform things as to make one gape 
at those who are doing the will of God."31 During this mor-
tal probation of mankind, Satan's deception has included 
imitating and counterfeiting true religion. "In relation to 
the kingdom of God," taught Joseph Smith, "the devil al-
ways sets up his kingdom at the very same time in opposi-
tion to God."32 Commenting on this Satanic ploy, Bruce R. 
McConkie said:

Since the kingdom of God or true church has been on 
earth from age to age, so also has the kingdom of the 
devil or the church of the devil. Adam and Abel had true 
worship and offered sacrifices in the way the Lord or-
dained. On the other hand, "Cain loved Satan more than 
God." That is, he chose to live after the manner of the 



world, and it was Satan, not the Lord, who told Cain, 
"Make an offering unto the Lord." (Moses 5:18.) Thus the 
pattern was set for all ages. Satan tells men to worship 
the Lord, but the proposed worship that he gives them is 
false and without saving power.33

Satan's cunning artifice of imitation has successfully mis-
led many throughout history. It is a tactic not to be under-
estimated. As President Joseph F. Smith warned:

Let it not be forgotten that the evil one has great 
power in the earth, and that by every possible means he 
seeks to darken the minds of men, and then offers them 
falsehood and deception in the guise of truth. Satan is a 
skillful imitator, and as genuine gospel truth is given the 
world in ever-increasing abundance, so he spreads the 
counterfeit coin of false doctrine.34

Such warnings should be considered when pondering the 
influences driving the wicked leaders in Ammonihah in 
opposition to Alma and Amulek.

The order of Nehor was a schismatic apostate group 
that originated in the early years of the reign of the judges. 
Its name was derived from the heretic Nehor who intro-
duced priestcraft into Nephite society (see Alma 1:12).35 
Nehor's doctrine and approach included "bearing down 
against the church; declaring unto the people that every 
priest and teacher ought to become popular; and they ought 
not to labor with their hands, but that they ought to be sup-
ported by the people" (Alma 1:3). His movement fits well 
within the broader rubric of priestcraft, which Nephi de-
fined as "men preach[ing] and set[ting] themselves up for a 
light unto the world, that they may get gain and praise of 
the world; but they seek not the welfare of Zion" (2 Nephi 
26:29). Priestcraft, a word not in most modern dictionaries, 
is defined by the 1828 American Dictionary of the English 



Language by Noah Webster as "the stratagems and frauds of 
priests; fraud or imposition in religious concerns; manage-
ment of selfish and ambitious priests to gain wealth and 
power, or to impose on the credulity of others."36 This is in 
contrast to the same dictionary's definitions of priesthood: 
(1) "the office or character of a priest" and (2) "the order of 
men set apart for sacred offices; the order composed of 
priests."37 From these definitions, it is clear that priestcrafts, 
including the order of Nehor, are counterfeits or frauds of 
priesthood or the sacred priestly order.

Fundamental to Nehor's dogma was his teaching that 
"all mankind should be saved at the last day, and that they 
need not fear nor tremble, but that they might lift up their 
heads and rejoice; for the Lord had created all men, and 
had also redeemed all men; and, in the end, all men should 
have eternal life" (Alma 1:4). As is evidently not uncom-
mon among apostates, Nehor attempted to enforce his 
priestcraft by the sword in his murder of Gideon.38 As a re-
sult, he was condemned to die according to the law set 
forth by King Mosiah (see Alma 1:13-14). The description 
of his execution suggests a ceremonial invoking of a 
covenantal cursing, and, as has been suggested by Nibley, 
may hark back to an ancient tradition of the fallen angel 
Shamhozai, who "repented, and by way of penance hung 
himself up between heaven and earth."39 In the case of 
Nehor, he was carried to "the top of the hill Manti, and 
there he was caused, or rather did acknowledge, between 
the heavens and the earth, that what he had taught to the 
people was contrary to the word of God; and there he suf-
fered an ignominious death" (Alma 1:15).

Nehor's confession and ritual execution "did not put 
an end to the spreading of priestcraft through the land; for 
there were many who loved the vain things of the world" 



(Alma 1:16). Within five years Amlici, another scheming 
demagogue after the order of Nehor, arose to prominence. 
His cunning and worldly wisdom drew away many people 
and created a great contention among the Nephites. Amlici 
sought political power in an effort to deprive the people 
"of their rights and privileges of the church" and ulti-
mately to "destroy the church of God" (Alma 2:4). Rejected 
by the voice of the people, Amlici's own followers conse-
crated him to be their king (see Alma 2:7-9). These dis-
senters marked themselves in such a way as to separate 
themselves from their brethren (see Alma 3:4). Following 
in the tradition of many apostates, the proclivities of Amlici 
and his followers turned violent (see Genesis 6:11-13; Ether 
8-9; Moses 5:32, 47; 6:28; 8:28-30). Amlici's first order of 
business as a factional monarch was to command his fol-
lowers to "take up arms against their brethren" that "he 
might subject them to him" (Alma 2:10). A terrible and 
bloody slaughter followed (see Alma 2:16-20). Though 
routed, the Amlicites refused to quit and eventually joined 
with the Lamanites (see Alma 2:21-24). A series of ferocious 
battles continued with an appalling loss of lives on both 
sides (see Alma 2:25-3:3).

The Order of Nehor at Ammonihah

Notwithstanding the violence and trouble that accom-
panied the order of Nehor, it thrived during this era of 
Nephite history. By the tenth year of the reign of the judges, 
Ammonihah was a hotbed of this order of dissidents. It is 
not clear from the scriptures whether Ammonihah had its 
own particular strain of the order or whether the descrip-
tions of the order in Ammonihah can be generalized to the 
entire order. Specific details, however, are given in the 
scriptures concerning the order of Nehor in Ammonihah.



They were a hard-hearted people who were familiar 
with Alma and yet rejected his authority as the high priest, 
believing that he had no power over them (see Alma 
8:11-12). Their disagreement with Alma was vehement to 
the point of bigoted derision and physical abuse (see Alma 
8:13). The angel who appeared to Alma after his expulsion 
from Ammonihah described their wickedness as so serious 
that "except they repent the Lord God will destroy them" 
(Alma 8:16). This angel declared that the wicked in Am-
monihah, in accordance with what Satan and his minions 
have historically sought, "do study at this time that they 
may destroy the liberty of thy people, (for thus saith the 
Lord) which is contrary to the statutes, and judgments, and 
commandments which he has given unto his people" 
(Alma 8:17; see Moses 4:3; Galatians 2:4 JST; 2 Peter 2:19; 
Helaman 1:8; 3 Nephi 6:30).

After Alma's return to Ammonihah and while he was 
spiritually preparing Amulek, the people "did wax more 
gross in their iniquities" (Alma 8:28). Again Alma "went 
forth," this time with Amulek, "to declare the words of 
God unto" the wicked of Ammonihah (Alma 8:30). Filled 
with the Holy Ghost, Alma and Amulek preached and 
prophesied "according to the spirit and power which the 
Lord had given them" (Alma 8:32). Alma was the first to 
speak, but his spirit and power seemed not to influence the 
people. They reacted contentiously (see Alma 9:1). Not yet 
realizing that Alma had proselytized a powerful ally, they 
scoffed at the notion that "we shall believe the testimony of 
one man" (Alma 9:2). In addition, having long since lost the 
Spirit and forgotten the power of God, "they knew not that 
the earth should pass away" (Alma 9:3); so they ridiculed 
the idea that their "great city should be destroyed in one 
day" (Alma 9:4). All this was because they "knew not that



God could do such marvelous works, for they were a hard-
hearted and a stiffnecked people" (Alma 9:5). Like the apos-
tates in all dispensations, the reaction of those in the order 
of Nehor is best described by the Prophet Joseph Smith 
when he taught that "the apostate is left naked and desti-
tute of the Spirit of God.... When once that light which was 
in them is taken from them, they become as much darkened 
as they were previously enlightened, and then, no marvel, 
if all their power should be enlisted against the truth, and 
they, Judas like, seek the destruction of those who were 
their greatest benefactors."40

A Once-Enlightened People

Alma's response to the people at this juncture is reveal-
ing. He initially inquired: "O ye wicked and perverse gen-
eration, how have ye forgotten the tradition of your fathers; 
yea, how soon ye have forgotten the commandments of 
God" (Alma 9:8). Then he continued,

Do ye not remember that our father, Lehi, was 
brought out of Jerusalem by the hand of God? Do ye not 
remember that they were all led by him through the 
wilderness? And have ye forgotten so soon how many 
times he delivered our fathers out of the hands of their 
enemies, and preserved them from being destroyed, 
even by the hands of their own brethren? (Alma 9:9-10)

Alma repetitively asked if they had "forgotten" or if they 
did not "remember." Alma spoke as though he was not 
teaching these people anything new, but reminding them 
of covenants and commandments with which they had 
once been conversant (see Alma 9:8-14). In a similar vein, 
Joseph Smith once told a member of the church that "When 
you joined this Church you enlisted to serve God. When 
you did that you left the neutral ground, and you never can 



get back on to it. Should you forsake the Master you en-
listed to serve it will be by the instigation of the evil one, 
and you will follow his dictation and be his servant."41 This 
is the principle taught by Alma to these people who had 
once been "such a highly favored people of the Lord; yea, 
after having been favored above every other nation, kin-
dred, tongue, or people" because of their obedience to 
covenants (Alma 9:20; see Alma 9:15-19).

Revelation in our own dispensation makes it clear 
that "he who sins against the greater light shall receive the 
greater condemnation" (D&C 82:3). Exactly how much light 
and knowledge these Ammonihah apostates previously 
received is not clear in the text, but considering the accessi-
bility of the higher priesthood and the Melchizedek temple 
ordinances, it may be that they had at one time entered into 
very sacred covenants of the holy order. Alma reminded 
the people of many of their past blessings, such as "having 
had all things made known unto them . . .; Having been 
visited by the Spirit of God; having conversed with angels, 
and having been spoken unto by the voice of the Lord; and 
having the spirit of prophecy, and the spirit of revelation, 
and also many gifts" (Alma 9:20-21). He warned "that if 
this people, who have received so many blessings from the 
hand of the Lord, should transgress contrary to the light 
and knowledge which they do have, ... it would be far 
more tolerable for the Lamanites than for them" (Alma 
9:23). This caution resembles a later passage in the book 
of Alma: "And thus we can plainly discern, that after a 
people have been once enlightened by the Spirit of God, 
and have had great knowledge of things pertaining to 
righteousness, and then have fallen away into sin and 
transgression, they become more hardened, and thus their 
state becomes worse than though they had never known 



these things" (Alma 24:30). Rather than repent, as Alma 
pled for them to do, "the people were wroth" with Alma 
because he told them "that they were a hard-hearted and a 
stiffnecked people" and "a lost and a fallen people." They 
became angry and "sought to lay their hands upon [Alma], 
that they might cast [him] into prison" (Alma 9:30-32).

Learned in All the Arts and Cunning Devices

When Amulek provided support for Alma's testimony, 
those of the order of Nehor in Ammonihah attempted to 
"question them, that by their cunning devices they might 
catch them in their words" (Alma 10:13). These men were 
"lawyers, . . . learned in all the arts and cunning of the 
people; and this was to enable them that they might be skil-
ful in their profession" (Alma 10:15). A once-enlightened 
people of the Lord had degenerated to the level of marshal-
ing all their secular skills and tactics in their efforts to de-
stroy the representatives of God (see Alma 10:14).

Not realizing that he "perceived their thoughts," they 
began "to question Amulek, that thereby they might make 
him cross his words, or contradict the words which he 
should speak" (Alma 10:16-17). Amulek wisely employed 
this discernment to his advantage, emphatically declaring:

O ye wicked and perverse generation, ye lawyers and 
hypocrites, for ye are laying the foundations of the devil; 
for ye are laying traps and snares to catch the holy ones 
of God. Ye are laying plans to pervert the ways of the 
righteous, and to bring down the wrath of God upon 
your heads, even to the utter destruction of this people. 
(Alma 10:17-18)

"The guilty taketh the truth to be hard" (1 Nephi 16:2), 
and Amulek's words only enraged these people more. 
"They cried out, saying: This man doth revile against our 



laws which are just, and our wise lawyers whom we have 
selected" (Alma 10:24). Amulek

stretched forth his hand, and cried the mightier unto 
them, saying: O ye wicked and perverse generation, why 
hath Satan got such great hold upon your hearts? Why 
will ye yield yourselves unto him that he may have 
power over you, to blind your eyes, that ye will not 
understand the words which are spoken, according to 
their truth? For behold, have I testified against your law? 
Ye do not understand; ye say that I have spoken against 
your law; but I have not, but I have spoken in favor of 
your law, to your condemnation. (Alma 10:25-26)

Cutting to the core issue of the debate, Amulek exclaimed, 
"I say unto you, that the foundation of the destruction of 
this people is beginning to be laid by the unrighteousness 
of your lawyers and your judges" (Alma 10:27).

Filthy Lucre

The unrighteousness of the Ammonihahite lawyers and 
judges consisted not so much in their chosen profession, 
but rather that "their hearts [were] set so much upon the 
things of this world" (D&C 121:35). The record is clear that 
it was their "sole purpose to get gain" (Alma 11:20). Their 
law and their lucre had become their God. Their craving 
for the things of this world was so intense that "they did 
stir up the people to riotings, and all manner of distur-
bances and wickedness, that they might have more employ, 
that they might get money according to the suits which 
were brought before them" (Alma 11:20). Possibly this em-
phasis on "gain" as a driving force of the order of Nehor 
was a major reason that Alma 11 includes the only extant 
scriptural account of the Nephite monetary system.42 The 
interpolation of the Nephite monetary system at this point 



in the narrative fits well with the introduction of the char-
acters representing the order of Nehor in Ammonihah. 
Zeezrom, who had just stepped forward to contend with 
Amulek, carried a name with a peculiar affinity to one of 
the units of silver employed as money (ezrom, in Alma 
11:12). When his confidence waned, Antionah stepped in 
for the rescue. His name also exhibits a fascinating connec-
tion with one of the gold measures noted (antion, in Alma 
11:19). The two characters representing the order of Nehor 
both seem to have names closely associated to the mone-
tary system.43

It does not seem merely coincidental that immediately 
after the textual interpolation explaining the monetary sys-
tem, Zeezrom offered Amulek a bribe if he would deny 
"the existence of a Supreme Being" (Alma 11:22). The only 
description in the Book of Mormon of a monetary system 
functions well to emphasize the greed in Ammonihah, as 
well as to accentuate the value of the bribe that Zeezrom 
subsequently offered to Amulek. Zeezrom's motivation for 
such a curious proposition is difficult to determine, but 
Amulek revealed that Zeezrom had no intent to pay the en-
ticement even if it did succeed (see Alma 11:25). It is pos-
sible that Zeezrom, having been brought up in a society 
where anything and everything could be bought with 
money,44 and knowing that Amulek had prospered in the 
same environment, figured that the ploy was workable. 
Amulek's terse response was damning: "O thou child of 
hell, why tempt ye me? Knowest thou that the righteous 
yieldeth to no such temptations? Believest thou that there 
is no God? I say unto you, Nay, thou knowest that there is 
a God, but thou lovest that lucre more than him" (Alma 
11:23-24).



Doctrinal Conflicts of the Orders

Little is known concerning the behavior and doctrine 
of the order of Nehor in Ammonihah other than the fact 
that they were apostate, corrupt, contentious, and money 
hungry. Their theology is difficult to pin down because of 
limited information and the polemical nature of the mate-
rial available. The interrogation of Amulek by Zeezrom in 
Alma 11:21-46 and the subsequent questioning of Alma by 
Antionah beginning in Alma 12:20 provide a few clues, 
however, to some of their false beliefs. Most of their ques-
tions concern aspects of the plan of salvation and teachings 
evidently related to the Nephite temple ceremony.45

The nature of Zeezrom's questions to Amulek suggests 
that he, and perhaps the entire order of Nehor in Ammoni-
hah, had difficulty understanding the concept that the Son 
of God would redeem mankind from their sins (see Alma 
11:34-40). Years earlier Nehor had taught "that all mankind 
should be saved at the last day, and that they need not fear 
nor tremble, but that they might lift up their heads and 
rejoice; for the Lord had created all men, and had also re-
deemed all men; and, in the end, all men should have eter-
nal life" (Alma 1:4). This belief evidently persisted in the 
order of Nehor in Ammonihah. Alma 15:15 describes these 
people as "of the profession of Nehor, and did not believe 
in the repentance of their sins." It could logically follow in 
a belief system espousing that all are redeemed and auto-
matically given eternal life that repentance would be un-
necessary. This teaching may explain Zeezrom's challenge 
of Amulek's assertion that God "shall not save his people 
in their sins" (Alma 11:36; see Alma 11:35).

Amulek's response suggests that Zeezrom may have 
had a problem not only with believing in the consequences 
of sin and the need for repentance, but also with the funda-



mental doctrines of the resurrection and the judgment. 
Amulek reasoned that God declared "that no unclean thing 
can inherit the kingdom of heaven; therefore, how can 
ye be saved, except ye inherit the kingdom of heaven? 
Therefore, ye cannot be saved in your sins" (Alma 11:37). 
Amulek further explained that Christ "shall come into the 
world to redeem his people; and he shall take upon him the 
transgressions of those who believe on his name; and these 
are they that shall have eternal life, and salvation cometh 
to none else" (Alma 11:40). He got to the crux of the issue 
when he declared that "the wicked remain as though there 
had been no redemption made, except it be the loosing of 
the bands of death; for behold, the day cometh that all shall 
rise from the dead and stand before God, and be judged 
according to their works" (Alma 11:41). Amulek explained 
the doctrine of the restoration in the resurrection with 
emphasis on the fact that in the judgment "we shall be 
brought to stand before God, knowing even as we know 
now, and have a bright recollection of all our guilt" (Alma 
11:43). There everyone will be restored to a perfect frame, 
brought before the bar of Christ, and judged according to 
his works (see Alma 11:44).

As Amulek completed his powerful testimony of the 
resurrection, the "people began again to be astonished, and 
also Zeezrom began to tremble" (Alma 11:46). The people's 
reaction may be partially explained by the power and 
truthfulness of Amulek's teachings. Also, Amulek was 
known among them previously as "a man of no small repu-
tation," who had "acquired much riches" through his own 
industry (Alma 10:4). Like many of these people before 
him, Amulek had hardened his heart and "rebell[ed] 
against God" (Alma 10:6). But now he was here before 
them as one willing to consecrate "all his gold, and silver, 



and his precious things, which were in the land of Am-
monihah," including his family and friends, "for the word 
of God" (Alma 15:16). He exhibited unusual integrity for 
a wealthy citizen of Ammonihah when he called the bluff 
on Zeezrom's bribe (see Alma 11:22-25). In addition, he 
proved himself a formidable foe even against a lawyer of 
the stature of Zeezrom (see Alma 10:31; 11:21). Zeezrom's 
specific reaction, on the other hand, arose because "he be-
held that Amulek had caught him in his lying and deceiv-
ing to destroy him," as well as a "consciousness of his 
[own] guilt" (Alma 12:1). Zeezrom began to shrink from 
further confrontation. He was later healed, baptized, and 
taught the gospel (see Alma 15). The experience with Zeez-
rom is reminiscent of Alma's own dramatic conversion af-
ter having vehemently opposed the church (see Mosiah 
27:8-32).

The Nehorite confusion concerning the consequences 
of sin, the resurrection, and the judgment were evidently 
widespread in Ammonihah. When Antionah stepped for-
ward to question Alma, he seems to have been baffled by 
some of these same concerns. His questions suggest that 
he, and perhaps others of his order, confounded immor-
tality with eternal life. On the other hand, Antionah may 
simply have been attempting to trap Alma into making 
a contradiction. His first question was "What is this that 
thou hast said, that man should rise from the dead and be 
changed from this mortal to an immortal state, that the soul 
can never die?" (Alma 12:20). In rapid-fire succession, An-
tionah immediately asked his second question: "What does 
the scripture mean, which saith that God placed cherubim 
and a flaming sword on the east of the garden of Eden, lest 
our first parents should enter and partake of the fruit of the 
tree of life, and live forever?" (Alma 12:21). His second 



question seems intended to cast doubt on what he assumed 
would be Alma's response to the first question. Rather than 
wait for Alma's response, Antionah gave his own conclu-
sion: "And thus we see that there was no possible chance 
that they should live forever" (Alma 12:21). In other words, 
Antionah's evident purpose was not to learn from the 
prophet Alma but to snare him into a logical contradiction. 
His strategy seems to have included an attempt to show 
that Alma was teaching contrary to his own scriptures, a 
common tactic among apostates even today. If, on the other 
hand, Antionah's bewilderment was sincere, it reveals that 
he was doubting the possibility of eternal life, the fairness 
of the consequences of Adam and Eve's transgression, or 
even the justice of God.46

Alma's inspired response implied that he recognized 
Antionah's mixed motives in posing his questions. Alma 
asserted that the real contradiction would have arisen if 
Adam and Eve had been able to partake of the fruit of 
the tree of life immediately after their fall. Then "there 
would have been no death, and the word would have been 
void, making God a liar, for he said: If thou eat thou shalt 
surely die" (Alma 12:23). Alma then explained that tempo-
ral "death comes upon mankind," but that "a space [is] 
granted unto man in which he might repent; therefore," de-
clared Alma, "this life became a probationary state; a time 
to prepare to meet God; a time to prepare for that endless 
state which has been spoken of by us, which is after the res-
urrection of the dead" (Alma 12:24). Alma taught that this 
was all part of the plan of redemption, and that if, in fact, 
"our first parents could have gone forth and partaken of 
the tree of life they would have been forever miserable, 
having no preparatory state" (Alma 12:26). "But behold," 
testified Alma, "it was appointed unto men that they must 



die; and after death, they must come to judgment, even that 
same judgment of which we have spoken" (Alma 12:27). 
Thus Alma showed that what he and Amulek were teach-
ing was indeed consistent with the scripture that Antionah 
questioned and with the assertion that mortality is a prepa-
ratory state given in order to repent and prepare for the 
judgment and resurrection. Nothing in this scripture nor in 
what Alma and Amulek were teaching was inconsistent 
with the plan and justice of God.

In a presentation that easily could have been modeled 
after a sacred temple drama, Alma explained how God 
would use mortal probation to teach man about "the things 
whereof he had appointed unto them" (Alma 12:28). After 
death came upon man, God "sent angels to converse with 
them, who caused men to behold of his glory" (Alma 
12:29). "From that time forth," declared Alma, they began 
"to call on his name; therefore God conversed with men, 
and made known unto them the plan of redemption, which 
had been prepared from the foundation of the world; and 
this he made known unto them according to their faith and 
repentance and their holy works" (Alma 12:30). Alma clari-
fied that men, having chosen mortality, "plac[ed] them-
selves in a state to act" (Alma 12:31). "Therefore God gave 
unto them commandments, after having made known unto 
them the plan of redemption, that they should not do evil" 
(Alma 12:32). Doing evil, contrary to the commandments, 
would bring the penalty of "a second death, which was an 
everlasting death as to things pertaining unto righteous-
ness; for on such the plan of redemption could have no 
power, for the works of justice could not be destroyed, ac-
cording to the supreme goodness of God" (Alma 12:32). 
The eternal plan of God provided opportunity to repent 
(see Alma 12:33), according to Alma, "therefore, whosoever



repenteth, and hardeneth not his heart, he shall have claim 
on mercy through mine Only Begotten Son, unto a remis-
sion of his sins; and these shall enter into my rest" (Alma 
12:34). Alma here adds the stiff warning that "whosoever 
will harden his heart and will do iniquity, behold, I swear 
in my wrath that he shall not enter into my rest" (Alma 
12:35).

Having answered Antionah's questions in the abstract, 
Alma now personalized his remarks to Antionah and his 
friends. He warned them directly "that if ye will harden 
your hearts ye shall not enter into the rest of the Lord" and 
reminded them that "your iniquity provoketh him that he 
sendeth down his wrath upon you as in the first provoca-
tion" (Alma 12:36), when the children of Israel led by 
Moses refused the higher law and the fulness of the bless-
ings of the priesthood (see Psalm 95:8; Hebrews 3:8, 15; 
Jacob 1:7; D&C 84:23-26). With a knowledge of this im-
pending punishment, Alma pled for the Ammonihahites to 
act: "And now, my brethren, seeing we know these things, 
and they are true, let us repent, and harden not our hearts, 
that we provoke not the Lord our God to pull down his 
wrath upon us in these his second commandments which 
he has given unto us; but let us enter into the rest of God, 
which is prepared according to his word" (Alma 12:37). 
Alma's plea suggests that the Nephites possessed what the 
ancient Israelites refused, but that they could also lose it 
and bring upon them the wrath of God in doing so.

Zeezrom Begins to Repent

Apostasy had so infected the people of Ammonihah 
that many had no understanding of the doctrines and prin-
ciples of the gospel. At one time in the glorious past, they 
had been "a highly favored people of the Lord" (Alma 9:20). 



They had "been visited by the Spirit of God; having con-
versed with angels, and having been spoken unto by the 
voice of the Lord; and having the spirit of prophecy, and 
the spirit of revelation" (Alma 9:21). But that was gone be-
cause they had transgressed "contrary to the light and 
knowledge" which they had (Alma 9:23). An earlier Book 
of Mormon prophet warned: "How unsearchable are the 
depths of the mysteries of him; and it is impossible that 
man should find out all his ways. And no man knoweth of 
his ways save it be revealed unto him; wherefore, brethren, 
despise not the revelations of God" (Jacob 4:8).

Now, Zeezrom, caught in his lies and conscious of his 
guilt, began the arduous path back into the light. He would 
become an example to future readers of the Book of Mor-
mon that there truly is a way back (see Alma 15:1-12). Am-
mon, a contemporary of Zeezrom serving the Lord in an-
other land, confirmed:

Yea, he that repenteth and exerciseth faith, and 
bringeth forth good works, and prayeth continually 
without ceasing—unto such it is given to know the mys-
teries of God; yea, unto such it shall be given to reveal 
things which never have been revealed; yea, and it shall 
be given unto such to bring thousands of souls to repen-
tance, even as it has been given unto us to bring these 
our brethren to repentance. (Alma 26:22)

Earlier, the prophet Nephi taught that "he that diligently 
seeketh shall find; and the mysteries of God shall be un-
folded unto them, by the power of the Holy Ghost" (1 Nephi 
10:19). Zeezrom "began to inquire of [Alma and Amulek] 
diligently, that he might know more concerning the kingdom 
of God" (Alma 12:8).



The Mysteries of God

"Alma began to expound" the things of the kingdom 
unto Zeezrom, but with an important caveat: "It is given 
unto many to know the mysteries of God; nevertheless," 
Alma warned, "they are laid under a strict command that 
they shall not impart only according to the portion of his 
word which he doth grant unto the children of men, ac-
cording to the heed and diligence which they give unto 
him" (Alma 12:9). "He that will harden his heart," cau-
tioned Alma, "the same receiveth the lesser portion of the 
word." On the other hand, Alma promised, "he that will 
not harden his heart, to him is given the greater portion of 
the word, until it is given unto him to know the mysteries 
of God until he know them in full" (Alma 12:10). And in an 
appropriate description of the wicked in Ammonihah, 
Alma declared that "they that will harden their hearts, to 
them is given the lesser portion of the word until they 
know nothing concerning his mysteries; and then they are 
taken captive by the devil, and led by his will down to de-
struction. Now this is what is meant by the chains of hell" 
(Alma 12:11).

The term mysteries is used in various ways in the scrip-
tures.47 It describes God and his eternal plan, as well as the 
sacred knowledge given to the faithful through divine reve-
lation (see, e.g., D&C 76:1-10; compare 1 Nephi 10:17-19; 
Moses 1:5).48 Significantly, given its context in Alma 12, it 
has also been used historically and scripturally to refer to 
priesthood and temple ordinances.49 The King James Ver-
sion of the New Testament employs the Greek word muste-
rion which means "a 'secret' or 'mystery' (through the idea 
of silence imposed by initiation into religious rites). The word 
is from a derivative of the Greek 'mud' which meant 'to 
shut the mouth.'"50 William Vine noted that "among the 



ancient Greeks 'the mysteries' were religious rites and cere-
monies practiced by secret societies into which any one 
who so desired might be received. Those who were initi-
ated into these 'mysteries' became possessors of certain 
knowledge, which was not imparted to the uninitiated, and 
were called 'the perfected.'"51 Another scholar has clarified 
that

in ancient religions, for example from the Hellenistic 
world, the word mysteries was often used to describe 
"cultic rites ... portrayed by sacred actions before a circle 
of devotees," who "must undergo initiation" and who 
are promised "salvation by the dispensing of cosmic 
life," which is sometimes "enacted in cultic drama," ac-
companied by a strict "vow of silence."52

Strikingly similar to these Greek definitions are those 
found in Webster's 1828 dictionary. Webster included seve-
ral definitions for the word: "In religion, any thing in the 
character or attributes of God, or in the economy of divine 
providence, which is not revealed to man"; and "a kind of 
ancient dramatic representation."53

In our own dispensation, the "keys of the mysteries, 
and the revelations" (D&C 28:7) were given to the Prophet 
Joseph Smith in connection with the Melchizedek Priest-
hood, which priesthood "administereth the gospel and 
holdeth the key of the mysteries of the kingdom, even the 
key of the knowledge of God" (D&C 84:19; see D&C 28:7; 
35:18; 107:18-19). It is "in the ordinances thereof, [that] the 
power of godliness is manifest" (D&C 84:20). And, as the 
revelation emphasized, "without the ordinances thereof, 
and the authority of the priesthood, the power of godliness 
is not manifest unto men in the flesh; for without this no 
man can see the face of God, even the Father, and live" 



(D&C 84:21-22). These passages reveal a similar link be-
tween priesthood, knowledge, ordinances, temple, and 
mysteries, as is evident in Alma 12. Even if Alma was em-
ploying the term in a broader scriptural sense, it would not 
exclude a temple allusion. As President Benson explained:

Everything we learn in the holy places, the temples, is 
based on the scriptures. These teachings are what the 
scriptures refer to as the "mysteries of godliness" [see 
1 Timothy 3:16; D&C 19:10]. They are to be compre-
hended by the power of the Holy Ghost, for the Lord has 
given this promise to His faithful and obedient servants: 
"Thou mayest know the mysteries and peaceable things" 
(D&C 42:61).54

Those with Hearts Hardened against the Word

Alma forewarned concerning the awful state of those 
who have hardened their hearts "against the word." Not 
only will the word not be found within them, but their state 
will be awful, "for then [they] shall be condemned" (Alma 
12:13). In the day of judgment, "if we have hardened our 
hearts against the word [of God],. . . our words will con-
demn us, yea, all our works will condemn us; we shall not 
be found spotless; and our thoughts will also condemn us" 
(Alma 12:13-14). And, cautioned Alma, "in this awful state 
we shall not dare to look up to our God; and we would fain 
be glad if we could command the rocks and the mountains 
to fall upon us to hide us from his presence" (Alma 12:14). 
To those who have rejected the word of God after having 
been such a highly favored and blessed people of the Lord, 
and who have lost the mysteries after having had a fulness, 
the day of judgment will bring "a death, even a second 
death, which is a spiritual death" (Alma 12:16). This is a 



time, declared Alma, "that whosoever dieth in his sins, as 
to a temporal death, shall also die a spiritual death; yea, he 
shall die as to things pertaining unto righteousness" (Alma 
12:16). "Then is the time," explained Alma, "when their tor-
ments shall be as a lake of fire and brimstone, whose flame 
ascendeth up forever and ever: and then is the time," em-
phasized Alma, "that they shall be chained down to an 
everlasting destruction, according to the power and cap-
tivity of Satan, he having subjected them according to his 
will" (Alma 12:17).

Alma's harsh warning to these Ammonihahites of "a 
death, even a second death, which is a spiritual death ... 
when their torments shall be as a lake of fire and brim-
stone, whose flame ascendeth up forever and ever" (Alma 
12:16-17) can be understood in at least two ways. Alma 
may have been referring to the fate of those who are spiri-
tually alienated from God and who will suffer for their sins 
until the second resurrection (see D&C 19:4-12; 76:99-109), 
or he may have had in mind the destiny of those who 
would become sons of perdition. To warn of such a dire 
fate for his audience would suggest that at least some in 
Ammonihah had once received the Holy Ghost, had the 
heavens opened unto them, knew God, and then turned 
against him.

As the Prophet Joseph Smith further explained: "He 
has got to say that the sun does not shine while he sees it; 
... [he has got] to deny the plan of salvation with his eyes 
open to the truth of it; and from that time he begins to be 
an enemy. This is the case with many apostates of the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints."55 Modern 
revelation has also revealed the fate of these "vessels of 
wrath, doomed to suffer the wrath of God" in language 
similar to that employed in Alma 12 (D&C 76:33; see D&C 
76:31-38). Phrases such as second death and lake of fire and 



brimstone are used both in Alma's discourse and in latter 
revelation to refer to the sons of perdition. Still, it is diffi-
cult to determine exactly what Alma had in mind in this 
part of his discourse. He may have deliberately left his in-
tent ambiguous, "that it might work upon the hearts" of 
those to whom he referred (D&C 19:7). In any case, Alma's 
discourse on the second death intimated that his listeners 
would be held accountable for having once been enlight-
ened but subsequently hardening their hearts against the 
word, therefore losing the mysteries.

Entering into the Rest of the Lord

In contrast to the awful fate of whosoever will "harden 
his heart and will do iniquity" (Alma 12:35), Alma relayed 
the divine promise in his final major address to the people 
of Ammonihah that "whosoever repenteth and hardeneth 
not his heart, he shall have claim on mercy through mine 
Only Begotten Son, unto a remission of his sins: and these 
shall enter into my rest" (Alma 12:34). Entering into the rest 
of the Lord was the principal focus of this segment of 
Alma's discourse. He used a variation of the phrase enter 
into the rest of the Lord nine times between Alma 12:34 and 
13:29.56

The phrase rest of the Lord is used in various ways in the 
scriptures. The Savior promised "rest" to all "that labour 
and are heavy laden" who "come unto [him]" (Matthew 
11:28).57 The word rest is also used in the scriptures to de-
scribe the reception of postmortal spirits of the righteous 
"into a state of happiness, which is called paradise, a state 
of rest, a state of peace, where they shall rest from all their 
troubles and from all care, and sorrow" (Alma 40:12; see 
Alma 60:13). Further, it is employed to describe eternal life 
after the resurrection and judgment (see Moroni 7:3).



Modern revelation sometimes equates the "rest" of the 
Lord with entering into the presence of God, or receiving 
the "fulness of his glory" (D&C 84:24). We learn that Moses

sought diligently to sanctify his people that they might 
behold the face of God; But they hardened their hearts 
and could not endure his presence; therefore, the Lord in 
his wrath, for his anger was kindled against them, swore 
that they should not enter into his rest while in the 
wilderness, which rest is the fulness of his glory. There-
fore, he took Moses out of their midst, and the Holy 
Priesthood also. (D&C 84:23-25; see Exodus 34:2 JST)

This interpretation of "the rest of God" is consistent 
with Alma's use of the phrase in his teachings in Ammoni- 
hah. Alma even evoked the memories of Israel's first 
provocation of God as he similarly pled with his people not 
to "pull down his wrath upon" them, but instead, to "enter 
into the rest of God" (Alma 12:37). Alma's plea was voiced 
in the hope that the people of Ammonihah could avert 
God's wrath by repenting and accepting what Israel earlier 
rejected—the greater priesthood and the ordinances there-
of, in the which the power of godliness is manifest. Only 
then could they enter into the rest of God. Entering into the 
rest of the Lord is closely bound to the sacred ordinances 
connected with the holy order of God. At one point in his 
exhortation, Alma declared concerning the ancients:

They were called after this holy order, and were sancti-
fied, and their garments were washed white through the 
blood of the Lamb. Now they, after being sanctified by 
the Holy Ghost, having their garments made white, be-
ing pure and spotless before God, could not look upon 
sin save it were with abhorrence; and there were many, 
exceedingly great many, who were made pure and en-
tered into the rest of the Lord their God. (Alma 13:11-12)

This, of course, can be understood on various levels, but as 



Robert Millet reminded us, "we encounter the holy order 
of God through receiving the ordinances of the temple, 
through receiving the endowment and the blessings of 
eternal marriage."58

Melchizedek as a Model of Righteousness

In contrast with the wicked people of Ammonihah, who 
had chosen Nehor as their model, the faithful were admon-
ished by Alma to "humble [themselves] even as the people 
in the days of Melchizedek, who was also a high priest after 
this same order which I have spoken" (Alma 13:14). Whereas 
Nehor was a lying murderer and a promoter of priestcraft, 
Melchizedek was a man of "mighty faith" who "received 
the office of the high priesthood according to the holy order 
of God" (Alma 13:18). Whereas the name of Nehor brings 
to mind popular priests supported by money from the de-
ceived masses (see Alma 1:3-6), Melchizedek "did preach re-
pentance unto his people" and "did establish peace in the 
land in his days; therefore he was called the prince of peace, 
for he was the king of Salem" (Alma 13:18).

Melchizedek, whose name likely means "my king of 
righteousness," is an intriguing model for Alma to employ 
as an illustration of entering the rest of God. History and 
legends abound from Jewish and Christian sources pre-
senting a conflicting and enigmatic portrait of Melchi-
zedek.59 Modern revelation, however, strongly supports 
Alma's invoking his name as an illustration of powerful 
faith and righteousness (see Genesis 14:25-40 JST; Hebrews 
5:7-8 JST; D&C 107:3-4). In light of what has been restored 
through the Joseph Smith Translation, Alma was not exag-
gerating when he claimed: "Now, there were many before 
him, and also there were many afterwards, but none were 
greater" (Alma 13:19).



Most intriguing is the way Alma employed Melchize- 
dek as a model for "receiv[ing] the office of the high priest-
hood according to the holy order of God" and righteously 
using this power and authority to "preach repentance" and 
to "establish peace," with the purpose of helping his fellow 
Saints "enter into the rest of the Lord" (Alma 13:18,16). The 
temple themes to which Alma has been alluding seem to 
be almost personified by Melchizedek's example. Other 
sources have connected Melchizedek with the temple and 
its sacred ordinances. For example, Josephus wrote that 
Melchizedek was the first to build a temple in Jerusalem.60 
Ancient scripture and modern revelation identify him as a 
"king" and a "priest of the most high God" (Genesis 14:18; 
Genesis 14:17 JST; Hebrews 7:1).61 The Prophet Joseph 
Smith declared that Melchizedek "had power and author-
ity over that of Abraham, holding the key and the power of 
endless life."62 Because Melchizedek was such a great high 
priest, and "out of respect or reverence to the name of the 
Supreme Being, to avoid the too frequent repetition of his 
name," the priesthood was ultimately named after Melchi-
zedek (D&C 107:4).

Melchizedek: A Type of Christ

As with all prophets before and after the meridian of 
time, Melchizedek is a type of Jesus Christ.63 He was called 
"the prince of peace" (Alma 13:18) as a type of the Prince of 
Peace. As righteous as Melchizedek was—and, as Alma 
declared, "none were greater" (Alma 13:19)—Jesus Christ, 
not Melchizedek, is the righteous one. Alma made it clear 
through his teaching that while Melchizedek was an ex-
cellent example, those who enter into the holy order are 
"washed white through the blood of the Lamb" (Alma 
13:11). The ordinances of the holy order were given in such 



a manner "that thereby the people might look forward on 
the Son of God" (Alma 13:16).

This is in complete contrast to the counterfeit order of 
Nehor, whose entire existence and scheme was part of "a 
very subtle plan, as to the subtlety of the devil, for to lie 
and to deceive this people" (Alma 12:4). To Zeezrom, Alma 
declared, Satan "hath exercised his power in thee" (Alma 
12:5). To all of Ammonihah, Alma gave the warning that 
Satan had laid a snare "to catch this people, that he might 
bring you into subjection unto him, that he might encircle 
you about with his chains, that he might chain you down 
to everlasting destruction, according to the power of his 
captivity" (Alma 12:6). Alma admonished that unless they 
repented "they shall be chained down to an everlasting de-
struction, according to the power and captivity of Satan, he 
having subjected them according to his will" (Alma 12:17).

Life or Death

As Alma prophesied, "utter destruction . . . according 
to the fierce anger of the Lord" was the end result of the or-
der of Nehor in Ammonihah (Alma 9:18; see Alma 16:3, 9). 
Prior to the final Lamanite invasion that completely de-
stroyed the city, the wicked had turned against even their 
own blood by "cast[ing] into the fire" their innocent wives 
and children who had "believed or had been taught to be-
lieve in the word of God" (Alma 14:8). The consequences of 
following the order of Nehor were that "every living soul 
of the Ammonihahites was destroyed, and also their great 
city, which they said God could not destroy, because of its 
greatness" (Alma 16:9). As was later decreed in the Book of 
Mormon concerning another antichrist, "thus we see the 
end of him who perverteth the ways of the Lord; and thus 
we see that the devil will not support his children at the last 



day, but doth speedily drag them down to hell" (Alma 
30:60). In contrast, those who did repent and did not har-
den their hearts against the word of God were fully sup-
ported and sustained by the Lord. The records make clear 
that Amulek, Zeezrom, and others who repented and fol-
lowed Jesus Christ and his holy order went on to lead won-
derful lives of gospel learning, obedience, service, and joy 
(see Alma 15:4-12; 16:13; 31:5-6, 32; 34; Helaman 5:10, 41).

Conclusion

The conflict in Ammonihah between the holy order 
of the Son of God and the order of Nehor serves as a re-
minder that a constant war rages for the hearts, minds, and 
souls of men. Though impossible on the grand scale, Satan 
continues to strive to frustrate God's plan for each of his 
children through the use of lies and deception (see Moses 
4:6). Prophets of our own time have warned of Satan's tac-
tics. President Harold B. Lee warned that Satan "is the mas-
ter of deceit, adulteration, and counterfeit."64 President 
Spencer W. Kimball added, "he has devised and concocted 
every plan imaginable to deceive and fetter man. He is 
clever. He is experienced. He is brainy. He seeks to nullify 
all the works of the Savior. He is the arch deceiver."65

The rise of the order of Nehor and its institutional en-
trenchment in Ammonihah provides an excellent case 
study for the effects of priestcraft on a community. Con-
sumed with a passion for riches and power, most of the 
leading lawyers and judges of Ammonihah rejected the 
true priesthood, doctrines, and ordinances of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. Blinded by pride and false belief and having 
lost the light and the Spirit they once had, these practition-
ers of priestcraft stooped to bribery, lying, mockery, corrup-



tion, persecution, and murder. Their own ultimate fate was 
destruction, both physically and spiritually.

Contrast the actions and consequences of this imitative 
order with that of Alma and the high priesthood. Bound by 
sacred temple covenants, Alma resigned a powerful gov-
ernment position in order to more effectively consecrate his 
time and efforts to teaching the gospel of Jesus Christ and 
building the church. Alma and his companion Amulek 
gave up comfort and family in order to preach to the hard-
hearted who ridiculed and rejected their every invitation to 
repent and return to the Lord, whom they had forgotten. 
Called with a holy calling, Alma and those of the holy or-
der sacrificed their all that they might help others enter into 
the rest of the Lord. In this they were following the pattern 
of him after whom they were called and ordained.

The conflict between these two orders also provided in-
sight into Nephite temple worship and understanding dur-
ing this period. Alma and many of his contemporaries held 
and honored the higher priesthood; they worshiped in holy 
temples where they received the ordinances and covenants 
of the Melchizedek Priesthood, thereby learning the mys-
teries of the kingdom and growing in their knowledge of 
God. These Nephites patterned their lives after the Savior's 
life and employed Melchizedek as a model of righteous-
ness. By repenting, humbling themselves, obeying, and 
serving, they sought to receive the blessings of entering 
into the rest of God.

Alma's very presence in Ammonihah attests to his desire 
to help those who once were enlightened to return to the path 
of eternal life. He taught that the way of salvation is only "ac-
cording to the power and deliverance of Jesus Christ" (Alma 
9:28), who "shall come into the world to redeem his people; 



and he shall take upon him the transgressions of those who 
believe on his name; and these are they that shall have eter-
nal life, and salvation cometh to none else" (Alma 11:40). 
The teachings of Alma and Amulek to these apostates are 
permeated with evidence of a knowledge of holy temples 
containing the highest ordinances, covenants, and theology. 
All the ordinances are patterned in such a way as to look 
forward to the Son for redemption (see Alma 13:2; Moses 
5:8). An undeviating call for men to "repent, and harden not 
[their] hearts" against the true mysteries of God and to rely 
upon the mercy "through mine Only Begotten Son" (Alma 
12:33) fills these chapters.
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Chapter  9
------- -----------

The  Keeper  of  the  Gate

John Gee

The term mystic is currently applied to one who "seeks 
by contemplation and self-surrender to obtain union with 
or absorption into the Deity" and thereby obtains a "spiri-
tual apprehension of truths that are inaccessible to the un-
derstanding."1 Originally, however, it referred to "one ini-
tiated" into the mysteries.2 Several major changes have 
occurred in the history of this word and its usage, not the 
least of which is the adoption of Neoplatonic philosophy in 
most mystical traditions.3 The nature of some of these 
changes can perhaps best be seen in the examination of the 
possible origins of one phenomenon in one branch of mys-
ticism, the Jewish Merkavah mystic.

Most of what we know about the Merkavah mystics de-
rives from the hekhalot literature. The hekhalot literature4 is 
a category of Jewish literature "that deals with the hekhalot, 
the heavenly 'palaces' or 'halls' through which the mystic 
passes to reach the divine throne. It is no coincidence that 
the term hekhal is taken from the architecture of the temple, 
where it is used precisely for the entrance hall to the holiest
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of holies."5 The goal of the Merkavah mystic is to "de-
scend"6 to the chariot (merkavah), which is then used to as-
cend to the throne of God.7

One of the earlier rabbinic commentaries on the Mish- 
nah,8 the Tosefta, contains a story, referred to as the Pardes 
episode, that has important implications for the hekhalot 
literature. (Pardes is the Greek word paradeisos loaned into 
Aramaic; the word, also loaned into English as "paradise," 
is ultimately of Persian origin: paradayadam, meaning "pleas-
ant retreat.")9 In the Pardes episode, Rabbi Ishmael warns the 
Merkavah mystic to guard his tongue in the sixth heaven,10 
since "the guards of the sixth hekhal would ruin those who 
descend the merkhavah without authority."11

The Pardes episode runs as follows:
Four entered into Paradise, Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, Aher 
and Rabbi Aqiva. One looked and died; one looked and 
was injured; one looked and cut down young shoots; one 
ascended in peace and descended in peace. Ben Azzai 
looked and died; about him scripture says: Precious in the 
sight of the Lord is the death of his saints [Psalm 116:15]. 
Ben Zoma looked and was injured; about him scripture 
says: Hast thou found honey? eat so much as is sufficient 
for thee, etc. ["lest thou be filled therewith, and vomit it," 
Proverbs 25:16].12 Elishua [Aher] looked and cut down 
young shoots; about him scripture says: Suffer not thy 
mouth to cause thy flesh to sin; etc. ["neither say thou be-
fore the angel, that it was an error: wherefore should God 
be angry at thy voice, and destroy the work of thine 
hands?" Ecclesiastes 5:6]. Rabbi Aqiva ascended in peace 
and descended in peace; about him scripture says: Draw 
me, we will run, etc. ["after thee: the king hath brought 
me into his chambers," Song of Solomon 1:4].13

The Pardes episode suggests that Ben Azzai was a saint 
and therefore died; Ben Zoma saw more than was sufficient 



for him and so was injured; Aher spoke about things that 
he should not and damaged others thereby; and Aqiva was 
drawn into the chambers of the king. In telling this story, 
the Babylonian Talmud adds the following after the first 
sentence: "Rabbi Aqiva said to them: When you arrive at 
the stone of pure alabaster, say not, Water, water!"14 The 
Sitz im Leben of the hekhalot literature itself is wanting,15 
and this forms a major impediment to understanding the 
literature. The earliest manuscripts of the hekhalot litera-
ture, however, come from Egypt,16 and there are at least 
superficial parallels between Egyptian texts and hekhalot 
literature. Each is "an outstanding example of an extremely 
fluid corpus of texts which has reached, very late and in a 
variety of ways, a stage of redaction which permits us to 
recognize defined works" although "the boundaries be-
tween the different texts ... seem very unstable."17 At least 
one of the major themes in hekhalot literature—getting 
past the gatekeeper—has a long history in Egypt, and an 
investigation of the context of those statements might open 
the door to new avenues of research.

The Pyramid Texts

The earliest large literary corpus, the Pyramid Texts,18 
was first carved into the walls of the pyramid of the Fifth 
Dynasty King Unas (2356-2323 b .c .)19—though both royalty 
and commoners may have used certain of the texts at an 
earlier date.20 These Pyramid Texts give a conception of the 
universe where the heavens spread out like a vault not only 
above but below the earth.21 "On each side [of the expanse 
of heaven] is a doorway that keeps out commoners and for-
eigners but through which the gods and the king can gain 
access to the sky."22 Since the eternal abode of the dead was 
in the northern sky, "the path along which the deceased



Figure 8. Babi, the gatekeeper, appears on either side of the door leading 
out of the pyramid complex of Unas.



must travel in order to reach this place is almost entirely re-
stricted to the idea of ascending the heavens and to the 
manifold ways of mastering both the ascent and the cross-
ing of the sky."23 The universe described in the Pyramid 
Texts is also reflected in the architecture of the pyramid: the 
sarcophagus chamber is called the d(w)jt, the underworld, 
while the antechamber is known as the jht, the dawn sky.24 
As the bj (spirit) of the deceased king follows the texts lead-
ing out of the pyramid, "the final lines in the antechamber 
speak of opening 'the door of the jht for the emergence of 
the day-bark.'"25 In the corridor that leads out of the ante-
chamber, the first text encountered deals with the door-
keeper, Babi (Bjbjj)—whose name seems to be a substan-
tivized nisbe adjective26 from the Semitic word bab, "door" 
or "gate,"27 thus meaning "he of the gate." In the text, the 
king is instructed: "Pull back the doorbolt of Babi. Open 
the doors of heaven."28 After passing through the gate, 
"King Unas is Babi, master of the mysteries."29 With one 
exception,30 Babi appears in the pyramids only at entry-
ways.31 Our purpose is not to look at all the doorway pas-
sages in the Pyramid Texts, but merely to show that the 
idea of having to pass the gatekeeper on the way to the sky 
extends back as far as we have any records of ascension to 
heaven.

The Coffin Texts

By the end of the Old Kingdom,32 the Pyramid Texts also 
appear on coffins of those who could afford them.33 Just as 
no two pyramids contain the same collection of texts, the 
texts on the coffins also vary; they are sometimes adopted in 
a straightforward manner, and sometimes adapted and 
changed, thus producing the collection of texts we know as 
the Coffin Texts.34



The main purpose of this new genre of funerary litera-
ture is to "equip" the dead with the necessary knowl-
edge ... describing ... the 2 ways, the 7 gates, the 21 por-
tals, . . . the door-keepers and heralds. . . . The deceased 
must not only know the names of all these entities and 
every detail concerning their nature, he must also have 
full command of the words needed to face each and 
everyone of them.35

We would be mistaken, however, to think that the Coffin 
Texts are simply funerary texts.36 Walter Federn showed 
that many of the Coffin Texts do not deal with anything fu-
nerary; rather, "many, if not all, of the Coffin Texts were 
primarily used in this life" and seem "to reflect a ceremony 
of admitting, after due initiation, a person into a 'secret so-
ciety,' in which gods or at least superhuman beings were 
impersonated by humans."37 Mordechai Gilula demon-
strated conclusively the use of Coffin Texts by the living.38

In the Coffin Texts we also encounter the gatekeeper. 
Though Babi generally has moved on to other occupations,39 
he is still connected with the gatekeepers.40 Of the several 
passages in the Coffin Texts dealing with passing the gates,41 
we will concentrate here on only one selection of texts that 
are grouped together.42 The texts list the keepers of the gate 
from the outer gate to the fourth gate.43 Rituals are per-
formed on a specified day to cause the gatekeepers to cower 
and let the individual through.44 After passage, the indi-
vidual breaks into a joyful acclamation because he or she can 
join the sun in the solar bark in opening up the darkness.45 
Another grouping of texts concerning the three "gates of 
darkness" follows these texts in some coffins 46 Here again 
each keeper of the gate is named, but in this case passage is 
granted because the individual is in the presence of the sun 
god whom the individual praises with anthems. At the end 



we find out that these texts belong to the divine shrine.47 
Thus the gatekeeper sections of the Coffin Texts seem also to 
belong to the initiation portions of the Coffin Texts.

The Book of the Dead

The successor to the Coffin Texts is known as the Book 
of the Dead (hereafter BD).48 Some of the chapters contain 
elements taken from the Litany of the Sun and the Book 
of Caverns as well as the Coffin Texts and the Pyramid 
Texts.49 Among the Coffin Texts taken over into the Book of 
the Dead were many of the gatekeeper spells.50 Here we 
will examine two groups of spells, BD 125 and BD 144-47.

BD 125—perhaps the most famous chapter of the Book 
of the Dead, known both as the "Negative Confession" and 
the "Judgment of the Dead"—can be outlined as follows: 
(1) The chapter is said to be used when one reaches the 
"hall of the Two Truths."51 (2) The individual announces 
himself, acknowledging his situation and detailing his pu-
rity on this august occasion 52 (3) The individual addresses 
the forty-two divine judges and reviews his obedience to a 
different commandment with each of the judges.53 (4) The 
individual offers a prayer summarizing his passing the test 
and requesting to be rescued from Babi.54 (5) The indi-
vidual answers questions about his ritual preparations.55 
(6) The individual confronts various gatekeepers in the 
form of parts of the door and to pass them must mention 
each by name.56 (7) Ritual instructions for the use of the 
document are given.57

BD 144-47 involve the passage of either seven, four-
teen, eighteen, or twenty-one gates; in tombs they are often 
written around the tomb's false door.58 In BD 144 there is 
a list of the seven keepers of the seven gates whose names 
are identical to those from the Coffin Texts examined, 



though the order is different; other recited material is simi-
lar but has also been adapted. At the end of the chapter, a 
list of instructions specifies the offerings to be made at each 
of the gates and even the time of day of performing the 
text, as well as an admonition to secrecy.59 This text is 
placed adjacent to the false door in the tomb of Senen-
mut.60 BD 145, also found next to the false door in the tomb 
of Senenmut,61 developed over the years, becoming more 
explicit with time. Whereas in the Eighteenth Dynasty only 
the words of address to the various gatekeepers were in-
cluded, by the Nineteenth Dynasty the interrogation at 
each gate was also included, particularly a specification 
that the individual must identify the oil with which he or 
she has been anointed, the type of garment he or she wears, 
and the type of staff or scepter in the hand. The number of 
gates increased from fourteen in the Eighteenth Dynasty to 
eighteen in the Nineteenth Dynasty to twenty-one in the 
Twenty-first Dynasty. By the Twenty-first Dynasty, an epi-
logue detailing the individual's cultic activities is also ap-
pended.62 BD 146 gives the names of the keepers of the 
twenty-one gates followed by a long declaration of the in-
dividual's qualifications in connection with the gates just 
passed through; at the end the individual declares his initia-
tion into the mysteries on the day of the festival63 This text 
is found not only leading to the false door in the tomb of 
Senenmut,64 but astride the northern doorway of the hall 
of the Osireion at Abydos.65 In BD 147, the gates number 
only seven, but each has a keeper of the gate (iry G), a 
guardian (sjw), and an announcer (smyw), all depicted in 
the accompanying vignettes.66 Many of the names of the 
gatekeepers are the same as those of BD 144 and the Coffin 
Texts. The words the individual is to say at each gate are 
also entailed. Some manuscripts add that the purpose of 



the chapter is to allow the individual to enter the presence 
of the god and be among the blessed. A recent exposition 
summarizes these passages:

The gate is a most pregnant symbol of transition. In the 
145th and 146th chapters of the Book of the Dead, this 
idea finds itself systematically elaborated into a sequence 
of 21 gates which the deceased must pass in order to 
reach the "one, whom they conceal," the "weary one," i.e. 
Osiris. The gates are guarded by demons or better, as of 
late more correctly differentiated, by apotropaic gods. 
Their iconography, characterized by animal masks and 
knives, identifies them as dangerous and terrifying be-
ings. The deceased wards off their threat by calling them 
by name, but also by knowing the names of the gates; he 
secures unhindered passage by showing proof of his pu-
rity. He knows the mythical significance of the water, in 
which he has bathed, and wears the appropriate cloth-
ing. The nature of the doorkeepers (and of the "apo-
tropaic gods" in general) is ambiguous: the terror they 
embody is meant to ward off evil, the conceptual mani-
festations of which are ignorance, impurity and violence. 
The gates and their keepers build a 21-, 14-(15) or 7-fold 
(the number as such not being all that important) protec-
tive enclosure around the "weary one," namely the dead 
Osiris, who lives on as a deceased god within the con-
cealment of these walls. The wish of the deceased human 
being is to identify his fate with that of Osiris. Only 
within the innermost enclosure of this most secluded and 
therefore holiest of all cosmic spheres will he also live as 
Osiris. The terrifying creatures at the gates will then be 
his own guards, protecting him from all evil.67

The inaccuracy of calling this work the "Book of the 
Dead" is increasingly recognized. The Egyptians called it the 
rjw nw prt m hrw, "the chapters of prt (going forth, ascend-
ing) by day."68 While many call BD 125 the "Judgment of 



the Dead,"69 insisting that the entire Book of the Dead "re-
flects ritual acts performed during and after the burial,"70 
evidence from the text itself argues against this interpreta-
tion, for in this chapter, unlike any other in the Book of the 
Dead save one,71 a specific date is mentioned—the last day 
of the second month of Peret (probably mid-January).72 
Since Egyptian mummification takes place within seventy 
days following death73 (in which case the burial dates 
would be spread throughout the year), the ritual described 
in Book of the Dead 125 cannot be a funerary rite. The last 
day of the second month of Peret, however, does have 
temple significance: It is the day of groundbreaking for new 
temples,74 the day on which priestly associations (snt)75 end 
their year,76 and the day before the festival of entering the 
holy of holies.77 "Siegfried Morenz expressed the view that 
a central aspect of Ancient Egyptian burial ceremonies lay 
in a sort of priestly initiation to the realm of the dead. 
Twenty years later, his former student R. Grieshammer was 
able to substantiate this general hypothesis by capitalizing 
on one crucial element, the 'Negative Confession' in 'The 
Judgement of the Dead,' thereby elevating it to the realm of 
fact. . . . Grieshammer's conclusions, however, lead to the 
inversely formulated premise that the initiation rites, and 
not vice versa, furnished the prototypes of Egyptian funer-
ary religion: a view which has so far been treated with 
great reserve."78 This was demonstrated convincingly by a 
later papyrus from Egypt, in Greek, which shows that BD 
125 is part of the induction ritual of the priests.79 The initia-
tion texts from the Coffin Texts were only intensified in the 
Book of the Dead.80 Thus "before entering the hall of judge-
ment ..., the deceased must again be able to transpose the 
individual parts of the gate onto a specific mythical plane; 
similarly, in the so-called spells for the 'deification of the 
limbs,' his body is sacramentally interpreted by equating 



each part of his body with a deity.... It thus seems justified 
to consider whether a dramatic initiatory interrogation, 
rather than the mere philological need for commentary, 
underlies these spells."81 So the questions in BD 125 "refer 
to a mystical knowledge, and more precisely yet to knowl-
edge from the Osiris mysteries."82

The 125th chapter of the Book of the Dead is not the 
only chapter that has the connection with initiation:

The knowledge and the passage of the gates (Book of the 
Dead 144-147) undoubtedly display features recalling 
initiation rituals. . . . Initiation ideas do not represent an 
autonomous field in Egyptian religion; on the contrary, 
there are clear correlations between them and the temple 
rituals. This emerges in the clearest form in the case of 
the admittance liturgies which were recited by the 
priests at the beginning of their daily service or upon en-
tering the temple 83

Jan Assmann describes BD 144-47 in the following way:
This sequence of seven gates also seems to have been an 
important principle in temple architecture, especially in 
the Late Period. . . . The underworld is imagined as a 
temple, in the innermost and holiest part of which Osiris 
sits enthroned. The path of the deceased to Osiris corre-
sponds to the path of the priest on his way to the inner-
most sanctuary of the god. The path of the priest is fur-
thermore sacramentally explained as an ascent to the 
heavens. He "opens the door-wings of the sky in 
Karnak" and "sees the mysteries of the horizon." . . . 
Egyptian "funerary mythology" in no way represents an 
autonomous field of religious speculation, but is actually 
deeply interwoven with the ideas and concepts of the 
earthly cult of the gods 84

The Book of the Dead had a long life. Manuscripts sur-
vive from the Eighteenth Dynasty (1550-1307 b .c .)85 to the



Roman period (a .d . 63).86 Sections of BD 125 were incorpo-
rated into the Books of Breathings dating to the centuries 
surrounding the turn of the era,87 and, as previously men-
tioned, the Book of the Dead was still used in priestly initia-
tions in the second century a .d  88

The Anastasi Priestly Archive

With the conquest of Alexander the Great, Egypt came 
under Hellenic hegemony. Though the Ptolemies allowed 
demotic to be used in Egyptian courts, they preferred Greek 
to be used in business documents and royal decrees89 and 
undertook the translation of documents into Greek.90 The 
Romans, apparently during the reign of Tiberius, prohibi-
ted the Egyptians from using their language for any legal 
document, thus putting demotic on the decline.91 The 
Egyptians, who never had any aversion to adopting for-
eign cults and deities,92 adopted the Greek ones as well and 
syncretized them into their pantheon.93 The Greeks also 
adopted Egyptian gods,94 for "religion was the one sphere 
of life in which the Greeks, and especially the Greek-
speaking rulers, hesitated to dismiss the local tradition."95 
The mixture that resulted produced Greek, hieratic, and 
demotic texts dealing with religious themes.96 When these 
multilingual texts were first discovered in the early nine-
teenth century, scholars thought they were bilingual trans-
lations and that the Greek would be helpful in deciphering 
Egyptian 97 To some extent they were, but the elation soon 
turned to revulsion when it was discovered that the first 
three columns were "devoted to magic ceremonies" [sont 
consacrees a des ceremonies magiques]; in fact, the whole 
papyrus "consisted of formulas for superstitious practices 
and theurgy that almost all the gnostics and philosophers 
of the first centuries of our era tried to imitate" [consiste



entierement en formules pour les pratiques superstitieuses, 
pour la theurgie, que presque toutes les sectes gnostiques 
et philosophiques des premiers siecles de notre ere prati- 
quaient a l'envi].98 After that the scholars "only caught 
wind of the 'gnostic cheese' in the Christian era magical 
documents" [in alien magischen Dokumenten der nach- 
christlichen Zeit nur den 'fromage gnostique' rochen].99 
After acquiring the label magic, they remained for years a 
curious oddity, interesting only those scholars dealing in 
ancient sorceries.100 They were collected by the papyrolo- 
gist Karl Preisendanz101 under the title Papyri Graecae Magi- 
cae "Greek Magical Papyri," although the documents are 
neither Greek102 nor magical,103 and not even necessarily 
papyri. Nonetheless, they have recently begun to receive 
significant attention.104 Though the manuscripts them-
selves are generally dated paleographically to the late 
third and early fourth centuries a .d .,105 some of the texts 
were in use by the late second century.106

The Anastasi priestly archive contains texts on many 
topics ranging from memory spells107 to instructions for 
constructing seal rings,108 to calling down divine messen-
gers and revelations,109 to initiations,110 to prayers to the 
sun god,111 all of which appear in the hekhalot texts. In the 
Egyptian documents in the Anastasi priestly archive, the 
gatekeepers appear within the initiation texts. We will look 
briefly at two: the wrongly labeled "Mithras Liturgy" and 
the so-called "Eighth Book of Moses,"112 both of which are 
now viewed as reflecting Egyptian culture.113

The so-called Mithras Liturgy contains written records 
of the proceedings of the "mysteries ... which the great god 
Helios Mithras commanded me by his archangel to pass 
down so that I alone, a supplicant, may enter heaven and 
view everything."114 Later the initiate addresses deity by 



giving twenty-one epithets and names followed by the com-
mand, "Open to me!" accompanied by nomina barbara115 
and entreaties.116 "Say all these things completing the first 
with fire and spirit; then begin the second likewise until 
thou hast completed the seven immortal gods of the 
world."117 Later in the ritual, "thou shalt see the doors 
opening and seven virgins in white linen wearing serpent 
masks coming out of the depths. They are called the fates 
of heaven and grasp golden wands. When thou seest these 
things, greet them thus: 'Hail, O seven fates of heaven, 
revered and good virgins, holy and communal of Min who 
is in the temple,118 most holy guardians of the four pil-
lars.'"119 Each is then greeted by name.120 Then "another 
seven gods wearing black bull masks and girt about with 
linen come forth grasping seven golden diadems."121 They 
are the "possessors of the pole star (polokratores)," a distinc-
tively Egyptian touch.122 These seven "guardians of the 
pivot (knodakophylakes)" must also be named in order for 
the initiate to see the god.123 Instructions for the specific 
time (the new moon in Leo) and other purifications are also 
provided.124

In the "Eighth Book of Moses," the initiate, after per-
forming the rite, is required by the instructions to say "the 
account of the hour-gods which is in the key and which 
compels them and those appointed over the weeks, and 
thou [i.e., the initiate] shalt be initiated into them. Then for 
the general calling down (systasei), have a natron square 
in which thou hast written the great name of the seven 
vowels."125 The initiation was intended to be kept secret: 
"I order thee, child, and the uses of the holy book which all 
the sophists initiate from this holy and blessed book, as I ad-
jured thee, child, in the temple which is in Jerusalem, after 
being filled with the wisdom of God, to make the book un- 



findable."126 Again both the time (the last day of the month 
in Aries) and the specific purifications are detailed.127

Egyptian Christian Texts

By the fourth century, the Egyptians had adopted some 
Christian beliefs and practices,128 though it is not entirely 
clear if many of the Egyptians who became Christians ever 
entirely gave up their Egyptian practices.129

In the Apocalypse of Paul from the Nag Hammadi library, 
Paul is taken on a trip through the heavens. The first three 
heavens are skipped over (probably because of a reading of 
2 Corinthians 12). In the fourth heaven, Paul witnesses the 
judgment of a soul by the gatekeeper of the fourth heaven. 
Paul then proceeds through the gate to the fifth heaven 
where one angel had an iron rod and three others carried 
whips to punish evildoers. Paul proceeds through these 
gates following his paralemptor. In the sixth heaven a light 
and voice from above instruct the gatekeeper to let Paul and 
his paralemptor through. In the seventh heaven, Paul sees a 
man seated upon a throne who proceeds to question him. 
Paul passes to the eighth heaven by means of a sign that he 
carries. There he ascends with his fellow apostles through 
the ninth unto the tenth heaven.130

The fragmentary First Book of Jeu131—a compilation 
where "similar or related 'documents' are either grouped 
together or placed one following another in sequence"132 
—is relevant here. The account concerns the great and hid-
den mysteries: The resurrected Jesus appears to his apos-
tles and gives them instructions in the mysteries that will 
let them know the will of God. After a break in the text, 
Jesus instructs the apostles that they will have access to the 
true God by going through several treasuries (thesauros) de-
fended by three guards (phylax) accompanied by twelve 



spears (proboloue)133 at the gates (pyle), all of which have 
names. After an overview of twenty-eight of these store-
houses, the text breaks off. It resumes in the midst of an ec-
static hymn praising God for his creation of at least thirteen 
aeons and gives the name of each; after thirteen aeons the 
text breaks off again. When it resumes, Jesus is leading his 
apostles through the fifty-fourth of sixty storehouses, ex-
plaining how to gain access. The following is an example 
of the procedure:

Hearken now to the layout of this treasury to which you 
come. Seal yourselves with this seal (sphragis)^ which 
is [a picture is drawn here]. This is its name: Zoxaezoz. 
Say it only once while this number (or stone, psephos) is 
in your hand: 600515; and say this name three times: 
ooieezazamaza and the guards and the orders and the veils 
will always withdraw themselves until you enter the 
place of their father and he will give you the mystery un-
til you enter the mystery. This is the layout of this treas-
ury and all of those who pertain to it.135

After this grand tour, Jesus, at the entreaty of his disci-
ples, gives them one seal, number, and procedure that will 
unlock all the gates to all the treasuries. Inside the seventh 
innermost treasury Jesus forms a circle with his disciples 
and, standing in the middle, sings a hymn of praise to God 
with the disciples antiphonally chanting "amen, amen, 
amen." There the book ends.

Many of these things were already found in early 
Christianity. Jesus had promised to give his apostles secret 
keys to get past the gates of Hades.136 Early Christians also 
looked forward to receiving a stone (psephos) with a secret 
name engraven on it, allowing them to rule over many na-
tions and even sit on the throne of God.137 They also had a 
long tradition of secrecy,138 including secret ceremonies139 



with antiphonal chanting,140 as well as a secret knowledge 
of "the celestial things, the arrangement of the angels, and 
the calling down (systaseis)141 of the archangels (archontes), 
both seen and unseen."142 But among the "unorthodox" 
Egyptian Christian documents it is difficult to separate the 
Egyptian elements from the Christian.

The Hekhalot Literature

At the time of the exile, some groups of Jews moved to 
Egypt to avoid Babylonian domination.143 By the Persian 
period, a large Jewish colony flourished at Elephantine144 
to the extent that they even founded a Jewish temple 
there.145 Jews also served as mercenaries in the garrisons at 
Migdol, Taphanes, Memphis, and Hermopolis with other 
Aramaic-speaking Semites.146 The myriad of prisoners 
brought in by Ptolemy I Soter reinforced their presence.147 
Inscriptional remains attest Aramaic-speaking people in 
Egypt having adopted some of the Egyptian religious prac-
tices,148 including being initiated into the Osirian myster-
ies.149 Whether others borrowed from the Jews or the Jews 
borrowed from the Egyptians, Aramaic speakers were soon 
mixing the two religions.150 Not all Jews adopted pagan 
practices; enough Jews resisted this syncretism that they 
became hated.151

Despite religious or ethnic tensions, the Egyptians them-
selves borrowed from Jewish religion. Thus the syncretistic 
Greco-Egyptian texts of the fourth century a .d . import sev-
eral biblical figures, including Isaac152 and Solomon.153 The 
name Eve was used whenever the female ancestor was un-
known.154 They also contain copies of an entire prayer at-
tributed to Jacob155 and more than one book attributed to 
Moses.156 One of the few names to appear on both demotic 



and Greek papyri of this sort is Abraham.157 But the most 
common divine name in the papyri is Iao, the Greek ver-
sion of the tetragrammaton.158 "The influence worked both 
ways. Hebrew elements, taken over at some early time by 
the Greek syncretists, returned in their new Hellenized 
forms into the circles of Aramaic speaking Jewish esoteri- 
cists."159 Other scholars view the matter slightly differently: 
"Just as a number of gnostic elements found their way into 
Merkavah mysticism so did also certain Merkavah elements 
find their way into gnosticism."160 (As we have seen above, 
Scholem's magicians and Gruenwald's gnostics are not iso-
lated from each other.)

The degree of receptivity which some Jewish circles 
showed to ideas originating from pagan sources is still 
one of the most bewildering problems which the student 
of the Judaism of the Talmudic period faces. It will in no 
way ease the problem if we assume that some Jewish 
circles timidly and carelessly collected whatever they 
found in the international market of religions. But it 
seems equally true to maintain that once foreign ideas 
had found their way into Judaism they were not—or 
even could not be—easily swept under the carpet. ... In 
most cases, however, the impression one gets is that 
those people were attracted by complex pictures even 
when these pictures were composed of the most hetero-
geneous elements. The artificial combination of various 
and sometimes even conflicting religious elements was 
the fashion of the day, and if this was believed to enrich 
one's religious experience, the question of the cost was 
not raised.161

It may be significant that the earliest manuscripts of the 
hekhalot literature come from Egypt.162 "It is probably 
through the influence of these magical performances that 
we find in some hekhalot texts the idea that certain prac-



tices are useful only for bringing about certain experiences 
at specific dates."163 Prayers to the sun with strings of epi-
thets, some of which are clearly Egyptian, also clearly de-
rive from this common milieu.164 Others have enumerated 
additional examples of materials that reflect the Egyptian 
background of the PGM borrowed into the hekhalot litera-
ture;165 our interest lies in the gatekeeper passages of the 
hekhalot literature.

The seventeenth chapter of the Hekhalot Rabbati1(^ (which 
appears in the manuscripts for the most part as a single 
unit),167 like much of the hekhalot literature itself,168 was 
concerned with heavenly ascensions. During the heavenly 
ascension the mystic had to pass by various gates and their 
keepers. Perhaps the most conspicuous feature of the text is 
the use of the seals to get past the keepers of the heavenly 
gates. The seals have special names attached to them, the 
one for the guard on the right side being compounded with 
the divine name, while the one for the guard on the left side 
is compounded with the Sar ha-Panim. It is tempting to specu-
late that the common element in two of these, TWTRWSY'Y- 
YWY and TWTRBY'L-YWY, might stand for the Egyptian God 
Thoth (Dhwty-rsy=i "Thoth is my guard"169 and Dhwty RBY 'L 
"Thoth my master is god").170 Though incantations might 
accompany the seals, they are nowhere described.171 The 
parallels from Coptic texts mentioned above prove nothing 
as it may be that the Jewish sources influence the Christian. 
Since it is specifically the use of the seals that connects the 
hekhalot literature to magic,172 we have the ironic situation 
that whereas in the Bible what was classified as magic was 
that practiced by outsiders,173 what is labeled as magic here 
may be originally a Jewish feature.



Table 1. Phenomena Associated with the Gatekeeper

PT CT CT BD BD BD BD BD Mithras 8th Book Apoca- 1st Jeu Hekhalot
1100- 1107 125 144 145 146 147 Liturgy of Moses lypse Rabbati
1106 -15 of Paul

no. of gates 1 4 3 1 7 14-21 21 7 1 2 10 60 7

gatekeepers 1 1 1 42/12 1 1 1 3 7 7 1 15 2
per gate

interview no no no yes no no no no no yes yes no no

name no yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes no yes yes

seal no no no no no no no no no no yes yes yes

prayer no yes yes yes yes yes no yes yes yes no yes no

hymn no yes yes no no no yes no yes no no yes no



Temporary Conclusions

The summary of the phenomena associated with the 
gatekeeper appears in table 1, from which it can be seen that 
the Hekhalot Rabbati passage belongs to the same sort of com-
plex as the passages in Egyptian and Christian tradition. 
This is not the same thing as a history of the tradition. "It is 
almost impossible to write a history of ideas, traditions, and 
motifs, which in any case cannot consist of isolated quota-
tions loosely linked" [Eine Geschichte von Ideen, von Tradi- 
tionen, von Motiven zu schreiben, wird nahezu unmoglich 
und kann jedenfalls nicht darin bestehen, isolierte Zitate her- 
auszupikken und aneinanderzureihen].174 Yet that is all that 
has been done here; the preceding has merely run rough-
shod over several texts not normally associated, suggest-
ing a common tradition,175 though not proving it. Some 
historical background has been included to show that it is 
reasonable to suggest that the Egyptian traditions might 
have influenced both Jewish and Christian traditions,176 
though the differences are well worth noting; we are sug-
gesting adaptation, not plagiarism. The presence of the 
gatekeepers, stronger in some texts than in others, indicates 
a temple initiation in the Egyptian texts and therefore sug-
gests an initiation in the Jewish and Christian texts. This is 
all suggestion and not proof. It can "only be provisional, 
since a comparison of motifs presupposes in the last resort 
a comparison of systems."177 To say that the system repre-
sented in the texts was some form of "magic" seems dubi-
ous and problematic. At this point we might finally be able 
to ask whether the Sitz im Leben of certain passages in the 
hekhalot literature might be connected in some way with 
some Jewish initiation. Such questions I leave to the experts 
in hekhalot literature who can subject this complex to the 
requisite inner analysis.178
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The  Great  Mosq ue  and  Its  Ka c ba  as  
an  Islami c  Temple  Comp lex  

in  Light  of  Lund quis t 's  Typolo gy  of  
Ancien t  Near  Easte rn  Templ es

Gaye Strathearn and Brian M. Hauglid

Ancient Near Eastern civilizations, such as Sumeria, 
Babylon, Assyria, Egypt, and Israel, were diverse cultural 
entities that have each made a unique contribution to the 
development of Western civilization. Yet along with their 
diversity and uniqueness, we find significant points of cul-
tural contact and overlap. One such element is the impor-
tance each placed on its temple complexes. These com-
plexes provided both religious and social structure for the 
surrounding communities. Although each temple complex 
incorporated singular features, John Lundquist has listed 
nineteen features shared by temples throughout the an-
cient Near East.1 Lundquist's typology highlights "extra-
ordinary cultural, historical and religious continuity" in 
areas that are otherwise plagued by "extraordinary cultural 
disruptions."2 This methodology has its limitations, espe-
cially when we consider that the typology represents an 
academic construction rather than any single reality. Even 
if one acknowledges the limitations, such a typology has 
considerable value, especially given the comparatively few 
archaeological and textual remains of temples from the 



ancient world. The typology provides a standard by which 
we can evaluate the available material. Using it as a mea-
suring stick, we can then see parallels between ancient 
Near Eastern temple complexes and other institutions that 
might otherwise have been overlooked.

One such possible parallel occurs with the Great 
Mosque of Mecca and its Ka'ba, although the same com-
parisons cannot be drawn for all Islamic mosques. The 
Ka'ba, as we shall see, sets the Great Mosque apart from 
other mosques. Even in pre-Islamic times the Kacba was a 
sacred site and was considered to be "the sacred House of 
Allah."3 With the rise of Islam, the Ka'ba continued to 
make its surrounding area sacred, especially since Muham-
mad cleansed it of what he considered pagan idols (with 
the exception of the images of Jesus and Mary). Since that 
time the Ka'ba has played a central role in the religious life 
of Muslims around the world. As such, scholars have com-
pared its functional similarities to the Jewish temple in 
Jerusalem.4 In at least one tradition Solomon compares his 
temple to the Ka'ba when he prays, "My God and Master, 
thou hast clad me with the garments of prophethood and 
hast given me great dominion. I ask thee to give me in 
building thy holy house what thou gavest Abraham thy 
friend in building the Kaaba."5

Heribert Busse believes that three main similarities ex-
ist between the Jewish temple and the Ka'ba. First, the 
temple and the Kacba have a common foundation in 
Semitic religion. Second, after the destruction of the Jewish 
temple in Jerusalem, two successors arose: the Christian 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the Muslim Haram al- 
Sharif (which occupies the site previously occupied by the 
temple). Busse further argues that "Jewish traditions con-
cerning the Temple were transferred to the Haram al-



Figure 9. Every year during the month of pilgrimage to the Great 
Mosque of Mecca, tens of millions of devout Muslims circumambulate 
the Kata counterclockwise in a ritual that emphasizes its central im-
portance to their faith.

Sharif: part of them came directly from the Temple, part of 
them via the Church of the Holy Sepulchre."6 Third, a 
transfer of traditions occurred "from the Temple to the 
[Ka'ba] via [the] Haram al-Sharif (or the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre) in order to make the [Kacba] a sanctuary 
equal to the Temple or even superior to it."7 In his article 
Busse concentrates on his second and third points, but we 
will, through Lundquist's typology, focus more on Busse's 
first point: that the temple and the Kacba have a common



Semitic origin. We will first give a brief overview and de-
scription of the Great Mosque and its Kacba and will then 
show, on a point-by-point basis, how those structures par-
allel typologically the temple complexes of the ancient 
Near East.

The Great Mosque and Its Kacba
The Great Mosque stands today as the holy center of 

Islam (see fig. 9). Ever since the prophet Muhammad deliv-
ered God's command, "From whatsoever place thou is- 
suest, turn thy face towards the Holy Mosque" (sura 
2:144),8 untold millions from all continents have prostrated 
themselves five times a day toward this magnetic center. 
The Mosque is also known as Bait Allah (House of God),9 
which is synonymous in the ancient Near East with the 
word temple.

The central edifice of the Great Mosque is the Kacba 
(see fig. 10). The word ka'ba is Arabic for "any square [or 
cubic] house, or chamber, or the like,"10 and thus the Kacba 
derives its name from the appearance of the building. A. J. 
Wensinck described it as being

built of layers of the grey stone produced by the hills sur-
rounding Mecca. It stands on a marble base 10 inches 
high. . . . The four walls of the Ka'ba are covered with a 
black curtain (kiswa) which reaches to the ground and is 
fastened there with copper rings.... At two-thirds of its 
height a gold embroidered band (hizam) runs round, 
which is covered with verses from the Kur’an in fine 
calligraphy.11

Zahra Freeth and H. Winstone refer to the Kacba as 
"Islam's holy of holies."12 Of central importance to the 
Kacba is the Black Stone (al-Hajar al-Aswad) embedded in the 
eastern comer; this the pilgrims touch as they participate in



Figure 10. This fifteenth-century tourist map depicts the most impor-
tant elements of the Great Mosque; the square outer walls enclose the 
courtyard where the black rectangular Kacba stands in the center, with 
the black stone in its eastern corner at the lower left and near the small 
door. Unlike most temples, the corners, rather than the sides, are ori-
ented to the compass directions.

their ritual circumambulations (tawdf) of the Ka'ba. Among 
the traditions associated with this stone is one that says it 
was originally an angel whose duty it was to prevent 
Adam from partaking of the forbidden fruit, but "at the 
crucial moment, the angel had not paid attention, not 



thinking that Adam would ever really sin."13 As punish-
ment for his lapse of concentration, the angel was changed 
"into a white stone, [which was] destined to be placed in 
the wall of the Kacba at Mecca until Judgment Day."14 
Although the stone was originally white, over time it has 
turned black "because it rubs off the impurities from the 
souls of the pilgrims when they simply touch it."15 A simi-
lar tradition says that the stone represents "'the right hand 
of God upon earth,' [which during the resurrection] will 
have two eyes to see, and a tongue to speak and give testi-
mony on behalf of those who have kissed it in the sincerity 
of their hearts."16 The stone is thus one of the important 
elements that contributes to the sacredness of the Kacba. 
Other elements will be identified as we work through the 
typology.

The Great Mosque, Its Kacba, and 
Lundquist's Typology

Our research identifies at least thirteen points of corre-
lation between the Great Mosque, the Kacba, and Lund-
quist's typology.17 While each of these points individually 
may be passed off as coincidence, collectively they illumi-
nate a significant pattern. The Great Mosque and its Kacba 
are steeped in symbols and traditions intimately connected 
with ancient Near Eastern temple complexes. Just as those 
temple complexes provided a centralized unifying force for 
their communities, so too the Great Mosque provides a 
similar function for an ever-growing international commu-
nity of Muslims. In order to highlight the temple function 
of the Great Mosque and its Kacba, we will identify the thir-
teen points of correspondence with Lundquist's typology 
and discuss each in terms of Islamic tradition.



1. "The temple is the architectural embodiment of the 
cosmic mountain."18

Throughout the ancient Near East, mountains were as-
sociated with sacred space. The cosmic mountain can be 
either a natural mountain, as was the case with Mount 
Sinai,19 or a symbolic representation, as was the case with 
the pyramids of Egypt and the ziggurats of Mesopotamia 
(see fig. 12, p. 307). In the Qur’an the House or the sacred 
precinct is associated with a mountain:

By the Mount20
and a Book inscribed
in a parchment unrolled, 
by the House inhabited 
and the roof uplifted 
and the sea swarming, 
surely thy Lord's chastisement is about to fall;
there is none to avert it. (sura 52:1-8)

Mecca is situated between two mountains and is con-
sidered to be inseparably connected to them.21 In addition, 
three aspects of the Ka<ba are associated with mountain 
symbolism. First, Islamic tradition identifies the place 
where Abraham built the Kacba as either a "small, brown 
hill" or a "round, red hill."22 An account from eastern 
Turkey records that before the flood "Gabriel raised up the 
Well-appointed House and gave it a place in the fourth 
sphere of heaven." In its place Gabriel "brought a moun-
tain of the same dimensions as that house and set it down 
in the place of the Well-appointed House" where it re-
mained until the time of Abraham. When Abraham was 
commanded to build the Kacba "the mountain moved from 
its place and Gabriel said: 'Build it there!'"23

Second, tradition has Abraham building the Kacba from 
rocks taken from five mountains: "Mount Sinai, the Mount 



of Olives, Mount Hira, Mount Libanon and Mount Judi."24 
Third, tradition places the Kacba opposite the polar star, 
which is the highest point in the heavens. Al-Kisa’i writes 
the following: "Tradition says: the polestar proves that 
the Kacba is the highest situated territory; for it lies over 
against the centre of heaven."25 The Kacba, therefore, in 
Islamic tradition has important ties to the cosmic mountain 
of Lundquist's typology.

2. "The cosmic mountain represents the primordial 
hillock, the place which first emerged from the waters 
that covered the earth during the creative process."26

Wensinck explains that Islamic tradition initially asso-
ciated the primordial hillock with Jerusalem.27 However, 
the site of the primordial hillock was transferred to Mecca 
when the Jewish tribes of Medina rejected Muhammad, 
and the qibla (direction of prayer) was changed from 
Jerusalem to Mecca. Thus Mecca becomes the first land to 
appear out of the waters of chaos. The creation began by 
stretching out the earth around this center. "The first land 
to appear upon the face of the water was Mecca. Then God 
unfolded the earth out from under it."28 In a more detailed 
description, Yaqut writes, "The first land which God cre-
ated on the earth is the place of Mecca. Then God unrolled 
the land from under the earth. [This place] is the navel of 
the earth, the middle of the world and the mother of cities, 
for it has the Ka'ba. A wall surrounds Mecca, and Mecca is 
surrounded by the sacred precinct, and the sacred precinct 
is surrounded by the world."29 Thus the Qur’an refers to 
Mecca as the "Mother of Cities" (sura 42:7), and Muslims 
view Mecca and its Kacba as the center of the world, with 
all things radiating from them.30



3. "The temple is often associated with the waters of life 
which flow forth from a spring within the building 
itself."31

Tabari taught that before heaven and earth were cre-
ated, the Ka'ba was upon the waters.32 Today the waters of 
life flow from a sacred well in the southeast of the Kacba in 
the Great Mosque known as the Zamzam or the "Well of 
Ishmael." The shaft of the well is approximately "130 feet 
in depth" and "possesses the miraculous property that its 
level will never fall,"33 regardless of how much water the 
pilgrims to the Kacba use. Islamic tradition associates this 
well with the biblical story of Abraham and Hagar. When 
Hagar and her son Ishmael were cast out by Abraham, they 
became desperate for water after their small supply was 
spent. Hagar went in search of water. After going back and 
forth between Safa and Marwa seven times, the Zamzam 
well miraculously appeared. One tradition says that water 
gushed out after Ishmael dug the earth with his finger,34 
while another tradition indicates that Gabriel uncovered 
the water source.35 Ignaz Goldziher says that long before 
the advent of Islam, the Persians "claim to have made pil-
grimages to this holy spring in honour of Abraham."36 
Today, pilgrims to the area view the water as having spe-
cial health-giving powers. They drink the water and "take 
it home with them to give to the sick."37

4. "The temple is built on separate, sacral, set-apart 
space."38

Islamic traditions emphasize the sacred nature of both 
the origin and the earthly location of the Ka'ba. There are 
two traditions about its origin—according to one tradition 
the Ka'ba originated in heaven; after Adam's expulsion 
God caused "the House in Mecca to descend."39 In yet 



another tradition God commanded Adam "to build a 
house to resemble the Visited House."40 Likewise, after the 
flood41 Abraham was commanded to rebuild the Kacba. It 
is the latter of these two traditions that is important for this 
point in Lundquist's typology.

Steven Holloway says that "in the ancient Near East, 
when God commands a human being to construct a build-
ing, that building is a temple."42 These traditions about 
Adam and Abraham certainly meet Holloway's criteria.

Furthermore, Mircea Eliade makes it clear that humans 
do not choose sacred ground. Rather, it is transformed from 
the profane through either "a dazzling hierophany, or the 
principles of cosmology ... or by a 'sign' expressing a 
hierophany."43 There are a number of traditions where this 
principle is observed in God's command to Abraham to 
build the Ka'ba. We have noted above the removal of a 
mountain to provide a place for the building. Other tradi-
tions say that when given the command to build, Abraham 
was stymied because he did not know the dimensions. 
God, therefore, provided a visible sign to give Abraham the 
needed dimensions. One version says that God "sent a 
cloud the size of the Kaaba and told him to dig foundations 
not to exceed the size of the cloud,"44 while another says 
that "a snake came and curled up on the spot" and that 
"Abraham built the Kacba according to the dimensions of 
the snake."45 Thus the Kacba qualifies as sacred ground be-
cause its location was determined by a "dramatic irruption 
of the sacred."46

5. "The temple is oriented toward the four world regions 
or cardinal directions, and to various celestial bodies 
such as the polar star."47

We have already noted one detail relevant to this point: 
the tradition that places the Kacba opposite the polar star. 



The oblong nature of the present Ka'ba means that it is 
much more difficult to establish that it is oriented to-
ward the four world regions or cardinal directions. A. J. 
Wensinck argues that "four lines drawn from the centre 
through the four corners . . . would roughly indicate the 
four points of the compass."48 Perhaps more definitive evi-
dence for this point of the typology is that earlier structures 
were much more closely aligned to the cardinal directions. 
For example, although the front of the present Kacba with 
the door in it faces the northeast, one hadith relates 
Muhammad as saying, "Were your nation not close to the 
Pre-Islamic Period of Ignorance, I would have had the 
Kacba demolished and would have included in it the 
portion which had been left, and would have made it at a 
level with the ground and would have made two doors for it, 
one towards the east and the other towards the west, and then by 
doing this it would have been built on the foundations laid by 
Abraham. "49 According to this hadith, the foundations of 
Abraham were much more closely aligned to the cardinal 
directions than the present Kacba indicates. Thadabi also 
taught that the Ka'ba that God brought down from heaven 
for Adam had two doors, one on the east and another on 
the west.50

Lundquist points out that the cosmic orientation can 
thus be used as "an astronomical observatory, the main 
purpose of which is to assist the temple priests in regulat-
ing the ritual calendar."51 The Islamic calendar follows a lu-
nar cycle. The time of the yearly hajj (the major pilgrimage 
to the Kacba) is determined by the phases of the moon and 
rotates throughout the seasons of the year.52 In addition, 
this cosmic orientation reflects the idea that the earthly 
temple is a copy or counterpart of a heavenly model. F. E. 
Peters confirms the traditional Islamic claims that God 
built the original Kacba for Adam on the plan of his own 



residence in heaven.53 We shall return to this concept in 
point seven.

6. "Temples, in their architectonic orientation, express the 
idea of a successive ascension toward heaven."54

The Mesopotamian ziggurat is probably the best ex-
ample of a structure with an architectonic orientation por-
traying the idea of successive ascension to heaven. It was 
constructed with varying numbers of levels—usually three, 
five, or seven. The upper level was reached by a monu-
mental staircase. The worshipers ascended the staircase, 
and deity descended from heaven to meet them.55 The 
place of the meeting between the two realms was a place of 
great sacredness.

Although the Great Mosque's architecture is not as 
clear in its successive orientation as that of the ziggurats, 
different levels are still suggested. The Ka'ba is surrounded 
by a roadway on which the pilgrims make their ritual cir- 
cumambulations. The roadway lies below the level of both 
the floor of the Ka'ba and the courtyard of the mosque.56 In 
addition, the door to the Kacba is about seven feet above 
the ground. It is reached by a wooden staircase that runs 
on wheels and is pushed up to the door.57 The symbolism 
of this design as a meeting place between the immortal and 
mortal realms is reinforced by the experience of Muham-
mad's night journey and ascension (al-mi'rdj) into heaven. 
The Qur’an explicitly states that Muhammad was taken 
from the "Holy Mosque" (al-masjid al-haram; sura 17:1)58 to 
Jerusalem, from where he ascended up to heaven 59



7. "The plan and measurements of the temple are re-
vealed by God to the king, and the plan must be carefully 
carried out."60

The temple structure represents the earthly replica of a 
heavenly counterpart. It is therefore necessary that the 
earthly design and measurements be accurate. Adam was 
commanded to build the Kacba so that it resembled the 
Visited House.61 Islamic traditions describe the heavenly 
mosque as the place in the seventh heaven where angels 
worship. Jan Knappert records that "God creates seventy 
thousand new angels . . . every morning" specifically so 
that they can worship him and that each morning the "an-
gel Jibril [Gabriel] calls the faithful to prayer from the 
minaret that was created out of pure diamond."62 Given 
the prominence of the angel Jibril in the heavenly mosque, 
it is therefore not surprising that he also plays an impor-
tant role in some traditions concerning the establishment 
of its earthly counterpart. "He [i.e., Gabriel] also told 
[Adam] that God commanded him to build there [i.e., in 
Mecca] His House, which is the Kaaba, which he should 
circumambulate and in which he should offer prayer as he 
had seen the angels do at the Visited House."63 We have 
already noted the supernatural direction given to Abraham 
to ensure the correct dimensions of the Ka'ba. Thus the 
building of the earthly Ka'ba was under the control and 
supervision of the divine realm.

8. Temples are associated with initiation "into the pres-
ence of deity."64

Each year when the Israelite high priest entered the 
holy of holies on the Day of Atonement, he symbolically 



entered the presence of God. Similarly, during the three 
Israelite pilgrim festivals of the Passover, the Feast of 
Weeks, and the Feast of Tabernacles, all Israelite men were 
required to go to the temple and appear before the Lord 
(see Exodus 23:14-17). For Muslims, their visit to the Kacba 
represents a similar concept.65 Tha'labi taught that when 
God brought down the Ka'ba for Adam he told him to 
"circumambulate it just as you circumambulate the throne 
[of God]. Come to it just as you come to the throne."66 
Therefore, as pilgrims enter the area made sacred by the 
Kacba, they purify themselves in anticipation of coming 
into the presence of God. One pilgrim described the emo-
tions he felt when he prayed at the Ka'ba: "Truly we were 
at that hour in another world: we were in the house of God 
and in God's immediate presence."67

Upon entering the Great Mosque, the pilgrims, as part 
of the ritual, circumambulate the Ka'ba seven times. This 
is symbolic of the actions performed by the angels in hea-
ven as they circle the throne of God 68 Hence, each pilgrim 
symbolically enters the presence of God and encircles his 
throne. When the pilgrims return home they are entitled to 
add the epithet hajj or hajji (male) or hajja (female) (i.e., one 
who has performed the pilgrimage) to their name. They 
"will be met with joy and respect, possibly in a festive and 
ceremonial manner. In general, [their] prestige in the com-
munity will be increased and, in the outlying regions of the 
Muslim world, [they] will become a center of religious fer-
vor and missionary activity."69

9. "The temple is associated with the realm of the dead, 
the underworld, the afterlife, the grave."70

Lundquist argues that the "rites and worship of ances-
tors" serve as the connecting link to the realm of the dead, 



the underworld, the afterlife, and the grave.71 Among the 
Egyptians, the Babylonians, and the Hittites, tombs and 
temples were integrally joined. The temple was viewed as 
the "link between this world and the next."72

The Kacba serves a similar function in Islam. On one 
level, the pilgrimage to Mecca—required of each Muslim 
who is financially able—represents death. Ali Shariati 
taught that

Before departing to perform the Hajj, all of your 
debts should be paid. Your hates and angers toward rela-
tives or friends must disappear. A will must be drawn. 
All of these gestures are an exercise in the preparation 
for death (which will overtake everyone some day)....

Now you are free to join eternity.73

On another level, tradition places the graves of over 
seventy prophets beneath al-Hijr (the screen or the parti-
tion) in the Great Mosque. These include Adam, Eve,74 
Hagar,75 and Ishmael.76 In fact, "Every prophet, after his 
people had perished, would establish himself at [Mecca]; 
there he and his followers with him used to perform wor-
ship till he died."77 Some traditions even place the grave 
of Muhammad in Mecca despite the traditional site in 
Medina. They argue that Muhammad and all prophets be-
long to Mecca because "this is his essential starting point 
and termination of his career." Thus, they argue, "Mecca is 
his real grave."78 Muslims around the world reflect their 
desire to be associated with the Kacba at death by being ori-
ented in their graves to face the Ka'ba.79

This connection with the rites of ancestors is further 
reinforced by Muhammad's pronouncement that it is ac-
ceptable for people to perform the hajj on behalf of elderly 
relatives. One hadith says, "Hazrat Ibn Abbas relates: A 
woman asked the Holy Prophet: 'O messenger of Allah, the 
pilgrimage has been made obligatory duty by Allah on his 



servants at a time when my father has reached old age 
and has not strength to ride an animal. Can I perform the 
pilgrimage on his behalf?' He answered, 'Yes!'"80 Today 
Muslims have extended this injunction to include deceased 
family relatives.81 The vicarious pilgrim uses money from 
the deceased's estate to cover the costs of the journey to 
Mecca. However, the pilgrim himself receives no personal 
religious benefit from such a pilgrimage.82

10. "God's word is revealed in the temple."83

Temple sanctuaries have often been the site of divine 
revelation. Isaiah received his prophetic call while in the 
temple, and Moses received revelation on Mount Sinai.84 
In the Great Mosque, during the early Islamic period, reve-
lation of God's will usually came "in the course of an incu-
bation, that is, sleeping in a sacred place."85 We have al-
ready noted Muhammad's night journey and ascension 
into heaven, which began at the Kacba, but tradition also 
records others who received revelation while in the Great 
Mosque. Uri Rubin records a number of those traditions:

It is related that Kinana heard a voice while sleeping in 
Hijr, telling him about his future. Al-Nadr b. Kinana 
dreamt in the same place that a cosmic luminous tree 
was emerging from his loins which symbolized his noble 
descendants, and especially Muhammad. cAbd al Mutta- 
lib dreamt in the Hijr that a cosmic chain grew out of his 
body and turned into a green tree. He also dreamt there 
that he was dressed in a beautiful robe which meant that 
it was time for him to marry. In the same place, cAbd al 
Muttalib was also inspired by a series of dreams to dig 
Zamzam. Amina, Muhammad's mother, dreamt in the 
Hijr that she was about to give birth to "Ahmad," the 
lord of mankind.86



These revelations underscore the sacred nature of the Great 
Mosque and its importance as a conduit linking the earthly 
and heavenly spheres.

11. "The temple and its ritual are enshrouded in secrecy."87

Lundquist points out that "secrecy relates to the sacred-
ness of the temple precinct and the strict division in ancient 
times between sacred and profane space."88 At Herod's 
Temple, signs were posted forbidding gentiles to enter.89 
When Muhammad returned in triumph to Mecca from 
Medina, he cleansed the Kacba of its pagan deities and dedi-
cated it to the worship of God. Muhammad subsequently 
received a revelation restricting Mecca and its environs to 
Muslims:

O believers, the idolaters are indeed unclean; so let them 
not come near the Holy Mosque after this year of theirs, 
(sura 9:28)

Since that revelation, a sacred zone (haram) has encom-
passed Mecca. The profane zone is clearly delineated from 
the sacred by checkpoints on all roads leading into Mecca. 
It is forbidden for non-Muslims to pass these points, and 
those Muslims entering the city to take part in either of the 
two pilgrimages must be in a state of ritual purity (ihram).90 
This purification is accomplished by performing ablutions, 
putting on a ritual garment (also known as ihram), making 
a declaration of intention, and offering prayers.91

12. "The temple is a place of sacrifice."92

It is said that in pre-Islamic times animal sacrifice was 
performed at the Kacba and that the blood was smeared on 
the Black Stone.93 In fact, one tradition says that Abra-
ham's father Terah made sacrifice at the Ka'ba.94 Islam is, 



in principle, opposed to blood sacrifice. As the Qur’an re-
veals, "The flesh of them [i.e., that of sacrificial animals] 
shall not reach God, neither their blood, but godliness from 
you shall reach Him" (sura 22:37). However, earlier in the 
same revelation, sacrifice is associated with the Ka'ba: 
"There are things therein profitable to you unto a stated 
term; thereafter their lawful place of sacrifice is by the 
Ancient House" (sura 22:33).95 We have at least one hadith 
that describes Muhammad sacrificing camels during the 
rite of standing.96 Another hadith describes Muhammad 
offering sacrifice at the end of the hajj between Safa and 
Marwa,97 a practice that has continued into modern times. 
However, while the sacrifices do not actually occur at the 
Ka'ba, Burton noted that the animals' faces are turned to-
ward it before they are killed.98

In addition to the blood sacrifices, it should be noted 
that the hajj itself is a form of sacrifice for many of the pil-
grims. Usually people save for many years to make the 
trip.99 Ali Shariati indicates that at Mina the pilgrim acts as 
Abraham who "brought his son [Ishmael] to sacrifice." He 
suggests that for modern pilgrims the Ishmael that they 
sacrifice could be any one of a number of worldly posses-
sions. Then he says,

Whoever and whatever, you should have brought it with 
you to sacrifice here. I cannot tell you which one, but I 
can give you some clues to help—whatever weakens 
your faith, whatever stops you from "going", whatever 
distracts you from accepting responsibilities, whatever 
causes you to be self-centered, whatever makes you un-
able to hear the message and confess the truth, whatever 
forces you to "escape", whatever causes you to rational-
ize for the sake of convenience, whatever makes you 
blind and deaf. . . . You are in the position of Ibrahim 
whose weakness was in his love for [Ishmael] (his son).



He was teased by Satan. Imagine yourself at the peak of 
honor, full of pride and there is only ONE THING for 
which you can give up everything and sacrifice any 
other love for its love. THAT IS YOUR [ISHMAEL]! Your 
[Ishmael] can be a person, an object, a rank, a position or 
even a "weakness"!100

Thus, in both ancient and modern times, pilgrimage to the 
Kacba was closely tied to sacrifice.

13. "The temple is the central, organizing, unifying insti-
tution" and "plays a legitimizing political role in the an-
cient Near East."101

In this section we have chosen to combine two of Lund-
quist's points because they are closely associated. The idea 
of transferring the pilgrimage to Islam appears to have de-
veloped while Muhammad was in Medina. Although the 
umma (Islamic community) was growing with converts 
from the local Arab tribes, Muhammad sought to unify all 
the Arab tribes under the banner of Islam. Paul Wheatley 
suggests that the Kacba enabled Muhammad to make "the 
transformation from a kin-based society to a rudimentary 
state organization."102 In doing so, he was able to unify nu-
merous tribal factions into a single unified group: the Kacba 
became a unifying force for Muhammad.

As a result, ever since Muhammad took control of 
Mecca and cleansed the Kacba during the seventh century, 
Muslims from around the world have turned their eyes, 
hearts, and thoughts five times a day to the Kacba in Mecca. 
The idea of qibla (direction of prayer) is a dramatic symbol 
of the unity of the Islamic umma worldwide. It has become 
a "powerful implosion of religious energy"103 and brings 
about a feeling of intense unity among Muslims. Frederick 
Denny informs us: "When the Muslim performs the salat 



[ritual prayer], he or she is in a sense participating in the 
heavenly journey of the Prophet Muhammad; a little per-
sonal mi'raj is made."104

The Ka'ba is also the central focus of the hajj. The pil-
grims focus on the Kacba a number of times during the hajj. 
They perform the taw«/(circumambulations) three times: at 
the beginning of the hajj, after they return from Arafat, and 
at its conclusion. Thus, the hajj is also a powerful example 
of the unifying effect that the Ka'ba provides for Islam.

Conclusion
The central importance of the temple and its associated 

institutions in the ancient world has long been noted by 
scholars. The temple was the source of religious, political, 
and economic stability for the ancient temple states. The 
temple and its rituals enabled the ancients to make sense of 
the vicissitudes of life and to set their lives in order accord-
ing to the will of the gods. In this paper we have used Mus-
lim sources to show how Mecca, with its Great Mosque and 
Ka'ba, fits into that ancient temple typology. In at least thir-
teen aspects it relates to other ancient Near Eastern tem-
ples. Further research is needed to establish the extent to 
which the remaining points might also be associated with 
the Great Mosque, but there is sufficient evidence in the 
foregoing discussion to posit a substantial connection with 
ancient temple ideology and practices, even though Mus-
lims do not specifically view the Great Mosque as a temple. 
By viewing the Great Mosque from a temple perspective, 
we can see that at least one aspect of Islam's development 
was not an isolated phenomenon but was intimately con-
nected with a long and illustrious history of temple-ordered 
societies.
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Chapte r  11
------- -----------

Insid e  a  Sumeri an  Temple :
The  Ekish nug al  at  Ur

E. Jan Wilson

Introduction
In Temples of the Ancient World, frequent reference was 

made to the temple built by Gudea, an ancient Sumerian 
king in southern Mesopotamia (who began his reign in 
2143 b .c .).1 This was quite appropriate since the oldest 
known temples in the world were those of the Sumerians, 
a rather enigmatic ethnic group that inhabited southern 
Mesopotamia even before the beginning of the First Dy-
nasty in Egypt. It was the Sumerians who developed the 
first writing system (ca. 3000 b .c .) and also constructed 
some of the earliest temples.

The first temple, according to Sumerian tradition, was 
in Eridu on the edge of the Persian Gulf. According to 
Sumerian legends, it was there that civilization began and 
there that the first temple was built to Enki (or Ea), the god 
of underground fresh water. Enki, as the god of wisdom, 
remained very important in the Sumerian pantheon for 
many centuries and was "consulted" whenever the Sumer-
ians undertook the construction or reparation of a temple,
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perhaps also because of his connection with the earliest 
temple.

Other gods of the ancient Sumerians included An (the 
“father" god), Enlil (a son of An, but eventually chief god 
of the Sumerian pantheon), Inanna (a goddess of war who 
also had unclear connections to prostitution), Utu (the sun-
god), and Nanna (the moon-god). I shall bring up Nanna 
again when I discuss the great temple in Ur, which was his 
main cultic site.

Sumerian temples were very central to urban life be-
cause each city had its chief god who was thought to be the 
patron and protector of that city. If calamities befell the city, 
it was assumed that the local god had deserted his temple 
and hence his people. Elaborate rituals were then per-
formed to coax the god to return to his temple and reestab-
lish peace and tranquility in the city and its environs.

In the early periods of Mesopotamian history, the temple 
was more important to the city than the palace.2 Indeed, 
kingship was not even a permanent institution in the earli-
est Sumerian periods. The secular leader of a particular 
community (as opposed to the chief priest, or en) was sim-
ply the "big man" (lu-gal), who was elected by the citizens 
for a period of one year. Thus the temple, with its estab-
lished economic base and respected priestly castes, was 
permanent, but the lay leader of the community was only 
temporary. That eventually changed, however, when the 
growing problem of constant interurban warfare produced 
the practical necessity of maintaining a strong leader in of-
fice for longer periods in order to provide stability and ex-
perienced leadership during perilous times. In the course 
of time, strong men were able to make their office perma-
nent, and the Sumerian word lu-gal came to mean "king" 
in the sense in which we usually understand it. That finally 
led to a shift in power and influence from the temple to the 



royal house, as was most apparent in the empires of the 
Akkadians and their heirs (the Babylonians and Assyrians) 
after they had supplanted the Sumerians as the dominant 
culture in Mesopotamia.

The Sumerian temples, in their most developed phase, 
showed structural similarities to later Israelite temples. In 
fact, at least two of the temples excavated in Israel (Naha- 
riya and Tell Beit Mirsim) seem to be based on Sumerian 
floor plans.3 This relationship is significant because it is one 
of the few physical attestations of a movement from south-
ern Mesopotamia westward toward Syria-Palestine (most 
scholars have thought only in terms of emigration eastward 
from Syria into Mesopotamia) during a historical period in 
which the Abraham stories in Genesis and the Book of 
Abraham report such a journey for Abraham and his fam-
ily.4 For that reason, a closer look at Sumerian temples in 
general, and the main temple at Ur in particular, will pro-
vide valuable additional insights into the subject of tem-
ples in antiquity.

General Features of Sumerian Temples

Temples and Towers

The earliest temples in southern Mesopotamia con-
sisted of small, one-room structures, but already during the 
Early Dynastic Period we see the development of a temple 
type consisting of an artificial terrace on which a rectangu-
lar building (up to 12.5 by 24 meters in size) contains an 
elongated central cult room and two side tracts of rooms. 
The similarity of the floor plan of one of these temples to 
the later Temple of Solomon can be seen in figure 11.

It appears that a transition in function is reflected in the 
gradually changing architecture of Mesopotamian temples



Figure 11. Floor plan of a temple from ancient Uruk (above) and 
Solomon's Temple (below).



Figure 12. The Ziggurat of Ur Nammu, restored.

during the prehistoric and early historical periods. In the 
earliest times, the temples were apparently open to every-
one, and the altar was located inside the one-room struc-
ture. Later, however, there was no longer room for the 
masses except in the exterior courtyards, and the altar was 
moved outside.5 As population growth continued (and the 
state became more formally organized), the public had ac-
cess to the administrative areas, but not to the temple 
rooms proper—corresponding to the exclusion of the pub-
lic from the king's inner chambers, but also mirroring the 
situation in heaven.6 In any case, temple architecture grad-
ually became more complex.

The ziggurat, one of the new major features, was a tower-
like structure erected adjacent to a normal temple building. 
It was sometimes referred to as a "stepped pyramid," but it 
was not a pyramid in either form or function. Rather than 
having flat sides angled toward the pinnacle, the ziggurat 
consisted of three to five levels of ever-decreasing size; in-
stead of culminating in a pointed pinnacle, the top was a 



flat surface with a shrine.7 While the pyramids of Egypt 
may have been used for burials (though this too is dis-
puted), the ziggurats of Mesopotamia were clearly sites of 
cultic worship.

It would have been one of these ziggurats that was 
featured in the book of Genesis as the Tower of Babel. In-
deed, the fact that the ziggurats were integral components 
of temple complexes in southern Mesopotamia and were 
used for cultic rituals corresponds well with the comment 
by Herodotus (Histories 1.181) that the Tower of Babel 
was actually a temple. Furthermore, it is worth noting that 
there were no ziggurats in Mesopotamia prior to the Neo-
Sumerian period (ca. 2200-2000 b .c .).8 This is significant 
because, if we date Abraham to approximately 2000 b .c . or 
slightly before (Ur was destroyed by the Elamites and their 
confederates in 2003 b .c .), then we have an indication that 
a significant chronological gap between the tower story in 
Genesis 10 and the beginning of the Abraham narrative im-
mediately thereafter in Genesis 11 does not exist. The two 
events may indeed have followed each other in close suc-
cession, with the tower episode even occurring during the 
twenty-second century b .c . (at the earliest) and Abraham 
coming on the scene within decades of that event.

If we consider that the tower in the Genesis story could 
not have been the ziggurat at Babylon (because Babylon, or 
"Babel," was still a small town with no ziggurat), then the 
ziggurat of that story might even have been the ziggurat at 
Ur, which was put into its final form by Ur-Nammu, who 
was king between 2111 and 2094 b .c .9 The ziggurat in Ur is, 
in fact, the earliest example of the multistaged form of 
ziggurat.10

The purpose of these towers (in accord with the account 
in Genesis) is expressed in a Sumerian hymn describing



the ziggurat of the temple in Eridu: "Eunir [name of the 
ziggurat], which has grown high, (uniting) heaven and 
earth."11

Sacred Areas: Approaching Deity

Within the temples in Sumer were three special fea-
tures, which, taken together, constituted the sine qua non of 
sacred edifices. These were the adytum (called ki-ku3 or 
"holy place" as well as ki-nam-ti-la or "place of life"),12 the 
abzu (which was also called "holy sanctuary"; Sumerian 
es3-ku3), and the duku (du6-ku3) or "holy mound."13

The adytum was the place where the statue of the god 
was placed. Elaborate meals were prepared there for the 
chief deity in any temple, and it was assumed, when the 
food was placed on a table before the statue, that the god 
himself somehow partook of the meal (it should be noted 
here that the Sumerians never thought that the statue itself 
was the god; it was a representation and simultaneously a 
physical structure that the god might inhabit during those 
times when he was pleased with the inhabitants of a city). 
In order to approach the adytum, there were appropriate 
purification rituals to be observed first.

The abzu and the duku are more mysterious areas of the 
temple, both in terms of function and in terms of their ex-
act locations. The abzu derived its name from the term for 
the underground sources of fresh water, which were the 
abode of the god of wisdom, Enki.14 Just what form the 
abzu took in Sumerian temples is still debated, but it ap-
pears likely that it was some body of water, such as a pool 
or cistern,15 and that this body of water represented a com-
munication with the subterranean water and hence with 
Enki. It also appears from one of the temple hymns that the 
hand-washing ceremony (su-luh) was performed in the 



same room as the abzu, or perhaps even in the abzu itself.16 
If the latter turns out to be the case, then we might be deal-
ing with a form of total washing (perhaps even immersion) 
in which case the term su-luh ("hand-washing") is actually 
a synecdoche (i.e., the part representing the whole). This, 
however, cannot be confirmed from the existing sources.

The duku has some special but unclear relationship to 
the abzu. Its name means "holy mound" or "holy hill." 
From what we know about temples in general, it would be 
tempting to assume that perhaps the duku is the primeval 
hillock that emerges from the waters during creation, but 
this cannot be confirmed from currently available texts. 
What we can say with certainty about the duku is that two 
functions are associated with it. The first (and best-known) 
function of the duku is as a place of divine judgment. This 
is demonstrated in a bilingual text known as VR50+51:

Incantation. Shamash, when you come out of the great 
mountain,

When you come out of the great mountain,
the mountain of the springs (of water),
When you come out of the duku where fates are 

determined,
When you come out of the (place) where heaven and 

earth are connected,
from the foundation of heaven, to (this) place,
The great gods will present themselves before you for 

judgment;
The Anunnaki will present themselves to you for 

decisions.17

The important points to be noted here are that (1) 
Shamash (the sun-god) was the god of judgment and there-
fore presided over the divine court; (2) the duku is called "a 
great mountain"; and (3) even the other gods are subjected 
to judgment there.



A lesser-known function of the duku is that of the loca-
tion of some sort of cultic meal. In one temple hymn it is 
called the "House, holy mound, where pure food is 
eaten."18 What is unclear here is the connection between 
the cultic meal and judgment. It is conceivable that the 
meal was spread out in the duku room to invite and entice 
Shamash to be present so that the human supplicants could 
then submit their requests.

Priestly Castes and Administration

The priestly personnel in Mesopotamian temples were 
essentially in three categories: cultic, divination, and incan-
tation priests. The first two categories included women as 
well as men. In fact, the "chief" priest (Sumerian en) was 
male if the deity at the shrine in question was female, but if 
the deity at that temple was male (as in the case of the 
moon-god, Nanna, in Ur), then the en was female.

Since this was the highest, most prestigious priestly of-
fice in any given city, it was also subject to becoming a poli-
tical gift. In Ur that office was traditionally the prerogative 
of sisters and daughters of the reigning monarch (beginning 
at least with the installation of Enheduanna, daughter of 
Sargon of Akkad shortly after 2350 b .c .) and continued so 
throughout Babylonian records. If inscriptions from Neo-
Babylonian times can be considered indicative of much ear-
lier practices, then it seems apparent that as part of the in-
stallation ceremonies of the en-priestess in Ur, the candidate 
received a new name. Of the eighteen names of en-priest- 
esses at Ur that were known to Nabonidus,19 at least four-
teen of them contained the theophoric element "an" (the 
name of the supreme Sumerian god).

The en-priestesses were not supposed to marry (except 
for the en-priestess in Nippur), but they nonetheless had 



children from time to time. J. Renger thinks such offspring 
may have been the result of the annual hieros gamos, in 
which the king would ritually marry the en-priestess in a 
cultic ceremony that was supposed to guarantee fertility 
and abundant produce at harvest time.20

The en-priests and priestesses were associated only 
with the major gods. They functioned as the appointed 
spouse of the main deity of a given city, performed sacri-
fices, and performed purification rites (e.g., su-luh cere-
monies). They lived in a building on the temple grounds 
known as the gipar.

Another high-ranking priest was the sanga-priest. This 
office combined cultic and administrative responsibilities. 
The education required was that of a scribe, and it appears 
that the sanga-priest also functioned as a member of a panel 
of judges. The office was not hereditary, but rather was ap-
pointed by the king. In fact, there were kings who were also 
sanga-priests.21

One type of priest is the gudu-priest (Sumerian gudu4), 
one who made bloodless offerings, took care of offerings 
for the dead, and also had musical chores. Of particular in-
terest to Latter-day Saints is the fact that the Akkadian des-
ignation for this type of priest was paslsu, which means 
"anointed" and is probably the origin of the Hebrew word 
passim in the expression kutonet passim—the garment asso-
ciated with Joseph in the Genesis account and translated in 
the KJV as "coat of many colors." If passim is from the 
Akkadian word paslsu, then the "coat of many colors" be-
comes the "garment of anointing," which is more accept-
able both linguistically and theologically. Interestingly, the 



gudu-priest also had special clothing associated with his 
office.

The issue of special clothing for certain priestly offices 
appears in many texts, but one may generalize that all those 
who participated in the presentation of temple rituals (the 
mes ) had to wear special garments. The garment in ques-
tion was known as the ma (Sumerian tug-ma6) and was ap-
parently made of linen.22

Other types of priests, which will not be discussed here, 
included singers, exorcists, and those who practiced ex- 
tispicy (examining entrails).

Economic Organization

The Sumerian temples were, perhaps first and fore-
most, economic centers in their respective communities. 
Any temple of even moderate size had to maintain a full- 
time staff. This required regular and reliable sources of in-
come. There were, of course, the offerings of animals and 
other substances made by worshipers, but the temple econo-
mies did not rely on offerings alone. Temples of any signifi-
cant size also controlled lands (varying in extent during 
different time periods) that produced crops. These lands 
might be leased out to tenant farmers, who would pay a 
percentage of the increase to the temple as a form of rent 
on the land.

These economic activities required a system of book-
keeping, and the ancient Sumerians developed a rather im-
pressive system of accounting. Many inscriptions recov-
ered from the Ur III period (ca. 2100-2000 b .c .) are actually 
economic texts listing transactions involving animals, pro-
duce from farmland, and even banking records of deposits 
and withdrawals from "silver" accounts.23



Sumerian Temples and Creation

Of the various rituals that took place in Mesopotamian 
temples, perhaps the best-known was the creation ritual as-
sociated with the beginning of the new year. In later times, 
the Babylonians would recite a creation myth known by its 
incipit as the Enuma Elish 24 But it is very likely that some-
thing of the sort already existed in Sumerian times. Crea-
tion motifs appear in numerous texts that may have been 
associated with temple rituals.25 For example, the Sumer-
ian story of Enki and Ninmah deals with the creation of 
mankind. In it, the goddess Nammu asks her son, Enki, to 
create man to do the work of the gods, who are complain-
ing of their work loads (the usual reason for creating man, 
according to Mesopotamian tradition). Enki instructs Nam-
mu on how to pinch off clay above the abzu and create 
man. During a feast that ensues, Ninmah (Nammu's assis-
tant) gets drunk and tries to create men, but since she is 
drunk, all her creations are defective. The account then lists 
the various defects.

In any case, the Mesopotamian creation accounts differ 
from the biblical account in the relationship of man to deity. 
In Mesopotamia man is the slave of the gods, not the off-
spring of deity as in our own tradition. One notable excep-
tion to that is a bilingual story of the creation by the chief 
Babylonian god, Marduk, in which man is the offspring of 
the gods. Because of this unusual twist, it is worth repro-
ducing here in toto.26

CT 13, PLATES 35-37
1. Incantation: a holy house, a house of Gods, in a holy 

place was not yet made.
2. No reed had sprung up, no tree had been created.
3. No brick had been laid, no brick structure had been 

built.



4. A house had not been made, a city had not been built.
5. A city had not been made, people (or settlement) had 

not been established.
6. Nippur had not been made, Ekur had not been built.
7. Uruk had not been made, Eanna had not been built.
8. The ocean (the apsu) had not been made, Eridu had not 

been built.
9. A holy house, a house of Gods their habitation had not 

been made.
10. All lands were sea.
11. When in the midst of the sea there was a channel.27
12. Then (one day) Eridu was made and Esagil was built.
13. Esagil whose foundation Lugaldulkuga laid in the midst 

of the apsu
14. The city of Babylon was made, and Esagil was 

completed.
15. The gods, the Anunnaki he created together.
16. The holy city, the dwelling of their heart's delight, they 

proclaimed supreme.
17. Marduk constructed a raft upon the face of the water.
18. He formed the dust and poured it out with the raft.
19. In order to settle the gods in the dwelling of their heart's 

delight
20. He formed mankind.
21. The goddess Aruru together with him created the seed 

of mankind.
22. The beasts in the field and the living creatures in the 

steppe he formed.
23. The Tigris and the Euphrates he created, he set them in 

place.
24. Their names he named well.
25. The grass, the rush of the marsh, the reed, and the forest 

he created.
26. The green herb of the field he created.
27. The lands, and the marshes, and the swamps.
28. The cow and her young, the calf, the ewe and her 

young, the lamb of the fold.



29. Orchards and forests.
30. wild sheep (and) mountain rams he... ?
31. The lord Marduk placed a dam by the side of the sea.
32. a marsh, a channel he made.
33. [...] he caused to be.
34. [reeds he form]ed, trees he created.

We note here that Marduk creates a city (Babylon) even 
before he creates man, and then he creates the animals after 
creating man. The point of interest, however, is the fact that 
man was created by a union of Marduk with his spouse, 
Aruru. This should be compared with the words of Parley P. 
Pratt concerning the creation of mankind:

Earth, its mineral, vegetable and animal wealth, its Para-
dise prepared, down comes from yonder world on high, 
a Son of God with his beloved spouse. And thus a colony 
from heaven, it may be from the sun, is transplanted on 
our soil. The blessings of their Father are upon them, and 
the first great law of heaven and earth is again repeated, 
"Be fruitful and multiply."28

One final note on creation myths concerns the breath of 
life, which according to one Sumerian text, was given to 
many by the god, Ningirsu, the chief deity of the ancient 
city of Lagash.29

Other Rituals in Sumerian Temples

We might also find the purification rituals interesting. 
The Sumerians, like the Hebrews but unlike the Akkadian 
population, had a religion with a well-developed concept 
of holiness (a hallmark of hierocentric religions as opposed 
to nonhierocentric religions, which are generally concerned 
almost exclusively with purity).30 In Sumerian (as in He-
brew) religious thinking, holiness was associated with the 
temple and the potential presence of deity there; purity, 



however, was possible anywhere but was also a prerequi-
site for entrance to that sacred area. Therefore, purification 
rituals were a necessary preliminary step to approaching 
deity in the temple.

One such purification ritual performed by the king is 
described in the text known as VAS 17 no. 28 (=VAT 8395); 
it appears to deal with a ritual designed to remove an evil 
spell or fate that has been determined for the king. The text 
is damaged, and the first several lines do not contribute 
greatly to our understanding of what is taking place, even 
though references to Enki and the abzu are made. The last 
17 lines, however, are more informative.31

16. Its body is cedar, its sides (are) hashur-wood.
17. Holy water, water of the abzu, in its water the naga- 

plant...
18. The sustenance of the gods, the branch of the holy 

naga-plant. . .
19. The branch of the holy n^-plant..................
20. His body, the knowledge(?) of the gods ...
21. In pure water, pure water........................
22. the king of the city, son of....................
23. Holy water, his head..............
24. Pure [water], his body.................
25. Clear water..........................
26. Water of purity...................
27. Holy water, on his body...............
28. Pure water on his body, pure............
29. Clear water on his body, clear................
30. The darkness, the evil of his body has been........
31. The darkness, its swine(?)................
32. An incantation to render ineffective the (malevolent) 

fate of the king.

This text, referring as it does to the bathing ritual of a 
king, may indeed be related to the later bit rimki rituals, 



which were important purification rituals involving three 
actors: the king, a priest, and a masmasu-priest. This would 
seem especially likely in view of the purpose given in line 
32. In any case, bathing rituals for purposes of purification 
are well attested in the ancient Near East, especially for 
kings.32

Another ceremony that may have taken place in Su-
merian temples—in which the supplicant took the hand 
of the god who was thought to dwell in that particular 
temple—is not well understood. Whether the hand he took 
was that of a statue or of someone playing the role of the 
god is not clear. One such text is the Great Hymn to Nabu,33 
in which the supplicant asks the god Nabu to take his hand 
and raise him out of the mire and to exalt him so that he 
may gain life powers. Unfortunately, that text was written 
in Akkadian and is therefore significantly later than the 
Ur III period under discussion, but it may well preserve an 
earlier Sumerian ritual.

The Great Temple at Ur

A Brief History of Ur

The ancient Sumerian city of Ur (modern al-Muqqayer) 
is located in southern Iraq, approximately one hundred km 
southeast of Baghdad. The first dynasty of Ur was founded 
by Mesanepada. He was a contemporary of Mebaragesi, 
the eighth ruler of Kish (ca. 2490 b .c .). Mesanepada appar-
ently conquered Kish from Aka, the son of Mebaragesi, for 
he eventually used the title king of Kish.

During the early days of Ur, that is, during the Early 
Dynastic III period (ca. 2700-2370 b .c .), some peculiar buri-
als included the interment of great wealth as well as of nu-



merous attendants. These burials were examined by 
Leonard Woolley, who excavated Ur during the 1920s and 
1930s. He also excavated the ziggurat of Ur-Nammu.34

The city of Ur was conquered by Sargon—who had 
founded the first great Semitic empire in Mesopotamia 
around 2340 b .c .—and did not regain independence or 
prominence until after the fall of the Akkadian empire and 
the expulsion of the Gutians, who had succeeded the 
Sargonic dynasty. That expulsion was accomplished by 
Utuhegal of Uruk around 2116 b .c . Ur-Nammu, the 
founder of the Third Dynasty of Ur, had been a deputy of 
Utuhegal but broke away from him over a border dispute 
and founded his own dynasty in Ur around 2111 b .c . Ur- 
Nammu rebuilt the temple in Ur and constructed the great 
ziggurat that still stands there.

The most impressive ruler of the Ur III period, how-
ever, was Ur-Nammu's son, Shulgi, who reigned for half a 
century (2094-2045 b .c .). In fact, his very name should be 
of some interest to Latter-day Saints because it consists of 
the Sumerian words sul and gi. The word sul means some-
thing like "hero," and gi is multivalent, but in this case may 
mean "firm, reliable." The sul component is important, be-
cause it is also attested as the name of a king in the Book of 
Mormon (see Ether 1:31).

In addition, Shulgi was a remarkable ruler in other re-
gards. He is perhaps the first musician-king (David would 
later have that role in Israel) and is reported to have mas-
tered as many as eight different instruments. He also intro-
duced a number of changes by creating a standing army, 
reorganizing the temple economies, creating a unified ad-
ministrative system for both northern and southern Baby-
lonia, overhauling the system of state revenues and taxa-
tion, creating an enormous bureaucratic apparatus and a 



system of scribal schools, reforming the writing system, in-
troducing new accounting and recording procedures, reor-
ganizing the system of weights and measures, and intro-
ducing the imperial calendar.35

Although the Ur III period lasted only a single century 
(ca. 2111-2003 b .c .), it is significant for two reasons. First, 
the influence of Ur during that time stretched from the 
Persian Gulf almost to the Mediterranean and was main-
tained by economic factors rather than by military power. 
Second, it is quite possible that Abraham lived in or near 
that city during that time.

After the city was destroyed by a combination of Elam-
ites and Subarians in 2003 b .c ., it never again recovered its 
former stature and eventually became absorbed in the later 
Semitic empires of Babylonia.

As in other Sumerian city-states (as noted above), the 
political organization of the city had originally consisted 
of a town council (ukkin) and a political leader called the 
"big man" (lu-gal). The religious life centered around the 
temple, and the chief clerical figure was the en-priestess. 
The main deity of Ur was the moon-god, Nanna (Semitic 
name: Sin). The worship of this god was carried out in the 
main temple in Ur, which was called the Ekishnugal. This 
temple was also the center point of the economic life in Ur 
during the early days, but that role shifted to the royal 
household during the later periods when the secular bu-
reaucracy grew to keep pace with the expanding empire.

Abraham's Connection to Ur

Before the 1920s, scholars tended to locate the city of 
Abraham somewhere in northern Mesopotamia. Since the 
excavations of Woolley in the 1920s and 1930s, however, 
the majority opinion has swung toward accepting the Ur



Figure 13. Layout of Ur.

excavated by him in southern Mesopotamia as the one 
mentioned in Genesis in connection with Abraham. During 
the 1950s and 1960s, an exchange appeared in the journal 
Iraq between Cyrus Gordon and H. W. F. Saggs; the former 
argued for a northern site for Ur and the latter responded 
to his arguments and established a case for accepting the 
southern location. That controversy continues, especially 
among Latter-day Saint scholars, who tend to favor the 
northern theory (partly influenced by Gordon). I favor the 
southern location for reasons too involved to discuss here. 
Therefore, let us recognize that the subject is not yet closed 



and that if the Ur excavated by Woolley was the Ur of 
Abraham, then Abraham must have lived there before its 
destruction in 2003 b .c .

Indeed, two tantalizing notes in the Book of Abraham 
fit in well with what we know of the southern Ur. The first 
is the mention of a famine in Abraham 1:30 and 2:1. In the 
days of the Ibbi-Sin, the last king of Ur, a terrible famine oc-
curred. One of his officers, Ishbierra, was asked to send 
grain up the canal to Ur to save the city from the ripening 
rebellion. Ishbierra knew that if he stalled, the city, and 
therefore also the king, would be overthrown (from within 
if not from without), and he would be able to set himself 
up as king in a nearby city, which he did.

The other fact that surfaces in the Book of Abraham is 
long known from Jewish legends: Abraham's father, Terah, 
worshiped idols in Ur and returned to that practice in 
Haran (see Abraham 2:5). The fascinating feature here is 
that the moon-god Nanna was worshiped in two cities in 
Mesopotamia: Ur and Haran. It therefore seems possible 
that Terah might have been the one who took the idola-
trous god of Ur (namely Nanna) to Haran and introduced 
the worship of him there.

Layout of the Ekishnugal

The Ekishnugal comprised a complex of buildings lo-
cated on a surface of close to seventy thousand square me-
ters. As was common in ancient Mesopotamia, the corners 
of the buildings, not the sides, faced the four cardinal di-
rections. The main shrine of Nanna was on the west-facing 
corner of the complex, and the great ziggurat was just to 
the southeast (see fig. 14). Surrounding the ziggurat was 
a large courtyard called in Sumerian the kisal-mah or 
e-temen-ni-gur.36 Northeast of that was another courtyard—



Figure 14. A floor plan of the temple of Nanna (Ekishnugal) in Ur. 

the court of Nanna, or kisal-sag-an-na, which Levine and 
Hallo translate as "upper court."37 The excavator, Woolley, 
thought the main entrance to the complex was near the 
eastern corner through a building called the e-dub-la-mah 
in later periods, but originally known as the da-gal-mah.38

In order to appreciate the layout of the temple better, it 
is helpful to follow the footsteps of a king who visited the 
temple complex on an official visit to pay homage to the 
god, Nanna.39 The king, Rim-Sin, first stopped at the main 
gate with his entourage, where he was obliged to propitiate 
the divine guardians of the temple. It was assumed that



those lesser deities would then advise the chief inhabitants 
of the temple, Nanna and his consort, Ningal, of Rim-Sin's 
visit. After a hymn had been recited, the party then entered 
the temple complex and proceeded to the next stop, which 
was the abzu—represented as a body of water bordered by 
reeds.40 Finally the entourage passed to the adytum, but 
they had to pass by additional gods before they could be 
admitted into the presence of Nanna and Ningal. Once 
they arrived at the adytum, however, food and drink offer-
ings may have represented a communal meal in the pres-
ence of the gods.

Rituals in the Ekishnugal

One very informative text about rituals in the Ekish-
nugal is a hymn to Nanna, known as LIET VI/1 67. This 
text is remarkable in that it describes Enki as the author of 
all purity in the temple and also mentions the washing and 
anointing of the statue of Nanna in the abzu room. Al-
though the text was already treated by Charpin,41 it has 
not, to my knowledge, been made available in English. I 
will therefore present the text here with my own transla-
tion from the Sumerian.

Oh son of a prince! When you come out of the holy sea, 
you are resplendent,...

2 The "mountain" of the pure mes ,42 the sanctuary of the 
abzu, the interior ... broad, the "mountain" ...

The exalted "base"...
4 From the "underground water" (= abzu), carrying a 

terrifying splendor,... a luster,
You raise your head toward your happy destiny, toward 

your greatness and exaltation,
6 You march exaltedly toward the destiny that will be de-

clared for you,
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10/11

12

14

16

18

20

22

24

26

28

The great An43 has lavishly provided for your sovereignty 
over the universe,

Enlil44 has perfected regality for your great status as son 
of the Prince,

Enlil has manifested the exalted (status of a) deity for you. 
For your exalted path from the lower sea,
Has Enki, from sea of the holy interior, placed a sweet 

earth, the sweet mother, as (your daily) destiny be-
neath your feet.

Enlil has engendered you in magnificence and in the high 
priesthood.

Oh Nanna! Your crescent is called "the crescent of the sev-
enth day."

Enlil has called your name for you in the universe, your 
name, your holy name!

Oh son of a prince, he has made your greatness pre-eminent 
in the universe!

The great assembly has granted you the office/status of 
Enlil

Enki has decreed your regality and exaltation from the 
sanctuary of Eridu.

From the exalted abzu, the sanctuary of Eridu, for your 
great high priesthood,

Oh king of the universe ... for your greatness.
Oh Nanna, he has chosen (as your) portion, the elevation of 

your head among the Anuna-gods,
You dwell in a holy dwelling, among the pure mes  of joy. 
He has called the great gods to the great sacrifice, 
They have taken (their) seats in the shrine, (their) hearts 

filled with tremendous delight.
He gives the great gods the drink offerings of joy.
In the place of exaltation, in the holy place, you dwell.
Oh Nanna! In the holy place, your holy residence, you dwell. 
Enki, who purified the dwelling place for you, who 

cleansed the dwelling place for you,
He has sanctified heaven for you, he .. . earth for you.



326

30

32

34

36

38

40

42

44

46

48

He has prepared the Ekishnugal, the temple of the cedar 
forest, (pointing) toward heaven.

Your exalted residence, the holy place, he has made for you 
For the illumination of heaven and earth.

The patterns for your exalted su-luh45 ceremony he has 
prepared for you.

For . .. your .. . brightness(?), he has cleaned a table for 
you in a holy place.

... your evening meal, and morning (meal),

. .. he prepared for you.
The su-luh ceremony he has sanctified for you, he has 

made brilliant(?) for you.
... he has made beautiful.
... he has called.
Enki, having created them in his abzu, has instituted for you 

the su-luh ceremony,
(The god) Kusu has brought the su-luh ceremony, which 

was created in its own temple.
Beside the nether sea: an oven, oxen, sheep, bread; beside 

the sea: that su-luh ceremony.
For the temple the oil is purified, and held in readiness, 

and the arms, hands and feet are touched(?)z
Toward the sacred su-luh ceremony which is not to be 

cast aside, from the exalted lake,
From the broad, holy sea, that fate goes forth.
The Ekishnugal, on the sacred, exalted throne, perfected 

in the exalted great mes  of the universe,
When you have bathed at the exalted bank of the holy sea,
When you have sprinkled the mountain oil on your holy 

body,
Oh Nanna, (when) you have been placed on your exalted 

throne,
Girded with a fine linen garment, Oh (thou with) raised 

head and the shining horn, girded with a lordly 
headdress.

The exalted oil, the oil of regality, the oil of your great 
storehouse, on the holy body and sides.



50 At the shining quay, the exalted quay, his holy quay, 
Ningublaga46 has sanctified the hands of the high priest.

52 Dara-abzu47 of Eridu has purified those hands with oil.
In order that you may place pure hands upon the provi-

sions of the table of your great banquet hall,
54 Kusu sanctifies the hand—the pure hand, the shining hand. 

Dara-abzu of Eridu has purified those hands with oil.
56 The sanctuary of the abzu, being the exalted throne of Ur, 

according to the good and great destiny decreed,
The Ekishnugal, being the good and holy dwelling place of 

Ningal, that exalted Lady,
58 The holy dwelling place where you are queen to Nanna, 

your king.
The Ekishnugal, and the holy Enun48 (are) the temples of 

your royalty.
60 Nanna and Ningal rejoice in the dwelling place.

Oh Su'en,49 the lord of the exalted wisdom of the universe, 
Your crown is an exalted crown!

62 The glory ... of the universe ... Ashimbabbar,50 may he 
sanctify (his) hand!

May it be holy like heaven, may it be brilliant(?) like the 
earth,

64 May it shine like the heart of heaven!
The crown of the universe, the holy crown, may he ele-

vate it!
66 Su'en, the lord of the exalted wisdom of the universe, 

perfected on the pure throne,
Ashimbabbar, on (his) head the true crown, the exalted 

horns...
68 He shall raise his head!
Left edge: holy oil, purified oil, shining oil!

We thus see from this text alone that such concepts as 
priesthood, communal meals with deity, sanctification 
rituals involving bathing followed by anointing of the 
limbs with oil, and then dressing in special temple clothing 
were found.



Perhaps other rituals may be inferred from later sources, 
such as a hieros gamos (sacred marriage rite)—which may 
have involved the concept of Nanna descending from hea-
ven to a bedroom located atop the ziggurat, but these are still 
somewhat controversial for the period under consideration.

Summary and Conclusions
The study of religious material from cuneiform sources 

is of great interest and importance for the history of re-
ligion in general, but also specifically to Latter-day Saints 
because Sumerian religion was also hierocentric (temple-
centered). The material presented here will suffice to in-
dicate that many of the practices we recognize today as in-
tegral to temple worship were indeed present in one form 
or another for thousands of years.
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Subject  Inde x

Aaron, 86
Aaronic sign, 86 
Abba, Rabbi, 92 n. 22
Abban and Iarimlim, treaty 

between, 49
Abel, 7, 81

true worship by, 198 
Abraham, 91 n. 4, 250

and astronomy, 6 
birds, frightening of, by, 5 
blessing of, by Melchize-

dek, 86, 96 n. 40
bosom of, 8
charity of, 2, 6 
choices and partings of, 35 
city of, 320-22
curiosity of, 4 
dating of, 329 n. 4
as father of many nations, 8 
as founder of Jewish reli-

gion, 7
generosity of, 3
and Hagar, 283 
heavenly vision of, 63 
narrative of, 308 
offering prayer, 81 
original garment of, 8 
position of, relative to the 

universe, 29
predicament of, 35 
questions of, 23-24

restoration of the temple
by, 8

sacrifice of, 5
seed of, 8
story of, 2
supreme test of, 7 
ten trials of, 3

Abraham, Karl, 86
Abydos, 240
Abyssinian church, 71 
abzu, 309, 317, 324, 326
Acheron, Lake of, 62, 63, 64,

76 n. 22
Adam, 2, 7, 91 n. 5, 129 

altar of, 8
and the animals, 33 
baptism of, 62 
contrasted with Christ, 130 
forbidden to partake of the 

fruit, 279
naming the animals by, 133 
role of, 14
taught the gospel, 99 
temple ordinances received

by, 8
true worship of, 198

Adam and Eve
covenant of marriage by, 34 
given coats of skins, 134 
required to work ground, 133 
transgression of, 128, 211 



admonition, 122,124-27 
adytum, 309, 324
Aeschylus, 18
Aesculapius, 16 
agency, 146,162 
Aka, 318
Alberta Temple, dedicatory 

services of, 173
Aleman, "Maiden Songs" of, 18 
Alexander the Great, 22, 244 
Ali Shariati, 289, 292
Alma

appearance of angel to, 202 
authority of, 185 
consecration of time and ef-

forts by, to teach the 
gospel, 225

conversion of, 210 
desire of, for Ammoni- 

hahites to repent, 213 
expulsion of, from Ammoni-

hah, 202
giving up of judgment-seat 

by, 184
high priesthood of, 184
in prayer, 82 
mission of, to Zarahemla, 

184
opposition to, 199 
questioning of, by Antionah, 

208
response of, to wicked 

people, 203
return of, to Ammonihah, 

202
altar of sacrifice, 102 
Amalickiah, 48
Amaltheia, 22 
Amaltheias-Keras, 22

amen, 97 n. 54
Amenemhet I, attempted mur-

der of, 5
Amidah, 80
Amitla, 22 
Amlici as king, 201 
Amlicites joining the Laman-

ites, 201
Ammon, 214
Ammonas, 254 n. 3 
Ammonihah, 183, 221

confrontation at, 184 
destruction of, by Laman-

ites, 223 
Ammonius Saccas, 254 n. 3 
Amulek

angel, visit from, to, 184 
interrogation of, by Zeez-

rom, 208 
opposition to, 199 
in prayer, 82 
preparation of, 202 
sacrifices of, 225 
spiritual receptiveness of,

184
support by, for Alma's tes-

timony, 205
teachings of, 206

Amun, 103 
An, 304, 325
Anastasi priestly archive,

244-47
topics in, 245 

ancestors, honor and respect
for, 69

ancient Near Eastern civiliza-
tions, 275

ancient state or nation, hiero- 
centricity of, 9 



angel, visit from, to Amulek, 184 
angels

circling the throne of God, 288 
sent to teach, 194 

animals, 33 
announcer, 240 
anointing limbs with oil, 327 
antechamber, 237 
anthropic principle, 35 
antichrist, 223 
Antionah, 207, 210 
antiphonal, 18 
apostasy, 139 
apostate group, 199 
Apostles' Creed, 60 
apostles, instructions to, 247 
apotropaic gods, called by name, 

241
Aramaic speakers, 249 
Arians, 28
Aruru, 316 
Ashurnirari V of Assyria, 49 
Assmann, Jan, 243 
Assyrians, 305 
astronomy, 6
Athanasians, 27 
Athenaeus, 18 
atonement, 135,149,196

Babi, at pyramid entryways, 
237

Babylon, return from, 81 
Babylonians, 305 
ballets, 31
baptism, 105

connected with anointing 
and resurrection, 60

as earthly ordinance, 108 
gives hope of resurrection, 

57

of life, 61
by proxy, 56, 57
for relatives who are dead, 55 
essential for salvation, 58 
of souls of the dead, 60 

baptism for the dead, 113
in Coptic documents, 67-71 
documents mentioning, 67-71 
replaced by prayers and 

masses, 58
in some orthodox Christian 

circles, 57
in the Syriac Orthodox 

Church, 74 n. 6
Barnabas, 23
bathing ritual of a king, 317 
battle of Marisa, 58
Bennion, Adam S., 164
Benson, Ezra Taft, 188 

teachings of, on the temple, 
217

Berman, Joshua, 189
Black Stone, 278, 291
blood sacrifice, opposed to, 292 
board game with passages, 

261 n. 67
Book of Caverns, 239
Book of Mormon, temples in 

the, 190
Book of the Dead, 239^44 

gatekeeper spells in the, 239 
inaccuracy of calling this 

the, 241
Books of Breathings, 244 
bread,122,131-33

in the Israelite temple, 131 
of life, 131
living, 132
as the staff of life, 131 



bridal chamber, 108 
Brunson, Seymour, 55 
Buber, Martin, 35 
Busse, Heribert, 276 
bit rimki rituals, 317

Cain loving Satan more than
God, 198 

call to hear, 122,124-27 
calling and ordination, pattern

of, 197 
Campbell, Edward, 47,49 
candlesticks, golden, 140 n. 7 
cardinal directions, 284-86 
Celestial Cow, 30 
celestial kingdom, highest de-

gree of, 116 
century, influential individuals

of, 3 
chanting, antiphonal, 249 
chariot

ascension to throne of God 
with, 234

entering, 255 n. 6 
cherubim and a flaming sword, 

193-94
chief priest, 311 
Christenson, Joseph, 160 
Christians

early, 107
of Egypt, early, 69 

Christological controversy, 27 
Chrysostom, St., 56,57, 63 
church of Pergamos, 132 
church of Philadelphia, 136 
church of Sardis, 135 
church of Smyrna, 130 
church of Thyatira, 134 
circle, 248 
circumambulations, 279, 294 

clean, becoming, 102 
clean hands and pure heart, 84 
Clement of Rome, 23 
clothing

appropriate, 241 
special temple, 327 

coat of many colors, 312 
Coffin Texts, 237-39

gatekeeper in the, 238 
initiation portions of the, 239 
use of, by the living, 238 

commandments
disobedience to, 212 
keeping the, 188 
obedience to, 239 

common good, zeal for, 5 
communal meals with deity, 

327 
condemnation for sinning 

against light, 204 
Contendings of Horus and 

Seth, 30-31 
Copenhagen doctrine, 35 
Coptic, 67, 77 n. 39 
Coptic magical texts, 268 n. 134 
cosmic mountain, 281-82 
cosmism, 13, 26 
council in heaven, 29 
Court of the Gentiles, 104 
Court of the Women, 104 
covenant and treaty, relation-

ship between, 52 n. 11 
covenant making, 48 
covenants, Old Testament ref-

erences to, 106 
Cowdery, Oliver, 89, 111 
creation, 2, 8

dramatization of, 11, 34 
steps of, 17 

creation material, 331 n. 25 



creation ritual, 314 
creation room, 12, 34 
Creator, 26 
criticism, 122,124-27 
cross as the tree of life, 85 
curse formulas, 44, 46-49 
curses, 47

implied by a bodily gesture, 
47

stated, 53 n. 12
symbolic acts implying, 47 

Cyril of Jerusalem, 58,107

Dance of Life, 32
Dance of the Waters, 32 
dancing

in the Old Testament, 18 
oldest in the world, 31 

David, 18 
Day of Atonement, 86,102, 287

prayer on the, 91 n. 3 
dead

blessings for performing 
service for, 157

Egyptian view of the, 68 
eternal abode of the, 235 
necessary knowledge for 

the, 238
prayers for the, 7, 74 n. 7 
realm of the, 288-90 
redeeming the souls of the, 148 
salvation for, 67,158 
temple ordinances for, 108 
turning our hearts to our, 146 
vicarious service for, 105 

Dead Sea Scroll psaltery, 83 
death, progression after, 148 
deity, offspring of, 314 
deliverance by God, 203 
demotic, decline of, 244 
Denderah, temple at, 16

Denny, Frederick 293 
Derchain, Philippe, 35 
description of the speaker, 122, 

124-27
devil

captivity by the, 215
church of the, 198 

diffusionism, 9 
Diogenes, 14 
dispensation of the fulness of 

times, 109 
dispensations, 1 
divine commission, 122,124-27 
divine intervention, 184 
dominion, 122,133-34 
doorkeeper, 237 
doorway to access the sky, 235 
duku, 309, 310

as location for cultic meal, 
311

as a place of divine judg-
ment, 310

Egypt, 235
court of, 5

Egyptian Christian texts, 247-49 
Egyptians as borrowers from 

the Jewish religion, 249 
Egyptologists, 10
Eighteenth Dynasty, 240, 243

manuscripts from, 263 n. 85 
Eighth Book of Moses, 245, 246, 

267 n. 112
Einstein, Albert, 4 
Ekishnugal, 320, 326

layout of the, 322-24 
Eleazar, Rabbi, 95 n. 36 
Elephantine, Jewish colony 

and temple at, 249 
Eliade, Mircea, 9, 284 
Elias, 111



Eliezer, Abraham's servant, 3 
Elijah, 188

sealing keys restored by, 
111

enclosure, protective, 241 
endowment, as a course of in-

struction, 115
endowments, first, 115 
Enki, 309, 317, 325

as the author of all purity 
in the temple, 324

as institutor of su-luh cere-
mony, 326

story of, 314
temple built to, 303 

Enlil, 304, 325
Enoch, 64
Enoch, books of, 256 n. 16 
entering into God's rest, 194,

196, 213, 219-21 
Enuma Elish, 314 
Enheduanna, 311 
Ephron the Hittite, 3 
Epiphanius, 56 
Eridu, 303

sanctuary of, 325 
eternal life, 200, 219

and immortality, 210 
possibility of, 211, 230 n. 46 
promises of, 186 

eternal marriage, 116 
Evagarius of Pontus, 254 n. 3 
Eve, 128,129, 249

covenant of marriage by, 34 
role of, 14

Everyman, 2 
evil, penalty for doing, 194 
exaltation

covenants and ordinances
of, 191

of man, 154
Exchange Bureau, 172 
existence

premortal, 25 
questions of our, 23 

expulsion and return, 122,136 
Ezra, 81

Farnsworth, Philo, 4 
Father, 28
Feast of Shavucot, 272 n. 163 
Feast of Tabernacles, 288 
Feast of Weeks, 80, 288 
Federn, Walter, 238 
fingers

spread as representation of 
the cloven hoof of the 
clean animals, 86 

spreading of the priest's, 
96 n. 39

fire of Gehinnom, 66 
fire, river of, 63-67 
First Presidency, 109 
flood, preparation for, 33 
forbidden fruit, partaking of,

193
formal recognition, 122,124-27 
forty-day ministry of Christ, 107 
Freeth, Zahra, 278 
funerary literature, 238

in Egypt, 10

Gabriel, 287, 299 n. 58 
Garden of Eden, 14, 66-67,121, 

228 n. 26
primal temple of, 131 
temple symbols in, 140 n. 1 
trees in, 123

garment
of anointing, 312
type of, 240



use of, in a ceremony,
330 n. 22

garments, 48
being washed white, 220 
cleansing of, from sin, 190,

194
as coverings, 135
holy, 106
of light, 141 n. 14
of linen, 313,326
rending of, 48
of sheep's wool, 135 
special, 313 

gatekeeper
judgment of a soul by the,

247
mentioning each by name,

239
passing the, 235,251 
presence of the, 253 

gatekeeper spells, 239 
gates

of Hades, 248
of heaven, prayers to and 

from, 89
interrogation at the, 240 
knowing the names of the,

241
offerings made at the, 240 
passage of the, 243 
sequence of seven, 243 
as a symbol of transition, 241
words at the, 240 

Gates, Susa Young, 144,153 
Gehinnom, fire of, 66 
genealogical exchange, 169-73

names exchanged for en-
dowment work, 171 

Genealogical Library, begin-
nings of, 169

genealogical records of vari-
ous countries, 166

Genealogical Society of the 
Church

centennial history of, 143 
importance of work within, 

156
genealogy

lessons on, 164 
library materials on, 167 

genius, creative, 4 
geniuses of this century 

independence of thought 
and action of, 5

originality of, 5 
qualifications of, 4

Geniza fragments, 256 n. 16 
Gilula, Mordechai, 238
Gizeh Manuscript, 62 
glory

degrees of, 153 
fulness of, 220

gnosticism, 69
God

delegation of authority by, 
163

entering the presence of, 
220,241

face of, 216 
infinite love of, 163 
justice of, 211 
representatives of, 205 
returning to the presence of, 

106
throne of, 248 
visitations of, 186

Golden Rule, 25
Goldziher, Ignaz, 283 
good and bad, definitions of, 25 
great forgetting, the, 1



Great Hymn to Nabu, 318 
Great Mosque of Mecca, 276

Bait Allah, 27B
as the holy center of Islam, 

278
prayer five times a day to-

ward, 278
revelation while in the, 290 

great tower, 329 n. 9 
Greek as a prestige language, 

264 n. 89
Greek Magical Papyri, 245 
Greek papyrus showing induc-

tion ritual of priests, 242 
Greek, translation of docu-

ments into, 244
Greeks, adoption of Egyptian 

gods by, 244
Grieshammer, R., 242 
growth, 162 
guardians, 240, 246

at the veils, passing by, 88 
Gudea, 303 
gudw-priest, 312 
Gutians, 319

Hades, teaching the dead in, 60 
Hagar, 283 
hajj, 285

description of the, 300 n. 65 
as a form of sacrifice, 292 
performing of, on behalf of 

deceased relatives, 290
performing of, on behalf of 

elderly relatives, 289 
hall of the Two Truths, 239 
hand, taking the supplicant by 

the, 318 
hands

lifting of, to heaven, 93 n. 25

spreading forth of, 80
stretching out of, in prayer, 82 

hands and feet, washing of, 102 
Haran, 322
Haran, Menahem, 189 
hard-heartedness and stiff-

neckedness, 203 
hardening of one's heart, 215, 

217-19, 220
Harris, J. Rendel, 60
Harut and Marut, 229 n. 39 
Hasmonaeans, 58
head of the woman covered in 

prayer, 89
healing the sick, 186
heaven

entering, 245
successive ascension toward, 

237,243,251,286
Heavenly Father, love of, 149
Hebrew grammar in book of 

Moses, 30
heirs of God and Christ, be-

coming, 137
hekhalot literature, 233,249-51, 

272 n. 168
earliest manuscripts of, 235 
from Egypt, 250 
themes in, 235

hell
chains of, 215
Christ's descent into, 60,61, 

75 n. 16
heresy, spread of, 139 
Herod's Temple, 79,104,107 
Herodotus, 308
Hezekiah, 84 
hierarchy, problem of, 27 
hieros gamos, 312, 328 
high priest, 89



Hippolytus, 60 
al-Hijr, 289
Holloway, Steven, 284
Holy Ghost, 202

gift of, 186
holy of holies, 83,102, 287 

entering the, 242 
separated by veil or curtain,

88
holy order of the Son of God,

183
ordinances pertaining to,

220
Hooke, Samuel, 9
Horus, 22 
hosanna shout, 110,120 n. 28 
human redemption, 175 
hymn of praise, 248 
hymn to Nanna, 324

Iao, 250
Ibbi-Sin, 322 
idols, worship of, 5
Ignatius, 60, 270 n. 142 
immortality and eternal life, 210 
Inanna, 304
Independence, 112

dedication of the temple site 
in, 155

induction ritual of priests, 242 
Ineffable, Kingdom of the, 70 
influential individuals of the

century, 3
initiation, 69,106

ceremonies, 69
into the mysteries, 240 
into the presence of deity, 

287-88
priestly, 242, 244
rituals, 243

secrecy of, 246
into a secret society, 238 
texts, 245

intelligence, or Egyptian sia, 26 
intelligent beings, existence of, 

27
invidious comparison, 27 
Isaac, 7, 64,152, 249
Ishbierra, 322 
Ishmael, 283, 292
Isis, 22
Islam, rise of, 276
Islamic calendar, 285 
Israelite-Amalekite conflict, 82, 

85
Israelites, priesthood of, 187

Jackson County, 112 
Jacob

dream of, 101
prayer attributed to, 155,249 

James, 107
James, the brother of Christ, 63 
James, Montague R., 63 
Jared, brother of, 89
Jeremiah, 14, 60 
Jerusalem, 299 n. 59 
Jerusalem Temple, 192 

destruction of, 95 n. 36
Jesus Christ, 72

appearance of, to apostles, 
247

ascent of, to heaven, 94 n. 35 
atonement of, 130,135 
contrasted with Adam, 130 
followers of, 224 
forty-day ministry of, 107 
judgment at bar of, 209 
looking to, for redemption, 

197
as our passover, 135



Jesus Christ (continued) 
praying in the name of, 90 
to redeem his people, 209 
redemption provided by, 226 
taking upon the name of, 

96 n. 48
teachings of, 90 
visit to spirit world by, 108

Jews, 7
in Egypt, 249

Job,20
daughters of, 20-22 

John the Baptist, 81,154
encomium on, 63

John the Revelator, 93 n. 25,107, 
121

as author of seven letters to 
the churches, 122

in prayer, 81
Joseph, garment of, 312 
Joseph Smith Translation, 221 
Josephus, 6, 222
Joshua, high priest, 65 
Judaism, 250
Judas Maccabaeus, 58 
judges

divine, 239
and lawyers, unrighteous-

ness of, 206
judgment, 193

day of, 217 
Judgment of the Dead, 239,241,

242
Jung, Carl, primal images of, 9

Kacba, 276
as central edifice of the 

Great Mosque, 278
as the central focus of the 

hajj, 294 

circumambulation of, 288 
dimensions of, 284 
during the flood, 298 n. 41 
graves facing the, 289 
similarities of Jewish temple 

with the, 276
Solomon's Temple com-

pared to the, 276 
Karnak, temple at, 103 
keeper of the gate, 238, 240 
keys of the kingdom, 186 
keys of the mysteries, 186, 216 
Khayyam, Omar, 28-29 
Kheruef, tomb of, 33 
Kimball, Heber C., 107 
Kimball, Spencer W., 224,301 n. 84 
king of Sodom, 3 
king represented by the sun, 10 
Kingdom of the Ineffable, 70 
Kingdom of the Light, 70 
Kirtland Temple, 95 n. 35 

dedication of, 109,110 
dedicatory prayer of, given 

by revelation, 110 
ordinances performed in, 

111
spiritual manifestations at, 

109
veils of, 89
visions within, 111 

Kirtland, Ohio, 109 
al-KisaT, 282 
Kish, 318 
Knappert, Jan, 287 
Kusu, 326

lake of fire and brimstone, 
218-19

lambs, sacrificial, 135,141 n. 15 
last days, 116



Latter-day Saints, teachings 
familiar to, 35

la ver, 102
law of Moses, 193, 228 n. 19
Lee, Harold B., Ill, 224
Lehi, 17, 203
Levi, sons of, 154
Lichtheim, Miriam, 27 
life

beginnings of, 33 
breath of, 316 
continuation of, 10

light
robe of, 66 
sinning against, 204

Light
Kingdom of the, 70
Treasury of the, 71
Virgin of the, 70

lights, organization of, 31 
linen garments, 88
Litany of the Sun, 239,260 n. 49 
logical contradiction, 211
Lord's house, mountain of, 10 
love between ancestors and 

descendants, 146
Lovejoy, Arthur, 13
lu-gal, 304
Lucian, 18
Lund, Anthon H., 160
Lundquist, John, 275 

typology of, 296 n. 17

Macarius, 254 n. 3
magic, 245, 253

in the Bible, 251 
defining, 265 n. 103

magic ceremonies, 244 
magical documents, 245 
Maimonides, 8

man
eternal existence of, 162 
as the slave of the gods, 314 

Mandaeans, 73 n. 6, 81
manna

hidden, 122,131-33 
typifying eternal life, 132

Manti Temple, 17 
Marcionites, 56-57, 69
Marduk, 314, 316 
Marisa, battle of, 58 
marriage, eternal, 221
Mary, 70, 72

in prayer, 81 
Mati'ilu of Arpad, 49 
McConkie, Bruce R., 186,198 
McKay, David O., 155 
Mebaragesi, 318 
Mecca, 281, 299 n. 59

as the Mother of Cities, 282 
non-Muslims denied entry 

to, 291
prayer toward, 293 

Melchizedek, 86,194, 221
connected with the temple, 

222
as a model of righteous-

ness, 225
priesthood named after, 

222
as a type of Jesus Christ, 

222
Melchizedek Priesthood, 186, 

216
calling and ordination to 

the, 193
ordinances and covenants 

of the, 225
temple rites of the, 193 

menorah, 128



mercy, 219
Merkabah mysticism, 250, 273 

nn. 175-76
Mesanepada, 318 
Mesopotamia, 100, 303 
Metatron, 93 n. 25 
Michael, 7, 93 n. 25 

baptisms by, 63, 71 
as participant in work for 

the dead, 8
sent into hell to rescue 

souls, 71 
migration, 5 
Millet, Robert, 191, 221 
Mil ton, John, 43 
minyan, 87, 97 n. 49 
missions, calling women to 

serve, 161 
Mississippi River, 114 
Missouri, temple in, 112 
Mithras Liturgy, 245, 266 n. 112 
monetary system of the Ne- 

phites, 206-7, 229 n. 42 
Morenz, Siegfried, 242 
Mormon, comments of, on

Ammonihah, 184 
Moroni, 48 
mortal probation, 194 
Moses, 26,101, 220 

appearance of, in the
Kirtland Temple, 111 

book attributed to, 249 
as founder of Judaism, 7 
in prayer, 82 
raising of hands by, 85 
scope and range of mission 

assigned to, 29 
Mount Moriah, 7 
Mount of Transfiguration, 107

Mount Sinai, 281
as a temple, 296 n. 19 

Mount Zion, 7 
mountain of the Lord's house, 10 
Muhammad, 276, 296 n. 20

in Medina, 293
night journey and ascen-

sion of, 286, 290
offering sacrifice at the end 

of the hajj, 292
sacrifice of camels by, 292 

mummification, Egyptian, 242 
al-Muqqayer, 318 
mysteries

of God, 88,186,193,214,215-17 
of godliness, 217
of Helios Mithras, 245 
hidden, 247 
losing the, 219 

mystic, Jewish Merkavah, 233 
mysticism, tendencies toward, 

254 n. 3

Nag Hammadi, 81,107 
name extraction program, 176 
names

that combine Hebrew and 
Egyptian elements, 
272 n. 170

new, 137, 311
reception of sacred, 136 
of the righteous, 137 

Nammu, 314
Nanna, 304, 320, 322, 323, 325 

statue of, 324
Nauvoo Temple, 114 
Nauvoo, Illinois, 113

temple in, 155 
Negative Confession, 239, 242



Nehor, 199
condemned to die, 200 
enforcement of priestcraft 

by the sword by, 200 
as model for Ammoni- 

hahites, 221
Nephite monetary system, 

206-7
Nephite temple worship, 225 
Nephite temples, outer area of, 

195
New Year Festivals, 9
new year

beginning of, 314 
drama at, 30

Nibley, Hugh, 88,100,106,189 
Nimrod, 4, 22
Nineteenth Dynasty, 240 
Ningal, 324
Ninmah, 314
Noah, 2, 7, 59 
nomina barbara, 246,267 n. 115

oath statement, 43, 44-45 
oath taking, 43 
oaths, 43

assertory, 51 n. 2 
formal, 52 n. 11 
major elements of, 43 
in the Old Testament, 43 
order of elements in, 50 
promissory, 51 n. 2 
taken in the name of God, 45 
taking the name of God in 

vain, 45
obedience, 36

and sacrifice, 102 
obsessions, 37 
Oceanids, 33 
offerings, 240

oil for anointing, 240
oil, purification with, 327 
olive oil, 106
Only Begotten Son, 7, 219 
opposing orders, comparisons 

and contrasts between, 
183

ordeal, biblical, 53 n. 13 
ordeal oath, 46
order of Nehor, 183

at Ammonihah, 201-3 
destruction of, 223 
doctrine of, 208

ordinance work, duplication 
of, 159

ordinances
earthly, a reflection of heav-

enly ordinances, 155 
obeying, 188
essential, performed by liv-

ing proxies, 108 
ordination in similitude of the

Son's redemption, 195 
ordinations, 186
Origen, 14, 60, 254 n. 3 
Osireion, hall of the, 240
Osirian mysteries, 249
Osiris, 243

death and resurrection of, 
259 n. 36

Oxyrhynchus Papyrus, 263 n. 79

Packer, Boyd K.z 117
pagan sources, ideas originat-

ing in, 250
panegyris, 17
paradise, 219
Paradise, waters of, 67 
paralemptor, 247
Pardes episode, 234



Parthenon, 104
passage through the gates, 238 
Passover, 288
pattern in letters from John 

admonition, 122,124-27 
call to hear, 122,124-27 
criticism, 122,124-27 
description of the speaker, 

122,124-27
divine commission, 122, 

124-27
formal recognition, 122, 

124-27
promise and blessing, 122, 

124-27
patterns for sacred houses, 101 
Paul, 62, 89,116
Pearl of Great Price

as a book of dispensations, 1 
Enoch drama of, 33 
value of, 1

Penrose, Roger, 25 
perdition, sons of, 218 
Peret, month of, 242
Peter, 23, 59,107
Peters, F. E., 285
Pharisee and the publican, 80 
Philo, 14
physical death, 122,129-31 

brought into world by 
Adam and Eve, 129

pilgrim sacrifices, 292 
plague of hail, prayer to re-

move, 82
Plato, 18, 20
Plotinus, 254 n. 3 
polar star, 246, 282, 284-86 
Popper, Karl, 7
Pratt, Orson, 110

Pratt, Parley P, 316, 332 n. 28 
prayer

in a circle, 83,107
on the Day of Atonement, 

91 n.3
facing Jerusalem, 79
facing the Temple Mount, 79 
to the Father, 90
group, 83
in a kneeling position, 80 
with outstretched hands, 82 
as a representation of the 

cross, 85
spreading of hands in, 81 
standing for, 93 n. 22 
symbolism in raising the 

hands in, 84
at the temple in Jerusalem, 85 
threefold petition of, 97 n.

53
tied to opening of the heav-

enly door, 90
with uplifted hands, 108
by women with heads cov-

ered, 108
prayer circle, 20, 83, 87-88,107 

ancient Christian, 97 n. 50 
Latter-day Saint, 97 n. 50

prayer shawl
as a representation of the 

sacrificial ram, 86-87 
tassels of, 87

Preisendanz, Karl, 245 
premortal existence, 193,196 
priestcraft, 199

as counterfeit of priesthood, 
200

effects of, 224
in Nephite society, 199



purpose of, to get gain, 206 
spreading of, 200 
vs. true priesthood, 185 

priesthood, 134,163, 327 
extended to all worthy 

male members, 301 n. 84
Levitical order of, 186 
ordinances of, 215 
vs. priestcraft, 185 
and temple, 188 

priesthood keys, restoration of, 
154 

priestly blessing, 85-87,94 n. 34 
priests, 106

induction ritual of, 242 
ordination as, 194 

priests and priestesses as 
spouse of the main 
deity, 312 

primordial hillock, 282 
probationary state, 211 

mortality as a, 212 
prologue in heaven, 29 
Prometheus, 33 
promise and blessing, 122, 

124-27 
promised land, temple in, 103 
prophecy and revelation, 186 
Provo Temple, 12 
publican and the Pharisee, 80 
purification, laws of, 106 
purification rituals, 309, 317 
purifications, 247 
purity, 135, 316

lists of, 260 n. 52 
proof of, 241 
state of ritual, 291 

Pyramid Texts, 235-37 
rituals from the, 256 n. 20 

pyramid, architecture of, 237 
pyramids of Egypt, 281

question-asking, 4 
questions, the terrible, 23-31

rabbis, lifting of hands by, when 
blessing people, 94 n. 35

Raglan, Lord, and diffusionism, 9 
raising of the hand or hands, 49 
raising the dead, 186 
Ramesseum Drama, 15, 30 
receiving names, 122,136
Red Brick Store, 115 
redemption, plan of, 211, 212 
Redford, Donald, 10
Reik, Theodor, 86 
relativity, 29 
religion, counterfeiting, 198 
religious themes in multi-

lingual texts, 244 
remembrance and forgetting, 

203
repentance 

calling to, 85 
opportunity for, 212

restoration, doctrine of, 209 
resurrection, 7,130

second, 218
revelation while in the Great

Mosque, 290
riches and power, hunger for, 

224
Ricks, Stephen, 189 
righteous, spirits of, received 

into paradise, 219
Rim-Sin, 323
Ritner, Robert, 254 
ritual calendar, 285
ritual preparations, 239



rituals
proper performance of, 68-69 
by proxy, 77 n. 43 

river of fire, 63-67 
robe of light, 66
Rubin, Uri, 290 
Russell, Harry H., 159

sacral, set-apart space, 283-84 
sacrament, 131 
sacred dance, 17-22 
sacred ground, 284 
sacred space, return to, 139 
sacred vestments, 122,134-36,

141 n. 14
sacred well, 283 
sacrifice, 36

animal, 291
offering of, 93 n. 25
place of, 302 n. 95
signs and tokens relating

to, 7 
sacrificial animals, 48 
Sagan, Carl, 32 
Salt Lake Temple, 111, 117 

fiftieth anniversary of the 
dedication of, 175 

salvation
for the dead, 67
doctrine of universal, 146,

152
for few or many, 152
plan of, 8,151,197 
way of, 225 

sanctification, 194 
sanctification rituals, 327 
sanctuaries, sacred, 99 
sanctuary, 101 
sanga-priest, 312 
Sarah, 8 
sarcophagus chamber, 237

Satan, 184,198
as arch deceiver, 224 
attempts by, to frustrate

God's plan, 224
desire of, for power, 36 
dismissal of, 34

Saul, 18
Schafer, Peter, 254 
science, questions of, 7 
scientists, 34 
seal, 268 n. 134 
sealing power, 105,186 
seals, use of, 251 
second death, 122,129-31

overcoming, 130
penalty of, 212 
suffering a, 193,217-18 

secrecy
admonition to, 240
tradition of, 248 

seership, 186 
Sefer Yetzirah, 25 
Senenmut, tomb of, 240 
serdab, 258 n. 30 
Sermon on the Mount, 90 
Seth, 22
Shabako Stone, 25,30 
Shakespeare, 11, 36 
Shamash, 311
Shamhozai, 200, 229 n. 39 
Shekinah, 66
Shule in the Book of Mormon, 

319
Shulgi as first musician-king, 319 
signs and names, use of, 88 
Simeon, Rabbi, 92 n. 22 
Simeon ben Gamal, Rabbi, 18 
Simon, 82, 86
Sinai, wilderness of, 101 
sins, remission of, 219



Sidphanes, baptism of, by 
Michael, 62

Smith, Joseph, 146,198 
introduction of baptism for 

the dead by, 55 
keys given to, 216 
in the Kirtland Temple, 89, 

110-11
on Melchizedek, 222 
questions of, 23 
revelation of, 112 
role of, in restoring modem 

temple work, 155 
teachings of, on apostasy, 

203, 218
teachings of, on follies to 

avoid, 28
teachings of, on priesthood, 

187-88
Smith, Joseph F., 35,59,129,199
Smith, Joseph Fielding, 167,186 

as advocate for name ex-
traction program, 176 

as church historian and 
recorder, 160

temple teachings of, 99, 
105-7,143

Smoot, Reed, 166
Snow, Lorenzo, 94 n. 35
Sobek, 264 n. 94
Sodom and Gomorrah, 6
Sodom, king of, 3
Solomon, 79,103,153, 249 
Solon, 36
solstice day, 192
Son of God, 28
Son of Man, 30
Song of Solomon, 18 
souls, saving, 157 
space, sacred, 139, 283-84 
Sperry, Sidney B., 105,109 

spirit world, Christ's visit to,
59-62

spirits, intelligence of, 28 
spreading of, symbolizing

Christ, 84-85 
staff or scepter, 240 
Stockholm, purchase of ge-

nealogical materials in, 
168

stone with a secret name, 248 
storehouses, gaining access to, 

248
su-luh ceremony, 326, 333 n. 45 
Sumerian religion, hierocen- 

tricity of, 328
Sumerians, 303

gods of the ancient, 304 
sun god, 238
Synod of Hippo, 57

Tabari, 283 
tabernacle, 101

admission progressively re-
strictive for, 102

entrance of, facing east, 102 
furnishings and ordinances 

of, 102
location of, 101

Tabernacle of Moses, 105,112, 
117,121

tallith, 86-87,96 n. 43 
Talmage, James E., 108,115 
temple

architecture, complexity of, 
307

blessings of, 117 
built by Gudea, 303 
as the central, organizing, 

unifying institution, 
293-94

ceremony, Nephite, 194



temple (continued)
complexes, parallels be-

tween ancient Near 
Eastern and other, 276 

dedication of, 79 
at Denderah, 16 
drama, sacred, 212 
earthly, as a counterpart of 

a heavenly model, 285 
endowment, 105 
to Enki, 303 
enshrouded in secrecy, 291 
first, 303 
first latter-day, 109 
future, 7,12 
guided tour through an 

LDS, 11
as a house of prayer, 91 n. 1 
imagery and allusion, 190 
images, 122,139 
importance of, to the dty, 304 
initiation, 253 
in the land of Nephi, 104 
in the land of Zarahemla, 104 
legitimizing political role 

of, 293-94
Levitical ordinances in the, 

192
ordinances of, 187, 215,221 
ordinances, corruption of, 153 
as a place of prayer, 79 
as a place of sacrifice, 291 
plan and measurements of 

the, 287
as point of contact with 

higher spheres, 189 
prayer circle in the, 20 
as a preparation, 11 
and priesthood, 188

promises and covenants of 
the, 36

revealing of God's word in 
the, 290-91

rites and principles of the, 36 
rituals of the, 243, 313 
as a school, 16 
secrecy and the, 228 n. 26 

Temple Index Bureau
as a clearinghouse, 160 
origin of, 159-61

Temple of Solomon, 105,112, 
121,191,192,195, 305

Temple Scroll, 16 
temple work

shortage of names for, 176 
spiritual benefit for partici-

pating in, 176
urgency of, 174
as the work and glory of 

God, 177
temple workers, divine assis-

tance for, 145
temple worship

continuity of, 152
Egyptian, 106
meaning of, 151 
preparation for, 106 

temples
in ancient times, 8 
architecture of, 243
in the Book of Mormon, 190 
in the City of Zion, 112 
construction of Nephite, 192 
features shared by, 275 
form and function of, 100 
groundbreaking for, 242 
guide to, 11
as an intersection between



the mortal world and
the worlds of glory, 153 

of the Nephites, 191,193 
oldest known, 303 
as places to make contact

with Deity, 100,109 
remains of, 275 
sacred ordinances of, 99,109 
similarities of Sumerian, to

Israelite temples, 305 
as source of personal reve-

lation, 156 
typology of, 275 
as a vital link between the

here and the hereafter, 
150

temples, Sumerian, 304 
accounting system of, 313 
control of lands by, 313 
as economic centers, 313 

temporal death, 211 
Ten Commandments, 36 
Terah, 291, 322
Tertullian, 56, 57 
Testament of Job, 20 
ThaTabi, 285, 288 
theology of order of Nehor, 208 
Third Council of Carthage, 57 
Thoth, 251
Tiberius, 244 
tomb of Kheruef, 33 
tombs, false doors and gates

of, 239 
torch dances, 31 
Tower of Babel, 308, 329 n. 9 

as gate of God, 100 
treasuries, gates to the, 248 
treasury, layout of, 248 
Treasury of the Light, 71 

treaty and covenant, relation-
ship between, 52 n. 11 

treaty making, 49 
tree of death, 123
tree of knowledge of good and 

evil, 123
tree of life, 122,123-29,194 

denied access to, 128
Twenty-first Dynasty, 240

Unas, 235
universe

conception of the, 235 
definition of, 26 
entropy of, 32 
forces of, 32

University of Utah, 144
Ur, 308, 318

conquering of, by Sargon, 319 
influence of, 320 
as possible home of

Abraham, 320 
worship of idols in, 322 
ziggurat in, 308

Ur-Nammu, 308
as rebuilder of the temple 

in Ur, 319
Ursa Major, 267 n. 122
Utah Agricultural College, 143
Utah Genealogical Society 

organization of, 153 
publication of, 153 
work of the, 154

Utu, 304
Utuhegal, 319

van der Leeuw, G., 13
Veblen, Thorstein, 27
veil

of the heavenly temple, 89



veil (continued)
passing through, 89
representing mortality, 90 
symbolization of, 103 
uncovering of the heavenly, 

after prayers, 89 
Virgin of the Light, 70 
virgins

ten, 63-64
in white linen, 246

War Scroll, 20 
washings and anointings, 106 
washings in the Old Testa-

ment, 105
water, 241
water purification in ancient

Egypt, 68
waters

of chaos, 282
of life, 283
of Paradise, 67

Welch, JohnW., 192 
Wenham, Gordon, 121 
Wheatley, Paul, 293 
wicked people, 6 
Widtsoe, Anna, 145 
Widtsoe, John A., 143

as an administrator, 158
apostolic appointment of, 158 
as author of Melchizedek

Priesthood quorum 
textbook, 155

as director of the Genealo-
gical Society, 158

as Doctrine and Covenants 
scholar, 156

as president of the Euro-
pean Mission, 170-73 

purchase of genealogical 
books by, 167-69

temple teachings of, 99
Widtsoe, Leah Gates, 144 
wine and bread, 14 
wine, water, and bread, offer-

ing of, 88
Winstone, H., 278
wisdom, Egyptian, 27
witness formulas, 45-46,51 n. 3 
witness invocation, 43-44 
woman united to husband, 108 
work for the dead

significance of, 147 
vicarious, 148

works, judged by our, 162 
world

center of, 10
dismal, 16

Yaqut, 282
Yew or Jeu, 71
Yom Kippur, 91 n. 7,102 
Young, Brigham, 12, 111, 134

Zamzam, 283
Zeezrom

beliefs of, on sin and repen-
tance, 208-9

bribe offered by, 207 
contention of, with Amu- 

lek, 207
conversion of, 211 
return of, to the light, 214

Zemnarihah, 229 n. 39
Zeus, 22
ziggurats, 100, 286, 307 

of Mesopotamia, 281 
as site of cultic worship, 308 

zizzith, 87
Zion

establishing of, on earth, 112 
future city of, 112
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HE TEMPLE

IN TIME

AND ETERNITY

The Temple in Time and Eternity, edited by Donald W. Parry and 
Stephen D. Ricks, is the second volume in the series Temples through 
the Ages. The importance of the temple to the religious community of 
the ancient Near East and Mediterranean world can scarcely be exag-
gerated. The eleven articles in this volume are divided topically into 
three sections—“Temple and Ritual,” “Temples in the Israelite 
Tradition,” and “Temples in the Non-Israelite Tradition.”

The “Temple and Ritual” section features Hugh Nibley’s discussion 
on “Abraham’s Temple Drama,” which identifies elements of the crea-
tion drama that appear in the Book of Abraham and elsewhere in the 
ancient world. An article by Ricks discusses oaths and oath taking in 
the Old Testament. John A. Tvedtnes shows that baptizing for the dead 
was known in various parts of the Mediterranean world and in Egypt. 
In a second article, Tvedtnes enlightens our understanding of the form 
and purposes of temple prayer in ancient times.

Richard O. Cowan, in the section “Temples in the Israelite Tradition,” 
traces the development of temples to modern times. Richard D. Draper 
and Parry make intriguing comparisons of temple symbolism between 
Genesis 2-3 and Revelation 2-3, focusing particularly on promises and 
blessings. Alan K. Parrish shares with us insights into modern temple 
worship through the eyes of John A. Widtsoe, and Thomas R. Valletta 
examines priesthood and temple issues by contrasting “the holy order 
of the Son of God and its spurious counterpart, the order of Nehor.”

The concluding chapters of the book, grouped in the section 
“Temples in the Non-Israelite Tradition,” include John Gee’s discussion 
of getting past the gatekeeper (gleaned from various Egyptian literary 
corpuses), a fascinating study by Gaye Strathearn and Brian M. Hauglid 
of the Great Mosque and its Kacba in light of John Lundquist’s typology 
of ancient Near Eastern temples, and 
E. Jan Wilson’s enlightening treatment 
of the features of a Sumerian temple.




