
The Passover is the Mosaic Festival most overtly connected to Christ’s 
passion in the New Testament.1 According to the three synoptic 

gospels, Christ himself provided the imagery when he used the Passover 
meal (Luke 22:15) to celebrate his atoning sacrifice, thereby preparing 
the way for the later Christian rite of communion, or Eucharist (or the 
“sacrament” for Latter-day Saints).2 “While they were eating, Jesus took 
bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to his 
disciples, saying, ‘Take and eat; this is my body.’ Then he took a cup, and 
when he had given thanks, he gave it to them, saying, ‘Drink from it, all 
of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many 
for the forgiveness of sins’” (Matthew 26:26–28).3 Paul also presented 
Christ as the Passover lamb, emphasizing the image of the feast of 
unleavened bread — the communal meal located outside the boundaries 
of the temple: “For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. 
Therefore let us keep the Festival, not with the old bread leavened with 
malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and 
truth” (1 Corinthians 5:7–8).

Notwithstanding the central imagery of the Passover sacrifice and 
meal,4 however, they were not the only Mosaic practices that provided 
foundational symbols for Christianity.5 Imagery from the Day of 
Atonement, the most sacred festival of the Jewish year, was prevalent in 
descriptions of Jesus’s redemptive mission as found in the Epistle to the 
Hebrews and elsewhere. It also supplied symbolic imagery for Christian 
sacraments such as the communion or Eucharist. In similar ways, Book 
of Mormon authors — particularly, as I will propose, Nephi in 2 Nephi 
31-32 — relied upon images and themes from the Day of Atonement. 
Finally, I will propose that modern Latter-day Saint sacraments (known 
as “ordinances”) also build upon images rooted in the Day of Atonement. 
Both traditional Christian and Latter-day Saint Christian sacraments 
take on added meaning when viewed through the light of the High 
Priest’s divine ascent into the holy of holies on the Day of Atonement. The 
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festival of Yom Kippur was the “acme of all temple rituals.”6 It continues 
to exert influence in Christianity today, although that influence is rarely 
recognized.

Before proceeding, it is important to acknowledge that liturgical 
symbols are by nature multivalent, pointing to various appropriate 
meanings and interpretations.7 To offer one correct interpretation would 
be to reduce the liturgical value of the symbol, which is designed to be 
filled anew with meaning each time the worshipper participates in the 
sacred ritual, approaching it through the light of current experiences and 
viewpoints. Some readers, whether from Jewish, Christian, or Latter-day 
Saint Christian backgrounds, may disagree with the interpretation of the 
symbols as found in this paper. Others will, I hope, be led to understand 
new potentialities for symoblic actions which they have studied or in 
which they have participated. I do not intend the interpretations below 
to stand as the sole meaning or even as the “most correct” but rather 
as potentially appropriate interpretations as signified by some of the 
textual, linguistic, and visual evidence.

Imagery, Symbolism, and Practices 
of the Jewish Day of Atonement

Jewish Textual Sources

This brief survey of Day of Atonement practices will highlight those 
actions that have been most important in later Christian usage and 
adaptation. Although I will present a composite account, it is very difficult 
today to know which of these practices were part of early, pre-exilic 
practices in Solomon’s temple, which were added in the Second Temple 
after the return from Babylon, and which represent even later accretions. 
For decades, scholarly consensus pointed to the Day of Atonement as a 
post-exilic creation. Recently some scholars are shifting their estimates 
in the other direction, to an early origin for this holy day.8 The following 
texts are the most helpful in understanding ancient practices of the Day 
of Atonement.9

In the Torah, the Day of Atonement is discussed in multiple 
locations: Leviticus 16 (the fullest biblical account), Leviticus 23:27-32, 
Leviticus 25:9-10, Exodus 30:10, and Numbers 29:7-11. The next-earliest 
witnesses to Day of Atonement practices are found in Josephus (first 
century ad), Philo (first century ad), Jubilees (second century bc), and 
the Dead Sea Scrolls (first century bc to first century ad). These texts 
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show the growing importance of communal prayer, reflecting and 
likely expanding upon the high-priestly confession of sin in Leviticus 
16:21, and encouraging all Israelites to make prayers of confession.10 
Like Passover, then, Yom Kippur contained elements practiced outside 
of the temple that mirrored the temple ritual and allowed for broader 
community participation.

In its detailed description of the temple ritual, Mishna Yoma, 
along with the later Palestinian and Babylonian Talmudic additions, 
is the latest of the ancient witnesses. It appears to reflect portions of 
the earlier practice, but its assertions are most likely written from 
post-Second Temple fascination with the temple cult, leading to an effort 
to reconstruct the Day of Atonement following Leviticus 16.11 As will be 
seen, Yoma contradicts the earlier sources mentioned above in certain 
places, and — likely written by non-priests — shows evidence that its 
primary purpose was to strengthen the later rabbinic practices of Yom 
Kippur in the synagogue.

Later Jewish texts from medieval times include extensive directions 
for Yom Kippur, known as the Sefer Avodah. These texts demonstrate 
how the rituals of the Day of Atonement were in a sense re-enacted 
through recitation of the biblical texts after the temple was destroyed.12 
Some elements from the medieval texts may point to earlier practices 
that are simply not described in the earlier texts, or they may represent 
later adaptations.

Main Elements of the Day of Atonement Rituals

Yom Kippur was known as the Great Day, or simply as The Day, the 
greatest of Jewish holy days.13 It was the only ritual that incorporated full 
use of the temple precincts. It was on Yom Kippur alone that entrance 
into the holy of holies, representing God’s presence, was allowed.14 
According to Talmud Yoma (which may represent later additions), it was 
the only day of the year on which the name of God was uttered only 
by the high priest authorized to speak the “ineffable name” ten times 
during the various sacrifices.15 He did so as the representative of God’s 
entire people of Israel. Yom Kippur was the only day that provided a 
set, ritual purpose for the high priest, the holiest of Israelites, whose 
direct participation was not ritually required on other days, according 
to biblical texts.

Leviticus 16:1-4 details the requirements that had to be fulfilled 
for the high priest to gain authorized entrance into the holy of holies. 
Other texts, such as Philo and Josephus, support the practice described 
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in Mishna Yoma of a week-long preparation for the holy day (including 
sprinkling with ashes from the red heifer on the third and seventh days), 
but some of the actions described in Mishna Yoma (such as requiring 
the high priest to stay up all night so no accidental ritual impurity could 
occur) likely do not reflect actual temple practice.16 The festival began 
with the preparation of the sacrifices, the identity of which is different 
in Leviticus 16 and Numbers 29 but which included a bull, at least one 
ram, and at least two goats.17 After offering the regular morning sacrifice 
in his typical golden garments, the high priest bathed himself with 
water and changed into simple white garments of linen. These included 
undergarments, a tunic, a sash, and a head covering. The bull was then 
sacrificed as a sin offering for the high priest. From the two goats, one 
was chosen by lot to be sacrificed to Yahweh. The second goat, designated 
the scapegoat, was identified by a red thread. The high priest entered 
into the holy of holies first to place burning incense before the mercy 
seat (Hebrew kapporet), also offering an intercessory prayer while in the 
sanctuary. Next, the blood of the sin sacrifice (the bull) was carried in a 
golden bowl into the holy of holies so its blood could be sprinkled on and 
before the mercy seat. He then slaughtered the goat designated for the 
Lord and entered the holy of holies again in order to sprinkle its blood 
on and before the ark. He also used a mixture of the goat’s and bull’s 
bloods to sprinkle the sanctuary and the altars of incense and sacrifice. 
According to Leviticus 16, these acts atoned for the sins of Israel, which 
had been imputed to the sanctuary. According to Mishna Yoma, there 
may have been an additional entrance to remove the incense.

After the high priest’s return from the holy of holies, he laid both 
hands on the second goat to designate it as the scapegoat in a confessional 
prayer. The scapegoat’s title of Azazel has been interpreted by most as 
indicating its demonic nature.18 Bearing the sins of Israel upon its head, 
the second goat was cast out of the community to die in the wilderness 
(said to be cast from a cliff to die in Mishna Yoma 6:6), thereby allowing 
Israel to gain forgiveness of sin and to overcome demonic influences. 
Afterward the high priest washed again and changed back into his 
regular high priestly attire before performing a burnt offering sacrifice 
for himself and for all of Israel with the two rams. He may also have 
sacrificed the additional animals detailed in Numbers 29:7-11, a bull, 
another ram, and seven lambs. The many sacrifices conclude with the 
typical evening sacrifice.

Sirach adds several details that may pertain to the Day of Atonement, 
including the prostration of the people upon hearing the sounds of 
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trumpets (also found in Mishna Tamid 7:3) and falling down again 
when the high priest blessed the people.19 He also mentions that at least 
part of the day’s services included singing and prayers by the people. 
The Second-Temple Day of Atonement practices appear to have included 
both fasting and extensive prayer by the community, who were dressed 
all in white, but also a joyful conclusion to the day with dancing and 
celebration. According to one interpretation of an account found at 
Qumran, readings from the creation were also done during the day.20 
These readings are clearly included in later accounts from medieval 
times.21

Although the westward journey of the priest — through the doors 
of the temple into the holy place and to the altar of incense before the 
veil — was re-enacted on a daily basis, only the activities of Yom Kippur 
finished the imagery of the return into the presence of God, as the high 
priest was allowed to pass the cherubim or angels stitched upon the veil 
into the symbolic presence of God displayed by his throne, the mercy 
seat (Heb. kapporet) in the holy of holies.22 This high-priestly procession 
reflects the journey of Israel past the cherubim placed eastward of Eden 
and back into the presence of God, reversing the effects of the fall of 
Adam and Eve. Entrance into the presence of God entailed the risk of 
death if the high priest was not appropriately prepared.23 The danger 
of entering the presence of God explains one of the symbolic purposes 
of the cherubim, to protect mankind from inappropriate entrance but 
also to grant entrance when the individual was appropriately prepared 
and authorized. The Day of Atonement was the only day of the year 
that allowed the community of Israel as a whole to receive absolution 
from its sins. The loss of the temple in 70 ad was deeply felt by Jews and 
presumably had a significant impact on Christians, as well.24

New Testament and Later Christian Use 
of Day of Atonement Imagery

Numerous passages in the New Testament refer to fasting,25 a 
biblically-mandated practice on the Day of Atonement but certainly not 
the only occasion of fasting in Jesus’s day. More pointedly, in Romans 
3:25, in what is likely the earliest reference, Paul refers to Jesus as a 
“sacrifice of atonement (Gr. hilastērion), through the shedding of his 
blood,” thereby connecting Jesus’s atoning offering with the blood of 
the Day of Atonement sacrifice that was sprinkled on the mercy seat by 
the high priest.26 The Epistle to the Hebrews uses the same word (Greek 
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hilastērion), but the context makes it clear that it refers to the actual 
mercy seat.

No New Testament passages develop the connection of the 
symbolic imagery of the Day of Atonement with Jesus’s offering more 
extensively than the Epistle to the Hebrews (typically dated c. 60-95 ad) 
with the central thrust relying on Day of Atonement imagery found 
in Hebrews  8-10. (The connection between Hebrews 6 and the divine 
ascent will be discussed further below.) According to Hebrews 8, Jesus 
was the true “priest” in heaven after whose example the priests under the 
Law of Moses were modeled (see especially Hebrews 8:4). They modeled 
the old covenant (8:9), but Jesus has provided a new covenant (8:10) that 
will now be written in the “mind” and in the “hearts” of God’s people.

Hebrews 9 then outlines the imagery of the tabernacle, in a sense 
recreating the journey of the High Priest through the tabernacle on the 
Day of Atonement:

Now the first covenant had regulations for worship and also 
an earthly sanctuary. A tabernacle was set up. In its first room 
were the lampstand and the table with its consecrated bread; 
this was called the holy place. Behind the second curtain was 
a room called the most holy place, which had the golden altar 
of incense and the gold-covered ark of the covenant … Above 
the ark were the cherubim of the Glory, overshadowing the 
atonement cover (Gr. hilastērion, Hebrews 9:1-5).

The only item of significance left out in this description of the holy 
place and the holy of holies is the altar of incense that stood before the 
second veil. The altar of sacrifice and the laver of water in the courtyard 
outside the tabernacle are not referenced until later. The chapter goes on 
to describe that the priests proceeded only to the westernmost side of 
the holy place, before the veil, and that only the high priest, on one day 
of the year, proceeded beyond the holy place and into the holy of holies 
(9:6-7). Hebrews 9 discusses that the high priest required the sacrifice of 
an animal (imagery pointing to the altar of sacrifice) along with gifts of 
food and drink (imagery pointing to the table of shewbread), ceremonial 
washings (imagery pointing outside the tabernacle to the laver of water), 
and other “external regulations” (9:9-10) to be able to enter into the 
inner sanctuary. “The Holy Spirit was showing by this that the way into 
the most holy place had not yet been disclosed” (9:8, emphasis added). 
Christ, on the other hand, did not travel through the earthly tabernacle 
but traveled through the heavenly tabernacle upon which the earthly was 
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modelled. He did not need the blood of goats and bulls; unlike the earthly 
high priest, he entered by virtue of his own blood (9:12). The tabernacle 
on earth was not cleansed by the blood of animals, a sanctification made 
necessary because of the polluting influence of the congregation’s sins, 
but instead the heavenly tabernacle was cleansed by his own blood, 
so Jesus could safely bring the congregation of Christians into God’s 
presence.27 He did not need to die each year, as with the sacrifices of the 
Day of Atonement (9:25), but was able to die once to seal his testament or 
will (9:16-17), and thus “he entered heaven itself, now to appear for us in 
God’s presence” (9:24).

Hebrews 10:1 points again to the high priest’s ascent into the holy 
of holies, year after year, as made possible by yearly animal sacrifices. 
After reviewing the significance of Jesus’s offering that would complete 
and fulfill all previous yearly blood offerings of animals, Hebrews uses 
the imagery of the divine ascent to encourage Christians forward into 
the presence of God. In the past only the High Priest could enter God’s 
presence, and this only as symbolized by the earthly tabernacle. Now all 
can enter into God’s true presence in heaven because of Jesus’s atoning 
sacrifice:

Therefore, brothers and sisters, since we have confidence to 
enter the most holy place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and 
living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, 
and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let 
us draw near to God with a sincere heart and with the full 
assurance that faith brings, having our hearts sprinkled to 
cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies 
washed with pure water. Let us hold unswervingly to the hope 
we profess, for he who promised is faithful. And let us consider 
how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, 
not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of 
doing but encouraging one another — and all the more as you 
see the Day approaching (Hebrews 9:20-25, emphasis added).

In these verses, the imagery of the Day of Atonement serves to 
remind the Christian of the importance of faith in the atoning blood 
of Christ sprinkled upon them and of having their bodies washed with 
pure water (using the imagery of the laver, probably to point to baptism). 
The “Day approaching” of Christ’s return becomes the focal point of 
Christian expectation of the returning presence of God, whereas the 
“Day of Atonement” was the focal point under the Law of Moses.
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Later Christian interpretation continued to rely on Day of Atonement 
imagery to teach principles of the gospel. For Tertullian (c. 155-240)28 and 
Theodoret of Cyrus (c. 393-458),29 the two goats together pointed to the 
true nature of Christ. The goat that was sacrificed and whose blood was 
carried into the holy of holies represented the divine nature of Christ, 
unsullied by the taint of human sin he had carried and accepted into 
the presence of God. The scapegoat that was driven into the wilderness 
represented Christ’s human nature under the weight and taint of human 
sin he carried, rejected by God and thus separated from his presence to 
die alone.

These two Christian commentators were building upon an early, 
lengthy Christian interpretation of the Day of Atonement given by the 
Epistle of Barnabas (typically dated 80-120 ad and found in its entirety 
at the end of the Codex Sinaiticus).30 This commentary connects the 
sacrifice of the Day of Atonement with the Aqedah — Abraham’s binding 
of Isaac — both pointing to the atonement of Christ (Barnabas 7:3).31 
It goes on to include the differentiation of the two goats, one that was 
cursed and on which was placed a crown, symbolically represented by 
the red woolen thread used to mark the scapegoat (Barnabas 7:11). The 
suffering of the scapegoat is likened to the suffering that the repentant 
sinner must undergo: “whoever desires to take away the scarlet wool must 
suffer greatly … and can only gain possession of it through affliction. 
Likewise, he says, ‘those who desire to see me and to gain my kingdom 
must receive me through affliction and suffering’” (Barnabas 7:11).

Christians did not use connections with the Day of Atonement only 
in their texts. They also implemented them in their buildings and liturgy. 
In part, this adaptation of temple symbolism can be attributed to the use 
of patterns found in the synagogue.32 An “ark” within which is housed 
the biblical scroll is found at the back of the synagogue and is thought 
to symbolize the presence of God among the Jewish worshippers. By 
the fourth century, some churches had begun to be called temples,33 
and Eusebius had described the Holy Sepulcher (the area where Jesus’s 
crucified body was placed and which was discovered empty) as the holy 
of holies, signifying the holy witness of the resurrected of God.34 For 
those making pilgrimages to Jerusalem, the Holy Sepulcher substituted 
for the holy of holies.

The connections to the divine ascent were not evident only in the 
structure of the church. The church was designed to provide a setting 
for liturgical reenactments. Beginning in the second century, bishops 
and others who officiate in mass or the divine liturgy are called “high 
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priests” and “priests”, and “high priesthood” is used to describe anyone 
officiating with the Eucharist.35 The hilastērion (i.e., place of atonement) 
became the holy of holies in the Greek church, where the emblem of 
the Divine Liturgy — the blood of the sacrifice — was carried by the 
Christian “high priest.” Anaphora is the Greek word in the Septuagint 
used for the priestly offering of a sacrifice. This word — or the 
“Eucharistic prayer” in western Christian traditions — was and is used 
in Christian services as a title for the priestly prayer in which the sacred 
name of God is spoken through priestly authority and the symbols of 
bread and wine are consecrated as the body and blood of Christ in this 
holiest section at the rear of the church. The area is separated by a veil 
— known as an iconostasis or screen in Orthodox churches — on which 
are typically found the images of Mary or other saints. Incense is often 
lit before this veil or iconostasis and is kept burning during the liturgical 
celebration. At times the emblems of the Eucharist are placed — behind 
the curtain, veil, or separation and in the holy of holies — on the holy 
table, sometimes referred to as a throne, in which can be stored bones of 
saints, the scriptures, or the elements of the Eucharist. With its position 
standing in the holy of holies, this table can appropriately signify the 
mercy seat over which the Eucharist is prepared and consecrated as 
Christ’s flesh and blood, meaning that God’s presence dwells there over 
the table. After the high priestly prayer, the emblems of the Eucharist 
are brought out, still covered in a veil or cloth, which is then removed 
following more prayer, allowing the worshippers to enter symbolically 
into the presence of God. Cyprian connects worshippers in Christian 
communal prayer with Old Testament participants in the high priest’s 
intercessory prayer as they wait for him to exit the holy of holies with the 
Eucharist blessed:

For, if Christ Jesus, our Lord and God, is himself the high 
priest of God the Father and first offered himself a sacrifice to 
the Father and commanded this to be done in commemoration 
of himself, certainly the priest who imitates that which Christ 
did and then offers the true and full sacrifice in the Church 
of God the Father, if he thus begins to offer according to what 
he sees Christ himself offered, performs truly in the place of 
Christ.36

The connection with the Day of Atonement would become even 
more explicit in medieval Christian practice, with some authors making 
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full and clear references to Yom Kippur, even including a form of the 
scapegoat ritual.37

Although the bishop’s connection with the high priest in the rite of 
Eucharist has been described, his ordination — with its connections to 
the divine ascent — must still be mentioned. In 372, Gregory of Nazianz 
described his ordination in this way:

For you anoint a high priest and put on him the [high-priestly] 
robe, and crown him with the turban, and lead him to the 
altar of the spiritual burnt offering, and sacrifice the calf 
of perfection, and fill his hands with the Spirit [to “fill the 
hand” is the literal meaning of “ordain” or “consecrate” in the 
Hebrew Old Testament], and lead him into the holy of holies 
in order to initiate him.38

With this view of the ordination of a Christian bishop, the Day 
of Atonement imagery is basically complete with: sacred vestments, 
anointing by the Holy Spirit, and a Eucharistic procession past an altar of 
incense and past the veil upon which are found images of saints (acting 
as cherubim) into a holy of holies containing the holy table, or throne 
of God, where the high priestly prayer is offered, speaking the name 
of Christ with priestly authority and consecrating the emblems as the 
body and blood — the very presence — of Christ while the congregation 
prays without. The emblems are then brought out, still covered by a veil, 
followed by further prayer, at which time the veil is removed, and the 
worshippers are invited into the presence of God.

The Book of Mormon and the Day of Atonement

An excellent study has already detailed possible connections between 
King Benjamin’s speech, Mosiah’s coronation in the Book of Mormon, 
and the High Holy Days festivals that include Rosh Hashanah (the Jewish 
New Year), Yom Kippur, and the Feast of Tabernacles.39 I will not repeat 
that study here as additional evidence for continued Nephite awareness 
and practice of the Day of Atonement.

Additionally, both Lehi and Alma the Younger (who built on the 
imagery provided by Lehi) described their visionary ascent into the 
presence of God in terms provided by the ark of the covenant in the 
holy of holies, which is flanked on either side by two angelic cherubim: 
“[Lehi] was carried away in a vision, even that he saw the heavens open, 
and he thought he saw God sitting upon his throne, surrounded with 
numberless concourses of angels in the attitude of singing and praising 



Hopkin, Day of Atonement  •  335

their God” (1 Nephi 1:8; see also Alma 36:22). This holy of holies imagery 
is dependent on the concept of authorized priestly entrance into the 
presence of God, as in the Day of Atonement festival. Although not 
discussing it in terms of the Day of Atonement ritual, scholars have 
previously pointed out connections between these visionary experiences 
and other biblical throne theophanies.40

Next, the word “atonement” holds a prominent place in the 
Book of Mormon, where it is mentioned twenty-eight times, compared 
to eighty times in the Old Testament (as the Hebrew kippur, all but 
four of which are found in the temple texts of Exodus, Leviticus, and 
Numbers), and twice in the New Testament (as the Greek hilastērion, 
depending on how it is translated). It is tempting to see the prevalent 
use of the word “atonement” in the Book of Mormon as a reflection of 
the Nephites’ Old Testament (rather than New Testament) ancestry and 
to look for possible connections to the Day of Atonement as it points to 
Christ’s sacrificial offering at each occurrence of the word. While this 
would create an interesting study (the Book of Mormon occurrences are 
found in the teachings of Lehi, Jacob, Nephi, King Benjamin, Abinadi, 
Alma the Younger, and Amulek), the analysis would be complicated by 
our inability to know the original word(s) behind the English translation 
of “atonement.” The most important connections are likely to be found 
in Amulek’s insistence, as in Hebrews, on the supremacy and finality of 
the atoning sacrifice of Christ (see Alma 34:13-15).

In the following paragraphs, I will propose that in 2 Nephi 31-32, 
Nephi used the imagery of the high priestly ascent into the holy of holies 
in order to provide a foundation for his teachings of what Article of 
Faith 4 calls the first principles and ordinances of the gospel and what 
Nephi calls “the doctrine of Christ” (31:2). In teaching these concepts 
of the doctrine of Christ that may have been new to the Nephites, who 
had been living under the Levitical Law of Moses until their flight into 
the wilderness, he provided them with a familiar context by describing 
them in terms provided by the Temple of Solomon. In his book, An 
Other Testament: On Typology, Joseph Spencer has already proposed a 
connection between 2 Nephi 31-33 and the veil of Solomon’s Temple. He 
actually sees this entire section as Nephi’s textual veil leading into the holy 
of holies and draws connections between Nephi’s sacred teachings as the 
culmination of his thought, leading from the Creation (1 Nephi 1-18), 
to the Fall (1 Nephi 19 – 2 Nephi 5), to the Atonement (2 Nephi 6-30), 
to the Veil (2 Nephi 31-33).41 As useful as this approach is in terms of 
understanding Nephi’s broader writing project, I will expand that view 
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of 2 Nephi 31-33 to propose that these chapters rely upon imagery of the 
high priest’s divine ascent from the east end of the Temple (at the altar of 
sacrifice) to its west end (in the holy of holies).

Nephi begins the section by stating that he will now teach “the 
doctrine of Christ” (2 Nephi 31:2), a term also found in the King James 
Version of Hebrews 6:1, where it is connected with faith, repentance, 
baptism, the laying on of hands [presumably for the gift of the Holy 
Ghost], judgment, and resurrection. The Epistle to the Hebrews goes on 
to describe the risk of tasting “of the heavenly gift” and falling away from 
that knowledge in terms that D&C 76 connects with those called Sons of 
Perdition (Hebrews 6:4-9; D&C 76:31-38).42 After this warning, Hebrews 
encourages the saints to continue in diligence by hope until the end and 
obtain the promises of Abraham (Hebrews 6:11, 15). This hope will act as 
“an anchor for the soul,” allowing the worshipper to pass beyond the veil 
into the holy of holies (Hebrews 6:19), following the example of Christ, 
who passed there first as “a forerunner” (Hebrews 6:20).

Nephi’s account is structured to follow a similar trajectory, showing 
how Christ first set the example in fulfilling the doctrine of Christ as 
forerunner, then demonstrating how Christ’s disciples must follow that 
example, continuing on from the first principles and ordinances to enter 
into the presence of God and know him face to face. Accordingly, Nephi 
briefly details that Christ did not need repentance, so he could not serve 
as an example of that principle, but that he did submit to baptism and 
then received the Holy Ghost. Receiving the Holy Ghost allowed Jesus to 
walk the strait path and enter at the narrow gate (2 Nephi 31:9). Nephi 
clearly explains that Christ’s divine ascent was set up as a model for his 
disciples to follow: “And the Father said: Repent ye, repent ye, and be 
baptized in the name of my Beloved Son. And also, the voice of the Son 
came unto me, saying: He that is baptized in my name, to him will the 
Father give the Holy Ghost, like unto me; wherefore, follow me, and do 
the things which ye have seen me do” (2 Nephi 31:11-12).

Nephi goes on to repeat the process for Jesus’s followers, adding for 
sinful humans the step of repentance with “full purpose of heart,” then 
baptism and the gift of the Holy Ghost, mentioning that receiving the 
Holy Ghost will allow the disciples to “speak with the tongue of angels” so 
they can shout praises to God (2 Nephi 31:13) in a familiar “throne-room,” 
or holy of holies scene mentioned above in 1 Nephi 1:8 and Alma 36:22. 
This promise is followed in the next verse by a warning reminiscent of 
that in Hebrews, that having this type of experience and afterwards 
denying it is worse than never having known God (2 Nephi 31:14). As 
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with the description of movement through and beyond the “doctrine 
of Christ” in Hebrews, eventually leading beyond the veil at the end of 
Hebrews 6, the implications of the divine ascent and the great risk of 
entering into the presence of God do not become clear immediately. 
The imagery of the ascent begins outside the temple/tabernacle with the 
preparatory behavior of repentance — moving by faith or real intent to 
and then past the altar of sacrifice, which Jesus states is the sacrifice of a 
repentant, “broken heart and a contrite spirit” (3 Nephi 9:20) — then to 
the ordinance of baptism, symbolized by the laver of water. Baptism by 
water then leads along the strait path or way (connecting symbolically 
with the teaching in Hebrews 9:8, 20 that Christ has shown the better 
way). The way or path leads through the narrow gate symbolized by the 
entrance into the temple proper. Here, inside God’s house, as a covenant 
member of the household of God (Ephesians 2:19), the worshipper 
can receive the baptism of fire and see by the light of the Holy Ghost, 
symbolized by the blazing menorah or lampstand inside. According to 
his “plainness” (2 Nephi 31:2), Nephi repeats the process, emphasizing 
the images: “Wherefore, do the things which I have told you I have seen 
that your Lord and your Redeemer should do; for, for this cause have 
they been shown unto me, that ye might know the gate by which ye 
should enter. For the gate by which ye should enter is repentance and 
baptism by water; and then cometh a remission of your sins by fire and 
by the Holy Ghost” (2 Nephi 31:17). Again, repentance (symbolized by 
the altar of sacrifice) and baptism (symbolized by the laver of water) lead 
the worshipper through the narrow gate (symbolized by the first veil of 
the tabernacle or by the temple doors) and into the covenant community 
(symbolized by the temple). Then the disciple receives the Holy Ghost 
(symbolized by the blazing menorah) and is prepared to move forward.

Nephi’s mention of the ability to speak with the “tongue of angels,” 
first found in 2 Nephi 31:13, may come as a surprise to a reader who has 
not connected Nephi’s discourse with temple imagery. The barrier of the 
first veil of the tabernacle that opens like a gate into the holy place had 
cherubim, or angelic figures, stitched upon it representing the cherubim 
who were placed at the entrance to the Garden of Eden to guard the way 
back into God’s presence. According to Nephi’s symbolic usage, these 
angelic beings had watched over the sacrifice and washings in the first 
stages of the divine ascent (or in this case, over repentance and baptism) 
to ensure that all had been done correctly (compare Moroni 6:1-4) and 
that the disciple could safely and appropriately enter into the covenant 
household of God. This would have been the first image encouraging 
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the worshipper to “speak with the tongue of angels” (2 Nephi 31:14), 
described as occurring only after passing through the gate and being 
baptized in fire by the light of the Holy Ghost.

Like Hebrews, though, Nephi urges the disciple not to stop there. 
The divine ascent is not complete. After you have “entered in by the gate” 
and received the Holy Ghost in fulfillment of the promise that was made, 
“that if ye entered in by the way ye should receive” (2 Nephi 31:18), Nephi 
then rhetorically asks “if all is done” (2 Nephi 31:19). The answer is, of 
course, that the worshipper has only begun the path and must continue 
on and “endure to the end” (2 Nephi 31:20). How to endure to the end, 
moving beyond the first principles and ordinances — the doctrine of 
Christ — that Nephi has detailed (2 Nephi 31:22), is the subject of the 
remainder of Nephi’s discourse.

2 Nephi 32 accordingly begins with the disciple of Christ standing 
on the inside of the temple in the glorious blaze of the menorah’s light, 
wondering what to do or how to proceed. Nephi again mentions the 
importance of speaking with the tongue of angels (2 Nephi 32:2). The next 
image of angels would be visible on the other end of the well-lit room, 
encouraging the worshipper forward to the second veil, the curtain that 
protected and led into the holy of holies. In the New Testament this was 
the location where the angel Gabriel stood to speak with Zacharias to 
announce the birth of Christ. Gabriel spoke with “the tongue of angels” 
at the veil, communicating how to enter into the presence of God, but 
Zacharias did not believe the message and thus lost his ability to speak, 
symbolizing the darkness of rejecting the word of God and the invitation 
to enter into the presence of God. Nephi encourages the reader to receive 
the Holy Ghost, which would allow one to speak with the tongue of 
angels in order to continue the divine ascent.43

Nephi’s image of feasting upon the word of Christ provides the next 
surprise in 2 Nephi 32:3, but Nephi had already introduced this theme 
in 2 Nephi 31:20 when discussing the importance of enduring to the 
end: “If ye shall press forward, feasting upon the word of Christ, and 
endure to the end, behold, thus saith the Father: Ye shall have eternal 
life” (2  Nephi 1:20). In 2 Nephi 32:3, he develops the theme further, 
connecting the importance of the feast with the ability to understand 
the tongue of angels: “Angels speak by the power of the Holy Ghost; 
wherefore, they speak the words of Christ. Wherefore, I said unto you, 
feast upon the words of Christ; for behold, the words of Christ will tell 
you all things what ye should do.” The image on which Nephi is relying 
to impel his audience forward is that provided in the holy place by the 
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table of shewbread, on which stood bread and wine. This bread and wine 
provide a communal feast with God, symbolizing the strengthening 
power of the word of God (and possibly also symbolizing the importance 
of the Eucharist, or the sacrament in Latter-day Saint terminology) to 
move forward in the name and power of Christ.

The worshipper has now proceeded past the menorah and the 
table of shewbread and stands before the altar of incense at the second 
veil. Although the altar of incense was not used in the description of 
the divine ascent in Hebrews, the New Testament interprets the altar 
of incense as a symbol for prayer. Revelation 8:3, for example, indicates 
that an angel placed incense upon the altar “in front of the throne” with 
“the prayers of all God’s people.” (Notice again the location of the angel, 
officiating at the second veil of the temple.) Luke 1:10 describes that “the 
whole multitude of the people were praying … at the hour of incense,” as 
they waited for Zacharias to make the offering of incense in the temple. 
At this moment of prayer, connected with the altar of incense, the angel 
Gabriel appeared at the veil to help usher God’s people into the presence 
of God. Accordingly, at this point in Nephi’s description, he states that 
if the readers cannot understand what Nephi is trying to teach, it is 
because they “ask not, neither do [they] knock” (2 Nephi 32:4). The key 
to move forward, speaking with the tongue of angels, is found through 
praying, asking, or knocking at the second veil, which leads into the holy 
of holies. After stating that a failure to ask or knock will leave them in the 
dark, outside of the light, Nephi again reminds the reader that entering 
in by the way will give them the light of the Holy Ghost that will show 
them how to proceed (2 Nephi 32:5).

The worshipper is left at the veil, seeking to speak the tongue of 
angels by a reliance on the word of God and the gift of the Holy Ghost. 
Nephi then states that this is as far as the doctrine of Christ can take 
them: “Behold, this is the doctrine of Christ, and there will be no more 
doctrine given” (2 Nephi 32:6). Nephi continues, however, showing how 
the divine ascent concluded. “There will be no more doctrine given until 
after he shall manifest himself unto you in the flesh. And when he shall 
manifest himself unto you in the flesh, the things which he shall say unto 
you shall ye observe to do” (2 Nephi 32:6). Nephi has promised that if 
the worshipper will endure appropriately, it is possible to pass through 
the veil and enter into the presence of God, seeing him in the flesh, face 
to face.44 He then indicates how sacred this knowledge is, stating that 
the Spirit will not allow him to say more. He mourns at the foolishness 
of mankind, “for they will not search knowledge, nor understand great 
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knowledge, when it is given unto them in plainness, even as plain as 
word can be” (2 Nephi 32:7). He has taught the reader in language as 
simple and plain as possible how to enter into the presence of God, but 
he worries that the message will be lost. He therefore backtracks again, 
reminding the worshipper that the key to understanding is prayer and 
that all things should be done in prayer (2 Nephi 32:9). Prayer and asking, 
or knocking, are what will allow the reader to conclude the divine ascent.

Moroni’s edited account of the brother of Jared — although he 
lived centuries before the existence of Moses’s tabernacle or the temple 
of Solomon — demonstrates an abbreviated form of this same divine 
ascent. After being chastised, he repents and comes before the Lord with 
a solution to the dilemma of traveling in darkness. (Notice again the 
importance of having one’s path lit.) His mighty prayer of faith is the 
key that allows him to enter into God’s presence (see Ether 3:1-6). In 
response to his plea, God pierces the veil resting upon the mind of the 
brother of Jared (see Moroni’s specific use of “veil” language in Ether 4:7, 
15), and he is allowed to see God’s finger as it touches the stones God 
has prepared. Having seen God’s hand, the brother of Jared longs to see 
more, and taking the first glimpse of God’s hand as evidence that God 
has a visible body and that God will allow the brother of Jared to see 
all of him, he boldly pushes through the veil to stand in the presence of 
God, completing the process of the divine ascent.

Latter-day Saint Ordinances and the Day of Atonement

The Book of Mormon examples provided above demonstrate that the 
imagery of the divine ascent was not simply an adaptation of later 
Christianity but that it also appeared among the Nephites and Jaredites, 
indicating that this pattern was provided by God. In many respects, 
Latter-day Saint chapel worship may seem devoid of this divine pattern. 
This absence may primarily exist because that imagery, the highest of 
divine, ritual patterns provided by the Law of Moses — allowed in its 
full expression only on the Day of Atonement — belongs in the sacred 
confines of temples. After the destruction of the temple, Christians 
began to adopt and adapt temple practices into their church religious 
worship, thus situating practices intended for the temple within church 
worship.45 Since most Christians came to view temples as a fixture of 
Old Testament practices that provided a foundation for Christian 
worship, this would not have been considered inappropriate. When the 
Reformation occurred, Protestants questioned these strange liturgical 
forms. Not seeing them clearly delineated in the New Testament and thus 
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believing they were not a part of true, biblical worship, they eliminated 
them from their worship services. Latter-day Saints, who do believe in 
the importance of temples, maintain in their churches the “low liturgy” 
detailed in the New Testament, which exhibits strong similarities to 
Protestant worship. They have moved “high liturgy” worship back into 
the temple.

Notwithstanding this Latter-day Saint approach to temple practices, 
both the New Testament and the Book of Mormon witness that the 
imagery of the Day of Atonement, with its re-enactment of the divine 
ascent, still has a place and influence in worship performed outside of 
temples. One should bear in mind that the symbols of the liturgical 
practices described below are multivalent. The potential connections with 
Day of Atonement imagery discussed here are only one way to interpret 
their significance and should not necessarily prevent or supplant other 
interpretations.

First, Day of Atonement imagery is found in the “ordinance” of the 
Eucharist or the “sacrament.” In the sacrament ordinance as practiced in 
the Latter-day Saint tradition, priests stand at the veil to the presence of 
God, as symbolized by the cloth covering the elements of the sacrament. 
One kneels at the veil, pronouncing a priestly prayer using priesthood 
authority, stating clearly the name of God, while the entire congregation 
also prays for the forgiveness of sins. At times, in a manner similar to the 
Day of Atonement, the congregation comes fasting to this ordinance. 
The congregation always comes in mourning, with broken heart and 
contrite spirit (2 Nephi 2:7). After the prayer, the priests gain access to 
the presence of God through the veil that has been parted. They then 
deliver the symbols of God’s presence to other priesthood holders, who 
invite the congregation, one by one, symbolically into the presence of 
God. The bishopric acts as the cherubim, overseeing the process and 
ensuring that it is done correctly, both in worthiness interviews with 
individual members and during the ordinance. It is highly dangerous to 
enter into the presence of God. Indeed, both Paul and Jesus stated that 
whoever eats and drinks unworthily, “eateth and drinketh damnation to 
his soul” (3 Nephi 18:29; see also 1 Corinthians 11:29).

Baptism and confirmation in the Latter-day Saint tradition serve as 
other examples of the divine ascent. The disciple has been interviewed 
by the bishop, or by a missionary, who acts as an angelic guardian of the 
path into the presence of God and seeks to help the worshipper enter 
God’s presence appropriately (see Moroni 6:1-6). The individual brings 
a “broken heart and a contrite spirit” (3 Nephi 9:20), has demonstrated 
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repentance, and has changed clothes, typically dressing all in white. Two 
figures stand as witnesses at the edge of the baptismal font, guarding 
the pathway into the presence of God. The priest officiates, declaring his 
authority and speaking the name of Father, Son, and Holy Ghost while 
signifying his authority by his upraised arm. He then lowers the disciple 
backwards into the water, in a symbol of death or the fall of Adam and 
Eve. Immediately after, he pulls the participant upward through the 
veil of the baptismal waters into a new life as part of God’s covenant 
people, “in the household of God.” The divine ascent is completed in the 
ordinance of confirmation as God uses the priesthood holder to reach 
his hands through the veil, as they are placed on the disciple’s head, and 
as the worshipper is granted the authority and power to always stand 
in the presence of the God the Spirit, provided she or he maintains the 
appropriate standards of worthiness. The high level of risk entailed 
by this new status is signified by the title of the unforgiveable sin. To 
“blaspheme against the Holy Ghost,” according to Mark 3:29, is a sin that 
puts one in danger of eternal damnation.

As indicated with the symbolism of the ordinance of confirmation 
above, priesthood blessings act as another effort to enter into the presence 
of God through the exercise of one’s faith and submission to God’s 
priesthood authority. The participant in one sense appeals to the Lord — 
who is hidden by the veil of mortality — for a blessing. The priesthood 
holder, after stating his authority and that he acts in the name of God, 
then represents God, who reaches through the veil over the disciple’s 
mind, as those hands are placed upon her or his head. Additionally, in a 
general sense as indicated by Nephi’s encouragements regarding prayer 
and the brother of Jared’s experience, even personal prayer is an effort 
to ascend into God’s presence by using the sacred name of God to gain 
heavenly entrance so that God may in turn reach out to touch the life of 
the individual.

The biblical theme of the divine ascent into the presence of God is 
found most clearly and prevalently in the Mosaic festival of the Day of 
Atonement. That powerful theme continued to find expression in the 
New Testament, and its symbolism continues to play an important role 
in the liturgy and ordinances of Christianity. Understanding some of 
the symbolic foundation of those sacred ritual practices can enhance the 
modern worshipper’s experience. For Latter-day Saints, understanding 
these biblical foundations can help inform their experience in the 
“chapel” ordinances of baptism, confirmation, and the sacrament and 
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will ultimately point them towards a rich experience in modern-day 
temples.
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