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“Come Near unto Me”™: Guarded
Space and Its Mediators in
the Jerusalem Temple

Avram R. Shannon

To the Israelites, the temple represented God'’s presence on the earth and
so stood as a singular symbol of his relationship with them. Therefore,
the temple was one of the foundational institutions defining and establishing
ancient Israelite culture and religion. Like most temples in the ancient world,
the Israelite temple contained sacred space which was controlled and protected
through the architectural features and arrangement of the temple, including
the creation of borders. These borders clearly demarcated sacred from profane
space, and passage through them was strictly controlled so that only those who
were authorized could be admitted into God’s presence.' The control of the
sacred space demonstrated to the ancient worshippers at the temple that it was
God’s house, and those who entered did so at his sufferance.’

Many of the specific aspects of the ritual system associated with the ancient
temple remain obscure and arcane to us. This is to be expected, since those ritu-
als, like temple rituals throughout time, are sacred and have their sacredness
protected by a veil of secrecy. Much that went on in the temple was simply not
recorded.’ Thus the actual ritual practices of the temple were hidden behind
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both a metaphorical veil as well as literal veils (see Exodus 26:31—32). In spite of
this secrecy, the Old Testament is very concerned with the temple and speaks
of it and its officers often. This allows us to peer a little bit into the ritual system
which it describes in order to better understand the how and the why of its op-
erations, as in the case of the division of sacred space and the admittance of only
select, authorized individuals.

The division of sacred space within the temple was supplemented and con-
trolled by guardians, who protected and stood over the passages between dif-
ferent parts of the temple. Some of these guardians, such as the cherubim, were
part of the iconography of the temple, and the Old Testament presents them
using symbolic language of composite animal figures (Ezekiel 1:4-14). Other
guardians were part of the personnel of the physical temple on the earth. Both
types of guardians—along with the architectural divisions—reinforced the no-
tion that temple space was not ordinary space but belonged to God. Because
God dwelt in the temple, those who would gain access to the sacred precincts
had to be properly purified and able to prove themselves to the guardians of sa-
cred space. The Lord does not create borders and guardians in order to merely
keep people out—rather, the gatekeepers are there to mediate who may and
may not enter into God’s presence. In this system, the unauthorized and the
unprepared are kept from sacred things, while those who are able to prove their
credentials are admitted through the various levels of holy space in order to

experience the presence of God.

Architecture of the Temple

In order to understand the movement and the mediators between sacred
spaces, it is first necessary to establish how space was organized in the house
of the Lord in the Old Testament. The biblical record describes three different
primary shrines* dedicated to the God of Israel in addition to other altars and
high places, variously conceived.” These shrines are the tabernacle, described
as being built by the children of Israel during the Exodus (Exodus 25—27); the
Temple of Solomon, built by Solomon with materials assembled by his father,
David (1 Kings 5-8); and the Second Temple, or Temple of Zerubbabel, which
was built by the exiles returning from Babylon (Ezra 1, 3, 6).° All of these tem-
ples were places of animal sacrifice under the law of Moses, which was the pri-

mary ritual activity practiced at temples in ancient Israel.”
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The existence of these three discrete shrines presents a difficulty to the
modern reader looking back at the various temples; this difficulty derives from
the long life of the several shrines which existed in Jerusalem. These shrines
differed from one another in various respects, such as the size and shape of the
main building in the temple complex and the placement of the altar. Not only
did the Second Temple (Ezra 1:1-4) differ from the temple which had been
destroyed by the Neo-Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar (2 Kings 25:8—9),
but even the destroyed First Temple had undergone structural changes which
could have affected the rituals performed therein since Solomon had commis-
sioned it four hundred years eatlier (1 Kings 7).* One example of this difference
occurs in 2 Kings 16:10-16; the Judahite king Ahaz replaced the sacrificial altar
which was in the temple with one that he had seen while in the Aramean city of
Damascus. Ahaz was not the only king who instituted changes to the temple,
and these changes can sometimes obscure the data about temple rituals.’

In spite of these concerns, one can discern in the Bible a relatively con-
stant conception of the physical division of sacred space. Although they dif-
fered in size and accoutrements, the Bible records a fair amount of continuity
between the various shrines, since each one appears to be modeled on earlier
ones.'® One should be careful about reading too much across the temporal
divide of the Old Testament, but these continuities provide clues about what
was important in the ideology and symbolism of the Israelite and Jewish
temples. The wilderness tabernacle provides the most detailed description
of its physical dimensions and accoutrements in Exodus 25—30, followed by
Solomon’s Temple described in 1 Kings 6 and 7, with the Second Temple
having the least discussion of these physical elements."

Scholars have attempted to reconstruct the specifics of the architecture of
the temple beyond what is found in the scriptures, with mixed results.> Use
of the scriptures does allow for discussion on the basic outlines of the archi-
tecture of all the temples, which was the same for all three shrines. A temple
consisted of a courtyard (Exodus 27:9—11; 1 Kings 6:3) surrounding a rectan-
gular building (Exodus 26; 1 Kings 6:2—3; Ezra 6:3). The building was divided
into two sections by a veil (Exodus 26:31; 1 Kings 6:21). The larger section was
called “the Holy Place,” while the other was “the Most Holy Place,” or the
“Holy of Holies.” The Holy Place had within it the table for the shewbread
(Exodus 25:23-30; 1 Kings 7:48), or bread of the presence; a seven-branched
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oil lamp (Exodus 25:31-40; 1 Kings 7:49); and the altar of incense (Exodus
30:1-8; 1 Kings 7:48). Beyond the veil, in the Most Holy Place, was the ark of
the covenant, with the mercy seat situated on top (1 Kings 6:20). The ark was

not present in the Second Temple.

The Division of Sacred Space

As the separation of the Holy Place from the Most Holy Place makes clear,
the temple was divided into areas with different levels of holiness. The con-
cern with the clear division between holy and non-holy derives in part from
the requirement on Israel to be holy, after the example of the Lord (Leviticus
11:44). Dividing up the different levels of holiness into walls, partitions, and
veils allowed the priests to control the sacred space. In fact, the idea of division
and the subsequent order which it represents are central to the symbolic con-
ception of the temple as the cosmic center. Division is represented in Hebrew
by the word hibdil, which means “to separate,” and it is often associated in the
Old Testament with temples and priestly concerns. This word is given cosmo-
logical significance in the creation account of Genesis 1, where God separated
many things, including light from darkness (Genesis 1:4). These acts of division
established the cosmic order and placed everything into their proper sphere
so they could interact “after their kind” (Genesis 1:21, 25).!> The connection
between the temple and cosmic order is not an accidental one, for the earthly
temple represents the heavenly order brought to earth.™

As discussed above, the Israelite temples were divided by means of walls and
veils, with the center part of the temple being the holiest space, separated even
from the rest of the temple by means of a curtain, veiling the presence of God.
In order to move towards the Holy of Holies, which was the physical and meta-
phorical center of the temple, a priest or worshipper had to pass through various
courtyards, gates, and curtains, all of which divided and subdivided the sacred
space in the holy precinct. It should be noted that an everyday Israelite worship-
per did not have access to most parts of the temple, unlike modern temples in The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The Old Testament explicitly limits
access to the Holy Place to priests, and the Holy of Holies to the Aaronic high
priest, and then only once a year on the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16:2—-14).
In spite of the limits, however, the Holy of Holies was the sacred center of the

temple, and so all movement from the profane wotld to the sacred world was
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towards that center. The physical divisions gave expression to the cosmic truth of
the sacred, set-apart nature of the Lord and his house."

The example of the Day of Atonement shows that unauthorized individu-
als were forbidden from entering certain areas, a division which served two
purposes. The division of space both protected the space from defiling influ-
ences and protected the people from the dangers of entering holy space un-
prepared, especially those who were not authorized and ritually clean.'® That
God'’s immediate presence could be dangerous to the unprepared may be seen
in Exodus 19:7-13, in which all of Mount Sinai is cordoned off as holy space
and the penalty for violating the space is death (see also D&C 84:19—24). This
cordon for the protection of the people parallels the walls and curtains of the
various shrines in Israel and Jerusalem. That the boundary between profane
and sacred space could be transcended is also seen from the Sinai example, as
Moses, Aaron, and the elders of Israel all go into the mountain and see the
Lord after being suitably prepared (Exodus 24:9—10). According to Doctrine
and Covenants 84:23—25, the Lord wanted all of Israel to prepare to come into
his presence at Sinai, but the people “hardened their hearts” (D&C 84:24) and
were unable to do so. God wants all of his people to come back to him, and the
divisions and the blocks on movement toward the Holy Place where he dwells
are for protection rather than arbitrary rejection.

The movement between levels of holiness was facilitated by protective
guards who watched over the way from one area to another and kept out
the unauthorized. This idea of movement relates to the concept of limin-
ality. Liminality was first suggested by anthropologists Arnold van Gennep
and Victor Turner in their work on ritual and initiation.'” They applied the
idea primarily to rituals, such as the marriage rite, which mediates between
the unmarried and the married state.'® The word liminal derives from limin,
which is a Latin word meaning “threshold,” and so fits well in the current
discussion. Movement between the various levels of holiness is accompanied
by a corresponding liminal state, where there is danger. The guardians are
mediators between the levels of holiness, mitigating the danger of the min-
gling of the profane and sacred world by controlling access to it. Once again,
it should be noted that the guardians’ job is not primarily to keep people out,
but to admit the authorized. An examination of these guardians will illus-

trate more clearly how they controlled and mediated the space.
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Cherubim

We begin with the mysterious guardians associated with every stage and
version of the temple, which the Old Testament calls cherubim. The word
cherub in its various forms occurs ninety-one times in the Old Testament,
and in most of those references they are associated with the temple.'” While
many etymologies have been suggested for the word cherub, there is no con-
sensus, although a derivation similar to Akkadian karibu, associated with
certain kinds of protective spirits in Mesopotamian thought, is possible.”®
The role of the cherubim as guardians is made explicit by their appearance
in Genesis 3:24, where God places the cherubim “to keep the way to the tree
of life.” Another way of translating the Hebrew root shamar, rendered as
“keep” in this verse, is to “guard” the way of the tree of life.

The guardianship of the cherubim was addressed by Antionah of Ammon-
ihah, in the Book of Mormon, who asks Alma how Adam and Eve could live
forever with the cherubim blocking the way to the fruit of the tree of life (Alma
12:20—21). For the apostate Antionah, the presence of the cherubim blocking
the way meant that Adam and Eve—and by extension, the rest of humanity—
could not pass them and that “there was no possible chance that they [(human-
ity] should live forever” (Alma 12:21). Alma, responding to Antionah, stated
that fallen humanity was prevented from eating from the tree of life so that
they would not live forever in their misery (Alma 12:26). He then goes on to
explain that because of the Atonement, humanity is able to return to God'’s
presence through repentance, essentially passing by the cherubim to partake
of the tree of life (see 1 Nephi 11:25). Alma’s interpretation of the Garden of
Eden and the cherubim has direct bearing on the sacred space in the temple
and the mediators thereof. It has long been noted, by both Latter-day Saint and
non—Latter-day Saint scholars, that the Eden story has temple significance,
and, in fact, that the furniture and layout of the temples described in the Old
Testament also relate to the Garden of Eden and the narrative of our first pat-
ents (Genesis 2—3).>! Thus the presence of the cherubim in the Eden account
fits into their guardianship of sacred space and their blocking of the unauthor-
ized from God'’s presence, as signified by their association with the temple.

Images of cherubim also appear as part of the furnishings of the main tem-
ples in Israelite history. In the description of Solomon’s Temple, such images
bore up the washbasins, along with figures of lions and bulls (1 Kings 7:29).
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These images were particularly associated with borders, where they symboli-
cally controlled access from one point to another. For example, in the com-
mands given to Moses to construct the tabernacle or tent shrine, the cur-
tains which surround the temple were to be embroidered with cherubim
(Exodus 26:1). Likewise, in the description of Solomon'’s temple, the walls were
inscribed with images of cherubim (1 Kings 6:29). In addition, in both descrip-
tions, the veil which separated the Holy Place from the Most Holy Place was
embroidered with cherubim (Exodus 26:31, 1 Kings 6:32). In the Most Holy
Place, Solomon placed large images of cherubim, whose wings shadowed over
the ark of the covenant (1 Kings 6:23—28). The ark itself is described as hav-
ing cherubim connected with it (1 Kings 6:23—25). The biblical text describes
cherubim in both the Tabernacle and Solomon’s Temple, and they were placed
such that they guard and protect the borders between places, especially be-
tween the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place, as their presence on the veil
indicates. The cherubim symbolically and iconographically guard the way back
into God’s presence.

The responsibility of the cherubim to guard the way to the Lord is shown
by the iconography of the ark of the covenant. According to the biblical account,
the ark was a gilded box which had a special covering placed upon it called the
mercy seat in the King James Version of the Bible, although in Hebrew the
word kapporet simply means “covering,” The Old Testament records the com-
mand to make this covering in the following manner:

And thou shalt make a mercy seat of pure gold: two cubits and half
shall be the length thereof, and a cubit and a half the breadth thereof.

And thou shalt make two cherubims?* of gold, of beaten work
shalt thou make them, in the two ends of the mercy seat.

And make one cherub on the one end, and the other cherub on
the other end: even of the mercy seat shall ye make the cherubims on
the two ends thereof.

And the cherubims shall stretch forth their wings on high, cov-
ering the mercy seat with their wings, and their faces shall look on
to another; toward the mercy seat shall faces of the mercy seat be.

(Exodus 25:17—20)

The presence of the cherubim on the mercy seat actually indicated the full name

of the ark, which is the “Ark of the Covenant of the Lord of Hosts, who sits [or
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dwells] between the cherubim” (1 Samuel 4:4, author’s own translation). The
cherubim here protected the final access to God, who was often described, as in
the verse from 1 Samuel quoted above, as sitting between the cherubim on the
mercy seat.”® They functioned as the primary symbolic guardians of the space
which God inhabited. Their description in Ezekiel 1 as fantastic beasts with the
faces of bulls, eagles, lions, and men gives them a fearsome appearance, enhanc-
ing their presentation as beings responsible for guarding the way to sacred and
holy space.

The cherubim in Ezekiel 1 seem on the surface to be different from the
other examples we have looked at, since they do not initially appear to have a
temple context. In fact, they appear in vision to Ezekiel on the banks of the
river Chebar in Mesopotamia, far away from Jerusalem. Their connection to
the temple and their guardianship of the way to God becomes increasingly
clear, however, as the book of Ezekiel progresses. In Ezekiel 10:18, because
of the wickedness of the inhabitants of Jerusalem and their disregard for the
sanctity of the temple (see Ezekiel 8) the glory of God—a phrase in the scrip-
tures used to indicate God’s presence—leaves the temple. As it does so, it
is carried on the backs of the cherubim away from the temple in Jerusalem,
representing the Lord’s rejection of the Jerusalem temple as his house.** The
cherubim’s support of God'’s throne is one more example of their position as

guardians of the sacred.

Human Guardians

The symbolic guarding role of the cherubim was supplemented in the
earthly temple by human officers, whose responsibility it was to protect the
space within the temple by controlling who could be admitted. As with
many aspects of the ancient temple, the Old Testament is very terse on this
topic, but it is possible to construct some idea of the personnel associated
with the Jerusalem temple, especially as described in 1 Chronicles. The book
of 1 Chronicles describes in some length the various personnel who worked
within the temple, that is to say, the various courses of priests, musicians,
and others who were responsible for maintaining the day-to-day operation
of temple service.”” One of the types of personnel mentioned particularly in
1 Chronicles chapters 9 and 26 is the sho‘ar, which is translated in the King
James Version as “porters.”*® The New Revised Standard Version has “gate-

keepers,” a translation which better represents in Modern English the sense
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of the Hebrew word, which shares the same root as the Hebrew word for
“gate,” sha‘ar?” These officers were therefore responsible for maintaining the
boundaries within the temple by controlling access to the temple through
the gates.*®

According to 1 Chronicles 9:19, the gatekeepers were descended from the
family of Korah and so were part of the Levites, charged with nonsacrificial
responsibilities in the temple (see also Exodus 6:24).>° Their responsibilities are
divided in this section into the “keepers of the gate of the tabernacle” and the
“keepers of the entry.” The phrase “keepers of the gate of the tabernacle” has a
number of intriguing features. The Hebrew root translated here as “keepers”
(shamar) is the same as that used of the cherubim in Genesis 3, which, as we have
already seen, indicates guarding or protecting in addition to being responsible
for something, The word “tabernacle” may be explained by the fact that the set-
ting for 1 Chronicles 9 is during David’s reign before the establishment of the
First Temple under David’s son Solomon.>® The word saf, which is translated
as “gate” in the King James Version of 1 Chronicles 9:19, is better signified by
“thresholds.” Realizing that these gatekeepers were the “guards of the thresh-
old” helps to illustrate the liminal nature of the division of the sacred space that
these officers were over. These keepers had important administrative functions
within the temple, as well as having both military and royal functions. They
served, for example, as kind of a police force for the temple.*' They also oversaw
physical aspects of the day-to-day running of the temple, as may be seen by
their appearance in 2 Kings 22:4, where they are entrusted with temple funds
that Josiah uses to repair the temple (see also 1 Chronicles 9:26—27).

Against this portrayal of the relative importance of the gatekeepers is
Psalm 84:10, which discusses gatekeepers in a way that at first glance seems
to imply that they were some of the lowest personnel in the temple. This
verse has traditionally been translated as “I had rather be a doorkeeper in
the house of my God, than to dwell in the tents of wickedness.”**> Taken
like this, this verse suggests that being a doorkeeper is a fairly unimportant
job in the temple. Some of this difficulty may be resolved by looking at the
translation. The word translated in Psalm 84:10 as “doorkeeper” (histofef)
is different from the word for gatekeeper (sho'ar), found in 1 Chronicles,
which suggests that it points to something different from the office of gate-
keeper. The word in Psalm 84 does come from the same Hebrew root as that

for “threshold” (saf), which is where the traditional interpretation derives
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from. On the other hand, the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old
Testament, has “I chose to be cast aside in the house of God, than to live
in the coverts of sinners” (LXX Psalm 83 (84):10, New English Translation
of the Septuagint). This is a reading which suggests being on the threshold,
rather than some kind of officer. Ultimately, the Septuagint’s reading seems
to better fit the sense of the verse and the psalm and is to be preferred over
that of doorkeeper, although the core message of contrast between the rela-
tive values of the temple and the world remains with both readings.”> The
difference in vocabulary, however, suggests that this verse does not refer to
the specific office of gatekeepers in the temple, for that office served an im-
portant role in the practice and ritual of the Israelite temple.

Just as the temple brings together the cosmic and the earthly realms, so
too do the human gatekeepers have cosmic and ritual functions. According
to 1 Chronicles 9:24, the gatekeepers were stationed “in four quarters,” which
is to say on all four sides of the temple. This is described in further detail in
1 Chronicles 26:13—19, where several gatekeepers are set in the various direc-
tions. This fourfold division corresponds nicely to the four directions which
the cherubim faced in Ezekiel 1, which in turn relates to other examples of
Near Eastern temples.** As mentioned previously, one of the important points
about the temple and its officers was that it was a symbolic representation on
earth of the heavenly order. Thus, having gatekeepers stationed at each of the
“four quarters,” representing the four cardinal directions, creates a powerful
symbol of the ordered cosmos and places the temple at the center of that cos-
mos. From the temple, the central place, one is able to travel in any of the four
directions; and conversely, no matter what direction one approaches the pres-
ence of the Lord, one is met by a gatekeeper, for the only way to symbolically

come toward the divine presence was through a gate mediated by a gatekeeper.

Ritual Entry and Credentials

In discussing the cosmic placing of the temple and the gatekeepers’ role in
it, we move from both the symbolic ideas of the cherubim and the pragmatic
staffing of the temple concerns found in Chronicles towards a suggestion of
the ritual practice associated with gatekeeping in the Jerusalem temple. This
allows us to ask the question about how this concept was deployed and en-
acted in the ancient temple. As noted above, these rituals were secret and not

recorded, but the Old Testament contains elements of liturgies or ceremonies
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associated with entrance into the temple and coming into the presence of the
Lord. The gatekeepers were there not only to keep people out but also to al-
low the authorized to enter into sacred space. The question becomes what
credentials indicated the ancient worshipper was, in fact, authorized to enter
the house of the Lord.

In a paper discussing the idea of the credentials in two bodies of liter-
ature temporally situated on either side of the biblical narrative, John Gee
examined the connections between a late antique branch of Jewish mystical
literature, known as hekhalot or merkavah mysticism (circa third to fifth cen-
turies AD), and the ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts (circa 2520—2180 BC),
in particular their ideas of gatekeepers, and the credentials needed to pass by
them.?* In the Jewish hekhalot literature, the gatekeepers are angelic beings
to whom the merkavah mystic must give certain magical names in order to
pass and view the chariot throne of God, which is considered to be in the cen-
ter of the heavenly temple.*® Likewise in the Egyptian funerary literature, the
deceased must pass by certain gatekeepers, which could only be done with the
knowledge of certain names. Both the Egyptian and the late antique Jewish
examples derive from texts with a plausible ritual background, although that
remains problematic for both corpora of texts. In both cases, the blocked en-
try is bypassed when the supplicant is able to provide the proper credentials.
These two examples of ritual mediation and checking of credentials provide
a framework against which we can discuss the ritual of the Israelite temple,
especially the mediation of sacred space by gatekeepers. The book of Psalms

represents the clearest place where answers to this question are found.

Gates in the Psalms

It has long been suggested that many of the Psalms have their foundation
and basis within the ritual and liturgy of the Jerusalem temple.*” One such
psalm is Psalm 24, which contains a question and answer sequence about
entrance to the temple, called here, as in other places, the hill or mountain of
the Lord (Psalm 24:3).>® This question and response give the psalm a strong
liturgical aspect. Psalm 24:3 asks the question, “Who shall ascend into the
hill of the Lord? or who shall stand in his holy place?” The answer to the ques-
tion shows that the person who desires entrance to God’s house and moun-
tain must be clean: “He that hath clean hands, and a pure heart; who hath
not lifted up his soul unto vanity, nor sworn deceitfully” (Psalm 24:4). Note
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the emphasis on truth-telling and purity in this passage. It is quite possible
that this question and response were part of a ritual in order to be admitted
to the temple, although it is also possible that the psalm is constructing this
purely as a literary device. The question-and-answer form suggests a ritual,
antiphonal performance, where one person or group speaks one part and an-
other group or person responds. John Day calls both Psalm 24 and the very
similar Psalm 15 “entrance liturgies,” suggesting that they were part of a ritual
to enter the temple.’” There may have been other credentials required, but at
the very least the worshipper was required to be trustworthy before passing
by the guardians. Donald W. Parry has compared this process to a modern
temple recommend interview, although he suggests that it was “self-adminis-
tered.”** Whether as a ritual model or only a symbolic hymn, the ability to
go up and enter into the temple and to “stand in [God’s] holy place” (Psalm
24:3) is based on the petitioners’ ability to assert their cleanness and purity to
the keeper who is mediating the space. Only those who are able to do so are
permitted to enter into the presence of the Lord. Thus, the one who desires to
come into the temple is required to provide credentials, which in this psalm
are purity and honesty.

This same sort of interaction is also present within Psalm 15, which contains
a longer interrogative section which closely parallels that found in Psalm 24.*
In Psalm 15, entrance to the sacred precincts is even more clearly based upon
ethical questions, although ritual purity would have been as much a concern
here as elsewhere in the book of Psalms and the Old Testament. Where Psalm
24:4 has “clean hands, and a pure heart; who hath not lifted up his soul unto
vanity, nor sworn deceitfully,” Psalm 15 has a longer and more specific ethical
injunction: “He that walketh uprightly, and worketh righteousness, and spea-
keth truth in his heart. He that backbiteth not with his tongue, nor doeth evil
to his neighbour, nor taketh up a reproach against his neighbour. In whose eyes
a vile person is contemned; but he honoureth them that fear the Lord. He that
sweareth to his own hurt, and changeth not. He that putteth not out his money
to usury, nor taketh reward from the innocent” (2—5). In both cases, entrance to
the temple is dependent on the supplicant’s purity and honesty.

The previous psalms may also be compared with Psalm 118:19—20, where
the Psalmist instructs an unspecified gatekeeper, “Open to me the gates of

righteousness: I will go into them, and I will praise the Lord: This gate of the
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Lord, into which the righteous shall enter.” The phrase “this gate” in verse 20 is
suggestive of a ritual situation where the worshipper announces his or herpres-
ence and asks to be allowed to enter into the temple through the “gate of the
Lord.” The worshipper enters at the sufferance of the gatekeeper, signifying
the sufferance of the Lord, and is only able to do so after offering up his or her
credentials. This ritual of questioning and answering shows one way in which
sacred space was controlled and mediated through the gates and gatekeepers
of the temple. Worshippers are permitted to enter into holy places, but access
to the temple is limited. The sacred precincts are only open to those who are
able to prove their credentials of keeping the laws of ritual and ethical purity to
the wardens, who are responsible for verifying that those laws are being kept.

Psalm 24 contains another element besides the “entrance liturgy” for the
worshipper. After the section already quoted, the Psalms turns from the hu-
man worshipper to a direct address to the gates and to the everlasting doors:
“Lift up your heads, O ye gates; be ye lift up, ye everlasting doors, and the King
of glory shall come in” (Psalm 24:7). After this direct address, the question
is asked, “Who is this King of glory? The Lord strong and mighty, the Lord
mighty in battle” (Psalm 24:8). The command to the gates is then repeated,
along with the question, to which the response is “the Lord of hosts, he is the
King of glory” (Psalm 24:10). Like the first part of this psalm, the question
and answer here suggests an antiphonal ritual performance. This part differs
from the previous part, however, in that instead of the worshipper entering
in through these gates, it is instead the Lord himself who is to be admitted.
Because of this shift in address, biblical scholars have long debated whether
Psalm 24 in its current state represents the conflation of two or more previous
hymns on a similar theme—in this case admission to sacred guarded space.*’
These two sections of this psalm originally represented two separate composi-
tions which have been placed together in a single psalm in order to illustrate
part of the ritual conception within the temple at Jerusalem. Thus, Psalm 24 in
its current state represents two snippets of a liturgy of protection and guard-
ians in the Jerusalem temple.

The key difference between the two ritual liturgies is contained in God’s
authority, the totality of which is introduced in 24:1—2. The mortal worshippers
in Psalms 24:3-6, Psalm 15, and Psalm 118:19—20 are required to declare their

credentials—their purity, their freedom from deceit, and their righteousness.
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On the other hand, when God comes to his own house, the only key neces-
sary in order to get past the gatekeepers, represented by the gates in verses 7
and 10, is his own name. The question is not one of whether or not God is
worthy enough to get past the gatekeepers—they merely ask who he is, and he
tells them his name, allowing him to pass. The gatekeepers are there to guard
thresholds between levels of holiness, to keep out the unauthorized, and let in
the authorized. When God comes to the temple, he is admitted on the strength
of his own name, for he is the only one authorized without qualification to

enter his own house. All others the gatekeepers admit only at his sufferance.

Conclusion

One of the productive aspects of looking at ancient ritual, through how-
ever dark a glass (see 1 Corinthians 13:12), is that it helps us to better under-
stand the conceptions which the ritual reinforced for the ancient worshippers
at the Jerusalem temple. The temple, whether ancient or modern, is a physical
and ritual expression of doctrine. The worshippers in the temple are living out
the sacred story through the ordinances of the temple. This is one of the ways
in which the Lord has taught his saints in all generations. For example, the
animal sacrifices, which were such an important part of Israel’s relationship
to God in Old Testament times, taught lessons about life and death, giving
things to God, and ultimately about the great and last sacrifice God himself
would make (see Alma 34:10, Hebrews 9:11-15). The division and manage-
ment of sacred space in the temple also taught symbolic lessons. It belonged
to and was controlled by God. Movement to and through the temple is con-
trolled, for the house of God is a house of order (see D&C 132:8), in much the
same way that the universe is ordered.

The physical division of sacred space, with its cosmic significance, leads
naturally to the symbolic guardians, represented most clearly by the cheru-
bim, those beings in the scriptures who support and protect the way to God’s
throne. These beings perform functions on a symbolic and iconographic level
identical or similar to those performed by the human wardens mentioned in
descriptions of the temple cult. Their job, like that of the gatekeepers, was to
guard or keep the way to God and to the tree of life. Only those who were au-
thorized would be able to transcend their protection and enter into the pres-

ence of God.
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Thus, the gatekeeper served as a physical actor showing that “no unclean
thing” came into the presence of God within the temple (see 1 Nephi 10:21).
He was a physical officer protecting both sacred space from intetlopers and at
the same time protecting interlopers from the divine wrath which came from
penetrating into unauthorized space. Most importantly he allowed those who
could prove their authorization into holy space to come into the presence of
the Lord. All those who entered the temple did so at the Lord’s suffrage, and
were required to prove their worthiness to the gatekeeper, as evinced by ritual
purity and truth-telling, in order to enter.

Modern temples in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints have
similar concepts of gatekeepers who check the credentials to ensure that only
the authorized enter. In order to enter the temple, modern worshippers must
first prove their ethical worthiness by presenting a document from their eccle-
siastical authorities, recommending they be allowed to enter. This is the func-
tional equivalent of the original response in Psalm 24. This equivalency is a
powerful example of theological continuity from the ideas which we have seen
presented in the ancient temple at Jerusalem to the modern temples. In ad-
dition to the functional parallels, there are also symbolic parallels. Brigham
Young famously observed at the ceremony for the laying of the cornerstones
of the Salt Lake Temple: “Your endowment is, to receive all those ordinances
in the house of the Lord, which are necessary for you, after you have departed
this life, to enable you to walk back to the presence of the Father, passing the
angels who stand as sentinels, being enabled to give them the key words, the
signs and tokens, pertaining to the holy Priesthood, and gain your eternal ex-
altation in spite of earth and hell."** President Young’s use of the word “senti-
nels” speaks of angelic guards, like the cherubim, blocking the way of all except
the faithful. The endowment, as given in modern temples, ritually enables the
faithful to symbolically prove their credentials and “pass” these angels.

Ultimately, all of these gatekeepers serve as representatives of the final gate-
keeper, whom Jacob identifies as the Lord of Hosts himself. At that final gate
there will be neither human officer nor cherub to bar our way, but only God him-
self, for “he employeth no servant there” (2 Nephi 9:41). In the end, only Jesus
Christ is able to fully mediate for us and bring us finally into the presence of God.
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