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Jennifer C. Lane

“The Presence of the Lord”

Lehi’s dream in 1 Nephi 8 has been interpreted in many rich and helpful 
ways . Most commonly we see it through the lens of Nephi’s vision in 

1 Nephi 11 or Nephi’s explanation to his brothers in 1 Nephi 15, but this 
paper explores the insights we can gain by seeing the dream of the tree of life 
through the conceptual framework expressed by Lehi’s comments . A careful 
study of Lehi’s response to his dream can help us see what it means not only 
to him but also to all of us more universally . 

At the end of his narrative, Lehi gives us an interpretive tool to read the 
significance of our relationship to the tree . After he recounts his vision, Lehi 
expresses fear that Laman and Lemuel “should be cast off from the presence of 
the Lord” (1 Nephi 8:36) . Lehi’s interpretation of his dream is framed by two 
central concepts or terms: being “cast off” and “the presence of the Lord .” This 
interpretation suggests a bifurcation of existence into two conceptual catego-
ries—being in the presence of the Lord and being separated from the Lord . 

We have a number of resources to understand what Lehi meant both in 
terms of being “cast off” and of being in “the presence of the Lord .” While we 
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do not have the original language of the Book of Mormon to directly compare 
with the Hebrew of the Old Testament, both “cast off” and “the presence of the 
Lord” are important terms in the Bible, describing distance from and proxim-
ity to God, often directly related to temple imagery . 

After exploring this Old Testament background, noting the foundational 
temple imagery of these terms, I will show how paying attention to the uses of 
“cast off” and “the presence of the Lord” in the Book of Mormon can deepen 
our appreciation of the doctrinal insights found in Lehi’s dream . These terms 
show up in critical passages throughout the Book of Mormon that explain 
the criteria for either being in the presence of God or being cast off . By study-
ing the term “presence of the Lord” in the Old Testament and the Book of 
Mormon, we can see that it has a broader, more multifaceted scope than any 
particular specialized meaning such as entering the celestial kingdom or re-
ceiving the Second Comforter in mortality . 

The choice to come unto Christ and partake of the fruit can be under-
stood both in terms of daily choices and experiences as well as ultimate 
choices and one’s final destiny . When Lehi describes his own experience of 
partaking of the fruit, he comments: “I beheld that it was most sweet, above 
all that I ever before tasted . Yea, and I beheld that the fruit thereof was 
white, to exceed all the whiteness that I had ever seen . And as I partook of 
the fruit thereof it filled my soul with exceedingly great joy” (1 Nephi 8:11–
12) . The act of partaking of the sweetness, purity, and joy of coming unto 
Christ and experiencing his presence does not require waiting until the end 
of our life or receiving the Second Comforter . It is significant that Helaman 
writes to Captain Moroni, “And now, my beloved brother, Moroni, may the 
Lord our God, who has redeemed us and made us free, keep you continually 
in his presence” (Alma 58:41; emphasis added) . What it means to be in the 
presence of the Lord in mortality, as well as in the eternal world, is richly 
developed in Lehi’s dream as well as in the related Old Testament and Book 
of Mormon references .

Lehi’s interpretation of responses to the offer of the fruit combines two 
overarching themes of the Book of Mormon . First, it captures the invitation 
to come unto Christ, to enter into his presence and partake of the kind of life 
that he enjoys . At the same time, this image is coupled with an awareness that 
not all who are separated will choose to come . This is the awareness that one 
can choose to be cast off forever—clearly the fear of Lehi for his sons .
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While the events in Lehi’s dream were more encompassing, his conclud-
ing commentary focuses on the state of his sons . Lehi “exceedingly feared for 
Laman and Lemuel; yea, he feared lest they should be cast off from the presence 
of the Lord” (1 Nephi 8:36; emphasis added) . Before looking closely at the uses 
of the terms “cast off” and “the presence of the Lord,” it may be helpful to look 
narrowly at the things Lehi saw that he described in these terms . 

There are two places in the dream where Laman and Lemuel appear . The 
first is partway through the dream, where Lehi himself is at the tree and looks 
around for his family . Other family members come and partake of the fruit, 
but even though Laman and Lemuel are specifically invited, “they would not 
come unto me and partake of the fruit” (1 Nephi 8:18) . Then, at the very end of 
Lehi’s description of his dream, he observes that some who had partaken of the 
fruit fell away because they heeded the scorn of those in the great and spacious 
building . The very last line of description that we have from Nephi, however, 
focuses not on those who chose to leave the tree, but on those who chose not to 
come: “And Laman and Lemuel partook not of the fruit, said my father” (v . 35) . 
Recognizing individuals’ use of agency in responding to the offer to partake of 
the fruit of the tree is critical to making sense of the foundational theological 
issues represented by “the presence of the Lord” and being “cast off” by the 
Lord . These issues include questions of justice, mercy, and agency .

“Presence of the Lord”: Insights from the Old Testament

The term “presence” in English versions of the Old Testament is usually 
a translation of the Hebrew word pānîm . It literally means “face,” as in one’s 
visage, but its usage has a broader sense .1 For example, “pānîm was used in 
reference to entering or leaving the presence of a king or a superior”2 or, by 
extension, the presence of the Lord . The term appears about four hundred 
times in the Old Testament, and in over a quarter of those instances it refers 
to the Lord Jehovah .3 “In some cases, the term ‘face’ or ‘presence’ stands in for 
naming the individual that is being referred to as the subject of the action .”4 

A key dimension of the term “presence” is the expression of relation-
ships,5 both among humans and between God and humans . These aspects in-
clude “real personal presence, relationship, and meeting (or refusal to meet) .”6 
Simian-Yofre notes that “insofar as pānîm bespeaks presence, its purpose is to 
underline the positive aspect of the interpersonal relationship . The negative 
aspect of the relationship is expressed by separation from pānîm .”7 
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One example of how one’s relationship with the presence of the Lord can 
change is illustrated in Genesis 3:8, where, after eating of the forbidden fruit, 
“Adam and his wife hid themselves from the presence [pānîm] of the Lord 
God amongst the trees of the garden .” Their disobedience had changed their 
relationship to the presence of the Lord . They no longer desired to be in his 
presence . Not only can people remove themselves from God’s presence, but 
we also see a change in relationship expressed in the Old Testament phrase 
of the Lord “hiding his face,” which “is not simply a punishment: it signifies a 
radical disruption of the relationship with God .”8 The issues of both humans 
approaching God’s presence and the availability or withdrawal of that pres-
ence run through the Old Testament in the language related to the temple .

Central to the understanding of the tabernacle or temple in the Old 
Testament is that this is the place in which the Lord’s presence is made avail-
able . There are a number of pānîm-related expressions in the Old Testament 
that are almost always associated with the language of worship at the temple . 
These include being seen before the face of Jehovah, being before Jehovah, and 
seeking his face .

The commandment for all Israelite men to visit the sanctuary three 
times a year during the feasts of Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles (see 
Exodus 23:14–17) can literally be read as “to appear (be seen) before the [face 
of] Yahweh .”9 This expression functions as “a technical term for a cultic en-
counter with the deity,”10 meaning that the term “appear before the presence” 
refers to the setting of temple worship .11 

The other pānîm expression that consistently points to a temple setting 
is lipne YHWH, meaning “before or to Yahweh [Jehovah] .” This technical 
expression of worship appears 225 times in the Old Testament .12 The term 
describes not only the worship and sacrifices of the priests in the temple, “but 
also private religious acts are performed lipne yhwh .”13 This phrase empha-
sizes that actions of sacrifice and worship, as well as private acts of devotion, 
“are performed in some sense in the presence of Yahweh [Jehovah] .”14

In addition, the term “seek his face” (biqqēš pānîm) can also include a for-
mal act of worship or sacrifice, although this sense is not always required .15 
The spirit of seeking his face in connection with the technical language of 
temple worship can be seen in Psalm 42:2: “My soul thirsteth for God, for 
the living God: when shall I come and appear before God?” We see here the 
desire to be in God’s presence .16
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“Cast Off”: Insights from the Old Testament

Because of the various verbs that could be translated “cast off” and the 
breadth of Old Testament examples of this concept, for the sake of simplic-
ity this study will only briefly consider passages that discuss the fear of being 
“cast off forever .” In each case, the root verb is zanach . The term is gener-
ally understood to mean “to reject, exclude, or abandon .”17 Cognates to other 
Semitic languages suggest a possible meaning of “to hate” or “to be angry,” but 
this is debated .18 Of the nineteen times the verb zanach appears in the Old 
Testament, fourteen of those instances have God as the subject of the verb .19 
Ten of those instances are found in the Book of Psalms, where poetic struc-
tures can help enhance our understanding of the term . 

Part of the meaning of the term zanach can be seen in the parallels with 
which it is coupled . On many occasions, we see that being cast off is not being 
given access to God’s presence in the context of the temple . Separation from 
worship can be seen in the parallel use of the questions “Why castest thou off 
my soul?” and “Why hidest thou thy face [pānîm] from me?” (Psalm 88:14) .20 
This parallel can be seen in Psalm 74:1, where the Psalmist asks, “O God, 
why hast thou cast us off for ever? why doth thine anger smoke against the 
sheep of thy pasture?” Ringgrin observes, “There is a parallel reference to the 
wrath of God . The psalm deals with destruction of the temple by enemies, 
which is taken to prove that Yahweh is angry with his people and therefore 
ignores his temple .”21 

The fear of abandonment can be seen in Psalm 44:23, in which the plea 
“Cast us not off for ever” suggests that here “zānach means that God has to-
tally turned his back on his people .”22 In Psalm 77:7–9, the Psalmist asks, 
“Will the Lord cast off for ever? and will he be favourable no more? Is his 
mercy clean gone for ever? doth his promise fail for evermore? Hath God 
forgotten to be gracious? hath he in anger shut up his tender mercies?” Here 
we see the parallels to being “cast off” appear to be the opposite of the mercy 
and compassion we normally associate with the Lord . Here “zānach is associ-
ated with ‘never be favorable (rātsāh),’ ‘his chesedh [mercy] has ceased,’ ‘for-
get to be gracious (shākhach channôth),’ and ‘shut up compassion (qāphats 
rachamîm) .’”23 

While the thought of being separated and cast off in this manner is truly 
fearsome, we are given a reason why it occurs . An explanation for the Lord’s 
action in casting off his people is found in 1 Chronicles 28:9, where David 
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gives Solomon his charge concerning the building of the temple . Here the 
Lord’s relationship to humans is set in terms of response to human agency . 
“And thou, Solomon my son, know thou the God of thy father, and serve 
him with a perfect heart and with a willing mind: for the Lord searcheth all 
hearts, and understandeth all the imaginations of the thoughts: if thou seek 
him, he will be found of thee; but if thou forsake him, he will cast thee off for ever” 
(1 Chronicles 28:9; emphasis added) . It is significant that by making the pres-
ence of the Lord available with the building of the temple, the terms of access 
are also presented . The principle taught here has a striking resonance with 
the message conveyed by Lehi’s dream of the tree of life . Those who seek him 
find his presence, and those who forsake him are separated from his presence .

“Presence of the Lord” in the Book of Mormon

A clear picture that emerges from the Book of Mormon discussion of the 
presence of the Lord highlights the role of human agency and desire in our 
relationship to his presence . A consistent theme is that we will not want to 
be in his presence if we are unclean . These comments emphasize the Day of 
Judgment or the thought of the Day of Judgment as a time when our recogni-
tion of our state before God will cause us to recoil from him . Jacob testifies 
that if we are unclean on the Day of Judgment, we will “shrink with awful fear” 
because we “remember [our] awful guilt in perfectness, and be constrained to 
exclaim: Holy, holy are thy judgments, O Lord God Almighty—but I know 
my guilt; I transgressed thy law, and my transgressions are mine” (2 Nephi 
9:46) . Alma warns that if we are in that “awful state” of being unclean on the 
Day of Judgment, we will want “the rocks and the mountains to fall upon us 
to hide us from his presence” (Alma 12:14) . In telling of his conversion, Alma 
describes how “the very thought of coming into the presence of my God did 
rack my soul with inexpressible horror” (Alma 36:14) . He later warns how jus-
tice will be administered on the Day of Judgment and how the unclean will be 
consigned “forever to be cut off from his presence” (Alma 42:14) . The idea that 
only clean things will be allowed into God’s presence seems to be something 
we will all acknowledge as being right and just . 

The overarching message of both the gospel and the Book of Mormon is 
that God himself does not desire our separation from his presence . The image 
of Lehi beckoning to his family to come and partake of the fruit emphasizes 
the central message of the Book of Mormon—that God’s arms of mercy are 
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extended to his children (see 2 Nephi 28:32; Jacob 4:47; Jacob 6:4; Mosiah 
16:12) . Alma expresses the Lord’s desire for all his children: “Behold, he sen-
deth an invitation unto all men, for the arms of mercy are extended towards 
them, and he saith: Repent, and I will receive you . Yea, he saith: Come unto 
me and ye shall partake of the fruit of the tree of life” (Alma 5:33) . The fruit of 
the tree is waiting for us if we will trust in the Atonement of Christ and come 
and partake, rather than choose to perish in our separated and fallen state . 
The way to be clean and fit for the Lord’s presence is prepared for all . Alma 
invites those not yet in the Church, “Come and be baptized unto repentance, 
that ye also may be partakers of the fruit of the tree of life” (Alma 5:62) . In his 
very last writing, Mormon reminds us that Christ “hath brought to pass the 
redemption of the world, whereby he that is found guiltless before him at the 
judgment day hath it given unto him to dwell in the presence of God in his 
kingdom” (Mormon 7:7) .

The availability of the tree of life suggests that being in God’s presence 
throughout eternity is offered to us, but the options not to come and partake of 
the fruit or not to stay at the tree are also real . Our choice to receive or not will 
ultimately determine our fate . Our separation will be an expression of our own 
desire, not God’s desire . The vision of the tree clarifies the reality that agency 
is the final factor in our eternal status . Mormon’s summary reemphasizes this 
tension between a godly desire for all to enjoy the presence of the Lord and the 
consequences of agency and human choice . Note how his language echoes that 
of Lehi: “And I would that all men might be saved . But we read that in the great 
and last day there are some who shall be cast out, yea, who shall be cast off from 
the presence of the Lord” (Helaman 12:25; emphasis added) .

While many of the passages in which the term “presence of the Lord” 
appears in the Book of Mormon emphasize judgment and the afterlife, some 
passages seem to focus on our condition in this life . These passages are helpful 
to note since they show that we need not read being at the tree solely as arriv-
ing in the celestial kingdom . When we can see being at the tree and partaking 
of the fruit as experiencing the presence of the Lord in this life, we get greater 
insight into how the blessings of the Atonement give us access to the divine 
presence in mortality . 

One critical insight that is frequently repeated in the Book of Mormon 
is the relationship between being in a state of disobedience and being cut off 
from the presence of the Lord . Because the English of the Book of Mormon 
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does not give us access to the original terms, it is hard to draw many conclu-
sive findings about why in these places the expression is consistently “cut off  ” 
rather than “cast off .”24 The Book of Mormon usage might suggest that the 
different term (“cut off”) represents a temporary condition that can change, 
because one’s rebellion or disobedience may ebb and flow and thus change 
one’s access to the presence of the Lord in mortality .

One of the earliest teachings of Lehi, found in 1 Nephi 2:21, explains the 
relationship of obedience and access to God’s presence: “And inasmuch as 
thy brethren shall rebel against thee, they shall be cut off from the presence 
of the Lord .” Later in the Book of Mormon we see a fulfillment of this warn-
ing, as Alma reminds the people of Ammoniah: “Now I would that ye should 
remember, that inasmuch as the Lamanites have not kept the commandments 
of God, they have been cut off from the presence of the Lord . Now we see that 
the word of the Lord has been verified in this thing, and the Lamanites have 
been cut off from his presence, from the beginning of their transgressions in 
the land” (Alma 9:14) . Over and over again, our choices are portrayed as af-
fecting our access to the presence of God in this life .

While the negative version of this lesson can seem to be a dominant 
theme in the Book of Mormon, we do find a beautiful portrayal of the pos-
sibility of enjoying God’s presence in this life as well . In this epistle from the 
prophet Helaman to Captain Moroni, the desirability of living in such a way 
as to always enjoy the presence of the Lord in mortality is captured with a 
simple prayer for another’s well-being: “May the Lord our God  .  .  . keep you 
continually in his presence” (Alma 58:41) .

Again, it is this sense of being in his presence now—of being at the tree 
and partaking of the fruit now—that we need to read in the message of Lehi’s 
dream, in addition to the ultimate sense of being in his presence forever . But 
how is it that we are in the presence of the Lord during this life? It may be 
easier to read the vision of the tree of life in terms of our eternal state, because 
there we can see ourselves literally in the presence of the Father and the Son 
in celestial glory forevermore . 

Psalm 51 can help us appreciate a central way in which we can enjoy his 
presence continually in this life . The Psalmist prays, “Cast me not away from 
thy presence; and take not thy holy spirit from me” (Psalm 51:11) . Sometimes 
we forget the privilege that is ours with the gift of the Holy Ghost . By com-
ing unto Christ with faith, repenting, and partaking of the cleansing power 
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of baptism, we are made fit to be temples of God, to have the presence of the 
Lord literally within us in the gift of the Holy Ghost (see 1 Corinthians 3:16; 
6:19) . So while seeking to be in the presence of the Lord can be a quest focus-
ing us on preparing for the next life, it can also focus us on living worthy to be 
“continually in his presence” in this life as well . 

When we understand both the contemporary as well as the future di-
mensions of reading ourselves into Lehi’s vision, we realize that in any time 
frame we must be clean to be at the tree, to enjoy the presence of the Lord . 
We also realize that we can have no access to his presence on our own because 
“all are fallen and are lost” (Alma 34:9) . Lehi reminds Jacob, “No flesh  .  .  . can 
dwell in the presence of God, save it be through the merits, and mercy, and 
grace of the Holy Messiah” (2 Nephi 2:8) . Whether we read being at the tree 
and partaking of the fruit as enjoying the gift of the Holy Ghost, partak-
ing of the sacrament, entering into holy temples, or being worthy to dwell in 
celestial realms of glory, access to his presence is made possible only in and 
through Christ’s Atonement .

“Cast Off” in the Book of Mormon

As in the Old Testament, the term “cast off” is also widely used in the 
Book of Mormon, and a full study would be beyond the scope of this paper . 
However, it is critical to notice the central place the term holds in fram-
ing the message of the Book of Mormon . In the title page of the Book of 
Mormon, Moroni emphasizes its message of mercy rather than condemna-
tion . He explains that one of the purposes of the Book of Mormon is “to 
show unto the remnant of the House of Israel what great things the Lord 
hath done for their fathers; and that they may know the covenants of the 
Lord, that they are not cast off forever” (emphasis added) . Just as we focused 
our examination of “cast off” in the Old Testament on the expression “cast 
off forever,” the introductory sentence of the Book of Mormon suggests the 
question of our eternal relationship to the presence of the Lord as a major 
theme of the book .

We started this study with Lehi’s expression of concern for Laman and 
Lemuel, that “he feared lest they should be cast off from the presence of the 
Lord” (1 Nephi 8:36) . We see that concern deepened with Nephi’s fear for 
Laman and Lemuel: “Behold, my soul is rent with anguish because of you, 
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and my heart is pained; I fear lest ye shall be cast off forever” (1 Nephi 17:47; 
emphasis added) .

Although a loved one’s fear or concern for us may not always be sufficient 
to change our course of action, it is very important to notice that this is not an 
idle fear but one that can potentially wake us up to the reality of our situation . 
The Book of Mormon provides vivid examples of those who experience the 
fear of being cast off forever . In those who face this reality it brings a realiza-
tion of the need for mercy and repentance, leading to profound change . 

The two clearest examples are also perhaps the most striking instances 
of deep repentance in the Book of Mormon . They are the examples of the 
sons of King Mosiah and the father of King Lamoni . We read that the sons 
of King Mosiah were able to experience mercy, precisely because they began 
to understand justice . “They were desirous that salvation should be declared 
to every creature, for they could not bear that any human soul should per-
ish; yea, even the very thoughts that any soul should endure endless torment 
did cause them to quake and tremble” (Mosiah 28:3) . The consequences of 
sin were very real for them . They knew from personal experience what it 
was like to be cast off from the presence of God . “And thus did the Spirit of 
the Lord work upon them, for they were the very vilest of sinners . And the 
Lord saw fit in his infinite mercy to spare them; nevertheless they suffered 
much anguish of soul because of their iniquities, suffering much and fearing 
that they should be cast off forever” (Mosiah 28:4; emphasis added) . They had 
experienced being cast off in mortality and did not want to remain in that 
state forever .

We see the power of the fear of eternal separation from God, or being 
“cast off forever,” also working on the father of King Lamoni to bring him 
down to repentance . We learn that Ammon had taught him that “if ye will 
repent ye shall be saved, and if ye will not repent, ye shall be cast off at the 
last day” (Alma 22:6) . As Aaron continued to work with the father of King 
Lamoni, he taught him the good news of God’s mercy, coupled with a message 
of justice—the reality of where we would be without Christ—“laying the fall 
of man before him, and their carnal state and also the plan of redemption, 
which was prepared from the foundation of the world, through Christ, for all 
whosoever would believe on his name . And since man had fallen he could not 
merit anything of himself; but the sufferings and death of Christ atone for 
their sins, through faith and repentance, and so forth” (vv . 13–14) . 
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Aaron’s message was a second witness of the reality of justice, of being 
eternally cast off from God, combined with the mercy of Christ’s redemp-
tion, which gives us hope of again being restored to God’s presence . Only this 
direct message of choices and consequences could bring about such a mighty 
change . “And it came to pass that after Aaron had expounded these things 
unto him, the king said: What shall I do that I may have this eternal life of 
which thou hast spoken? Yea, what shall I do that I may be born of God, 
having this wicked spirit rooted out of my breast, and receive his Spirit, that 
I may be filled with joy, that I may not be cast off at the last day? Behold, said 
he, I will give up all that I possess, yea, I will forsake my kingdom, that I may 
receive this great joy” (v . 15; emphasis added) . 

It is striking that the father of King Lamoni understood that through the 
power of Christ’s redemption he could have access to the presence of God not 
only in the eternities but also right now . Note that the hope of not being “cast 
off at the last day” is paired with the immediate hope of receiving his Spirit 
and being filled with joy . Think of the experience of those partaking of the 
fruit of the tree; Lehi says, “As I partook of the fruit thereof it filled my soul 
with exceedingly great joy” (1 Nephi 8:12) . 

As Latter-day Saints, testifying of a loving, merciful Father and a com-
passionate, self-sacrificing Son of God, we rarely use phrases such as “fear 
of God” or “wrath of God .” As we have seen in Psalms, the terms associated 
with God’s justice in casting people off forever can seem contrary to our un-
derstanding of God . “Will the Lord cast off for ever? and will he be favourable 
no more? Is his mercy clean gone for ever? doth his promise fail for ever-
more? Hath God forgotten to be gracious? hath he in anger shut up his tender 
mercies?” (Psalm 77:7–9) .

Our fear should be about the right thing—not about God’s relation to 
us, but about ours to him . The Book of Mormon provides a means of under-
standing the message of mercy and justice taught in the Bible . Again, the title 
page states that the Book of Mormon is designed “to show unto the remnant 
of the House of Israel what great things the Lord hath done for their fathers; 
and that they may know the covenants of the Lord, that they are not cast off 
forever” (emphasis added) . Our fear should not be about God’s disposition, 
but about ours . 

A striking example that “casting off forever” is the result of our actions 
and not the Lord’s can be seen in an additional line of Isaiah 50, also found 
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in 2 Nephi 7:1: “Yea, for thus saith the Lord: Have I put thee away, or have I 
cast thee off forever? For thus saith the Lord: Where is the bill of your mother’s 
divorcement? To whom have I put thee away, or to which of my creditors have 
I sold you? Yea, to whom have I sold you? Behold, for your iniquities have ye 
sold yourselves, and for your transgressions is your mother put away” (em-
phasis added) . It is very significant that the first line does not appear in the 
biblical manuscripts as they have been preserved . In the King James Version, 
chapter 50 of Isaiah begins, “Thus saith the Lord: Where is the bill of your 
mother’s divorcement?” The additional Book of Mormon phrase emphasizes 
the central doctrinal question of whose agency is at work when we find our-
selves in a state of separation, of “being cast off .” Has he cast us off forever?

With this additional sentence the principle taught is still the same—it is 
human agency, not divine will that has brought about the rupture in our rela-
tionship with the Lord—but the additional phrase perfectly captures the cen-
tral Book of Mormon message we find encapsulated in Lehi’s vision . Laman 
and Lemuel were separated from the presence of the Lord because “they would 
not come unto me and partake of the fruit” (1 Nephi 8:18; emphasis added) . 

We must be careful in how we read the modal verb “would” in this sentence . 
It does not talk about their destiny not to come . In modern-day English we use 
“would” or “will” to express future tense, but will also means “what we want”; 
its root is the German verb willlen . Laman and Lemuel did not come because 
they did not want to come . Their state of being “cast off from the presence of the 
Lord” was not because the Lord cast them off, but because they rejected him .

This doctrinal emphasis is perhaps one of the most consistent and im-
portant threads of the Book of Mormon . It is our desires that determine our 
destiny . We are offered the path to the tree of life—faith, repentance, and 
covenants with the Lord . But it is our choice to accept or refuse that covenant 
path that determines our status—whether we are “cast off” or we enter into 
the “presence of the Lord .”

This principle, that choosing faith in Christ and repenting is the only 
means of getting access to his presence, is clearly taught by Nephi, who ex-
plained “that as many of the Gentiles as will repent are the covenant people of 
the Lord; and as many of the Jews as will not repent shall be cast off; for the 
Lord covenanteth with none save it be with them that repent and believe in 
his Son, who is the Holy One of Israel” (2 Nephi 30:2; emphasis added) . The 
Lord wants “the remnant of the House of Israel” to know “that they are not 
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cast off forever” on his part . But the choice to accept his gift of mercy remains 
on our part . Just as in Lehi’s dream, where only following the path will lead 
to the tree, at the end, only faith and repentance will determine our access to 
the presence of the Lord .

Conclusion

The soberness of this reality appears often in the writings of Book of 
Mormon prophets . They repeatedly warn that if we do not choose to come 
unto Christ and become clean through him, then not only shall we be cast off, 
but we must be cast off . Nephi testifies, “If ye have sought to do wickedly in 
the days of your probation, then ye are found unclean before the judgment-
seat of God; and no unclean thing can dwell with God; wherefore, ye must 
be cast off forever” (1 Nephi 10:21; emphasis added) . Nephi explains to his 
brothers that “if they should die in their wickedness they must be cast off also, 
as to the things which are spiritual, which are pertaining to righteousness; 
wherefore, they must be brought to stand before God, to be judged of their 
works; and if their works have been filthiness they must needs be filthy; and if 
they be filthy it must needs be that they cannot dwell in the kingdom of God; if 
so, the kingdom of God must be filthy also” (1 Nephi 15:33; emphasis added) . 

Alma the Younger learned for himself that his eternal access to God’s 
presence was in his own hands when the angel warned him, “Go thy way, and 
seek to destroy the church no more, that their prayers may be answered, and 
this even if thou wilt of thyself be cast off” (Mosiah 27:16; emphasis added) . 
When Alma awoke from his conversion experience, he testified that escape 
from eternal banishment was possible only through being born again: “Marvel 
not that all mankind, yea, men and women, all nations, kindreds, tongues and 
people, must be born again; yea, born of God, changed from their carnal and 
fallen state, to a state of righteousness, being redeemed of God, becoming his 
sons and daughters; and thus they become new creatures; and unless they do 
this, they can in nowise inherit the kingdom of God . I say unto you, unless 
this be the case, they must be cast off; and this I know, because I was like to be 
cast off” (vv . 25–26; emphasis added) . 

These passages send a clear and consistent message about choices and con-
sequences . But the sharp dichotomy of the Book of Mormon worldview can 
sometimes sound harsh in the context of the restored gospel and might end up 
sounding like a message of heaven or hell . What sense are we to make of this 
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stark Book of Mormon division of the “presence of the Lord” and being “cast 
off,” given the Restoration nuances of postmortal life found in sections 76 and 
88 of the Doctrine and Covenants? We learn from these scriptures that, in a 
sense, all who inherit a degree of glory will enjoy a degree of the presence of 
God, whether it be the presence of the Son in the terrestrial kingdom or the 
presence of the Holy Ghost in the telestial kingdom (see D&C 76:77, 86) . In this 
sense, being fully cast off forever would only apply to those in outer darkness . 

But choosing to receive less is also choosing to separate oneself from the 
fullness of God’s presence . That outcome is not God’s goal or plan for any of his 
children, but allowing us to choose for ourselves is . Mormon wrote, “I would 
that all men might be saved . But we read that in the great and last day there 
are some who shall be cast out, yea, who shall be cast off from the presence of 
the Lord” (Helaman 12:25) . Like the temple, Lehi’s dream lays out for us a 
model or template of spiritual reality . Just as Lehi beckoned to his family to 
come and partake of the fruit, God wishes our salvation and makes it available 
to us through the gift of his Son . We need to learn about that offer and then 
choose to come unto Christ and partake of his salvation (see 2 Nephi 26:24, 27; 
Omni 1:26) . “The way is prepared from the fall of man, and salvation is free” (2 
Nephi 2:4) . But just like those on the path toward the tree, to partake of that 
gift we must choose to follow the way through our obedience to the principles 
and ordinances of the gospel—faith, repentance, and making and keeping cov-
enants—allowing ourselves to be made clean and become fit to enter into the 
presence of the Lord and partake of the kind of life that he enjoys . 

The offer is real, and so is our choice . After seeing his family’s spiritual 
state played out in the vision of the tree of life, Lehi feared for Laman and 
Lemuel “lest they should be cast off from the presence of the Lord” (1 Nephi 
8:36) . It was a real fear because it was a real possibility . At that point there was 
no fixed outcome . It was still their choice . Like our loving Father in Heaven, 
Father Lehi could “call, persuade, direct aright, and bless with wisdom, love, 
and light, in nameless ways be good and kind,” but he could not choose for 
his sons . Lehi’s dream testifies that God “will never force the human mind .”25
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