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Cosmic Urban Symbolism in the Book of 
Mormon 

Steven L. Olsen 

The Book of Mormon makes the claim of being the translation of 
ancient records of peoples who lived in the Western Hemisphere from 4000 
to 1500 years ago. Nevertheless, from the time of its publication, historians 
theologians have largely ignored that claim and have tried to identify sim­
ilarities between the Book of Mormon and nineteenth-century America. 
Historian Fawn Brodie made perhaps the most concise statement of this 
approach: 

Any theory of the origin of the Book of Mormon that spotlights the 
prophet and blacks out the stage on which he performed is certain to be a dis­
tortion. For the book can best be explained . . . by his responsiveness to the 
provincial opinions of his time. . . . If his book is monotonous today, it is 
because the frontier fires are long since dead and the burning questions that 
book answered are ashes.1 

Despite what specific relevance the Book of Mormon had for the 
“burned-over district,” its full significance cannot be reduced to early nine­
teenth-century American concerns. A growing number of Book of Mor­
mon scholars is taking seriously the book’s claim of antiquity. Students 
from various professional disciplines have identified ways in which the 
content and organization of the Book of Mormon depend on influences 
from a far wider context than Brodie and others have been willing to 
acknowledge.2 This article examines a basic aspect of the Book of Mormon 
which is viewed more adequately from the perspective of ancient civiliza­
tions rather than that of the American frontier. 

Cosmic Urban Symbolism 

Ancient world civilizations believed that the perceived order of territo­
rial environment, in its “natural” and built-up features, revealed the struc­
ture of a sacred universe. The epitome of this symbolic order was a capital 
city or ceremonial center. “In those religions which held that human order 
was brought into being at the creation of the world there was a pervasive 
tendency to dramatize the cosmogony by constructing on earth a reduced 
version of the cosmos, usually in the form of a state capital.”3 

Characteristic of complex societies throughout the ancient world, this 
phenomenon, referred to as cosmic urban symbolism, appeared first in the 

BYU Studies 23, no. 1 (1983)
BYU Studies copyright 1983 

1 



2 BYU Studies 

Near East some five thousand years ago. While by no means universal in 
ancient civilizations, cosmic urban symbolism has been documented in South 
and East Asia, the Mediterranean area, Africa,4 and “in the New World 
zone of aboriginal complex societies that in pre-Hispanic times extended 
from Central Mexico to Peru.”5 Despite its significance for and pervasive­
ness in the pre-modern world, cosmic urban symbolism was virtually 
neglected as a topic of study by American and European scholars until the 
present century.6 The existence of cosmic urban symbolism was unknown 
in Europe and America at the time the Book of Mormon was published. 

The specific features of this model of spatial organization vary from 
culture to culture but can be generally expressed in terms of three princi­
ples: centripetality, cardinality, and inductance. Centripetality is the notion 
that terrestrial space was created from and ordered by an “existentially cen­
tered point.”7 This center or “navel of the earth” was considered to be the 
point of contact between heaven and earth, the most elevated place on earth 
and the point at which the creation of the earth began.8 The construction 
of a temple or other holy sanctuary celebrated the sacredness of the axis 
mundi. Rituals and other observances were performed in those holy places 
to preserve the parallelism of the macrocosmos (heaven) and the micro-
cosmos (earth).9 Natural, political or social catastrophe often succeeded in 
dislocating the axis mundi. When this occurred, the holy of holies was 
likely relocated to another site declared auspicious by the ritual leader of 
the group.10 

Cardinality required that the “land,” or ritually habitable territory, be 
ordered according to the cardinal compass directions, beginning at the cer­
emony center.11 Peripheral settlements became imitations of the center, 
dominated by cardinally oriented streets and buildings. In addition, the 
“land” and the cosmos were divided by the cardinal axes into four seg­
ments or “quarters.” This structural dependence of the periphery upon the 
center was also expressed in a functional dependence—moral, economic, 
and political—of the hinterland upon the capital. 

Inductance, the third principle of cosmic urban symbolism, links the 
territorial order to all aspects of life in the “land.” In these societies, the moral 
order of the cosmos was binding upon all inhabitants of the land—often in 
the form of communal covenant—and was reflected in social and histori­
cal consciousness as well as in territorial organization. “In this context social 
responsibility implied not merely passive adherence to a primary ethical 
norm but rather a positive commitment to spatial and temporal patterns of 
terrestrial organization that simulated the order of the macrocosmos.”12 

These three principles of spatial organization were “applicable at each 
of the main levels of human experience, namely the global level (in so far 
as it was comprehended by the societies concerned), the state level, the 

BYU Studies copyright 1983 

http:center.11
http:group.10


 

3 Cosmic Urban Symbolism 

level of the capital city, the level of the temple housing the palladium of the 
kingdom, and so on down to the level of the tomb.”13 The limited data con­
tained in the Book of Mormon does not permit a complete investigation of 
this phenomenon at each of its manifested levels. Nevertheless, the prin­
ciples of cosmic urban symbolism account for many ideas and events in the 
Book of Mormon which are otherwise unexplained within a nineteenth-
century American context. 

Centripetality in the Book of Mormon 

One of the recurring themes in the Book of Mormon is the establish­
ment and maintenance of a centralized social and territorial order. The Book 
of Mormon narrative opens in Old Jerusalem during the reign of Zedekiah 
with the minor prophet Lehi preaching that the city of the Jews is about to 
be destroyed because of the wickedness of its inhabitants. The citizens 
respond by trying to kill Lehi; consequently, he flees with his family into 
the wilderness. They do not leave, however, without first receiving the 
promise of being guided by God to another land of promise, “a land choice 
above all other lands,” to establish another axis mundi. 

Having abandoned their traditional, though profaned, sanctuary, Lehi’s 
company constructs a temporary axis in the wilderness: Lehi’s tent. That 
Lehi “dwelt in a tent” is mentioned fourteen times in the desert narrative 
and appears at critical events in the historical sequence: after Lehi reported 
his “dream of the tree of life” and after Nephi reported his vision of the 
promised land (1 Ne. 8:11–14); after Lehi’s sons acquired the Hebrew scrip­
tures from a corrupt religious leader in Jerusalem and after additional 
refugees from Jerusalem joined Lehi’s company (1 Ne. 4; 7:1–5); and on the 
occasion of essential observances of the Mosaic law (1 Ne. 2:6–7; 6:7–9; 
7:22). Lehi’s tent thus secured contact with the heavens, despite the nomadic 
existence of his following, and allowed him and his people to continue in 
confidence toward the promised land.14 

The image of the center as a holy mountain was also established early 
in and maintained throughout the Book of Mormon.15 In relation to the 
wilderness Jerusalem was always “up,” while the wilderness in relation 
to Jerusalem was either “down” or “into” (1 Ne. 3–7, passim). Once in the 
promised land, the people always went “up” to the temple and to the “lands 
of our first inheritance” (Jacob 2:11; Mosiah 1:18; 2:1–11; 7:2–4; 20:7; 28:1; 
29:3; Alma 17:8; 20:2; 24:20; 26:23). Finally, the elevated status of the king­
dom of God was emphasized in millennial imagery and ecstatic experi­
ences, such as Nephi’s vision of the promised land (1 Ne. 11:21; 17:7).16 In 
the nearly thousand-year period that this civilization occupied the promised 
land, four successive centers were established—Lehi, Nephi, Zarahemla, 
and Bountiful. Except for the land of Lehi, in which Lehi’s tent served as 
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the axis mundi, a temple was established at each center. Ritual officials were 
appointed to perform the prescriptions of the Mosaic law, with major obser­
vances, such as renewal ceremonies,17 occurring at the temple. Important 
sermons were also delivered to the community from the temple (2 Ne. 
5:10, 16; Mosiah 2:5; Jacob 2–5; 3 Ne. 12–17). 

Each succeeding center became more complex than the previous. 
Lehi’s tent constituted the axis in the land of Lehi, with the society founded 
upon Lehi’s patriarchal authority. In the land of Nephi, kingship was insti­
tuted, with Nephi serving as the first king. Subsequent kings were called 
Second Nephi, Third Nephi, and so on (Jacob 1:11).18 The ultimate author­
ity in the society at this time rested with the prophet king. Although many 
urban functions existed in the land of Nephi (including commerce and 
redistribution, politics and defense, ritual and residence), the focus of the 
society, as judged from the narrative, was the temple.19 Even though 
the Nephite occupation of the land of Nephi lasted from three to four hun­
dred years, the narrative of this period consists almost entirely of sermons 
and prophecies delivered from the temple or elaborations of those sermons 
from scriptures or other prophecy (2 Ne. 6–10; Jacob 2–6; 2 Ne. 12–13). 
Virtually none of the daily life of the people during this period is reported.20 

Although cities existed in the land of Nephi, they were apparently not 
the focus of the social order to the extent that they became during the 
nearly two hundred years of Nephite history at Zarahemla. The temple at 
Zarahemla was important in the narrative, but less so then than the capital 
city itself, containing the headquarters of the major social institutions— 
church, government, and military. Reform movements began at Zara­
hemla. Missionary parties and settlement expeditions departed from 
Zarahemla (Alma 5:1; Hel. 5:14; Alma 17:7; Omni 1:27–29; Mosiah 9). In 
addition, when the “people of the land were threatened by invasion, they 
“did gather together” their families and provisions “unto one place,” to 
“dwell in one land and in one body” at Zarahemla, the “center of [their] 
lands,” to prepare their defense (3 Ne. 3–4). By contrast, Zarahemla, when 
weakened by dissent and internal conflict, jeopardized the security of the 
entire kingdom (Alma 59–62). 

In one final example of centripetality at Zarahemla, the Nephite soci­
ety had been weakened by dissent and was left vulnerable to invasion by the 
Lamanites, who were led by a Nephite dissenter. The Lamanites directly 
attacked and captured Zarahemla. This action completely surprised the 
Nephites, “for they had supposed that the Lamanites durst not come into 
the heart of their lands to attack that great city Zarahemla.” Not content 
with possessing the “center of the land,” the Lamanites “took courage . . .  
to go forth against all the land.” Nevertheless, having “plunged . . . into  
the midst of the Nephites, insomuch that they were in the power of the 
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Nephites,” the Lamanites were surrounded by the Nephite armies and held 
captive until they relinquished control of Zarahemla. At the time, the 
Nephite leader released them and “caused that the Lamanites . . . should 
depart out of the land in peace,” as if control of the capital were the only 
object in the Nephite counteroffensive (Hel. 1). 

The importance of an urban identity for the Nephites is further seen in 
the cultural stereotype of their enemies, the Lamanites. The Nephites, 
“people of the land,” viewed those upon whom the curse of the land had 
fallen as being 

led by their evil nature that they become wild, and ferocious, and a blood 
thirsty people, full of idolatry and filthiness; feeding upon beasts of prey; 
dwelling in tents, and wandering about in the wilderness with a short skin 
girdle about their loins and their heads shaven; and their skill was in the bow, 
and the cimeter, and the ax. And many of them did eat nothing save it was 
raw meat; and they were continually seeking to destroy us (Enos 1:20).21 

The principal ecclesiastical mission to redeem the Lamanites, however, found 
the opposite—that a highly structured urban society similar to that of the 
Nephites had been established among the Lamanites; that love and faith 
existed among them, often superior to that of the Nephites; and that many 
accepted the word of God more readily than many Nephites had done 
(Alma 17–28).22 

The city in the Book of Mormon was the unit of territorial control, the 
“generator of effective space.”23 The capital city—whether Nephi, Zara­
hemla, or Bountiful—was, with its temple, the axis mundi for all the land. 
Furthermore, each subordinate city controlled its immediate surround­
ings, and residence throughout the land occurred with the city dominating 
that part of the territory. The polity, therefore, consisted of a confederation 
of city-states related to one another through the supreme capital.24 In every 
case in the Book of Mormon, the city and the land it controlled have the 
same name and are often considered equivalent (Mosiah 7:1; Alma 53:3). 
In the language of the Book of Mormon: “Now it was the custom of the 
people of Nephi to call their lands, and their cities, and their villages, yea, 
even all their small villages, after the name of him who first possessed 
them” (Alma 8:7). 

The significance of the city for the Nephites was manifest at all levels of 
their society. In times of peace and stability, one of the characteristic social 
activities was urban renewal or expansion (Mosiah 23:19–20; 27:6–7; Alma 
50:13–23; 63; Hel. 3–4; 3 Ne. 6:4–8; 4 Ne 7–9; Morm. 1:7; Ether 10:4). On 
the other hand, the principle objectives of warfare were the defence of cap­
ture of cities. Although “the design of the Nephites was to support their 
lands, and their houses, and their wives, and their children . . . that they 
might preserve their rights and their privileges, yea, and also their liberty, 
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that they might worship God according to their desires” (Alma 43:9),25 the 
means for preserving their society was in defending their cities, which was 
equivalent to controlling their lands and assuring their welfare (Alma 
51:23–28; 56:13–15). 

Whenever Lamanites captured Nephite cities, the capture was attrib­
uted to Nephite wickedness and was successful only after intense fighting 
and the loss of many lives. “And it came to pass that he [Ammoron, the 
Lamanite general] did command that his people should maintain those 
cities, which they had taken by the shedding of blood; for they had not 
taken any cities save they had lost much blood” (Alma 52:4).26 At the loss 
of a major city, the Nephite generals, who were also considered prophets 
(3 Ne. 3:19), “doubted and marveled . . . because of the wickedness of the 
people, and this because of the success of the Lamanites over them” (Alma 
59:11–12).27 By contrast, when the Nephites were righteous, they were able 
to defend their cities without difficulty (Alma 48–50; 3 Ne. 3–4) and were 
able to retake lost cities by stratagem, without losing any lives, as if to 
reassert their divine right to possess the land (Alma 52:19; 56:30–57; 
57:3–12; 58:1–28; 62:22–26). 

At times, extreme wickedness among the “people of the land” pro­
duced natural catastrophe, and in such cases the principal unit of destruc­
tion was the city as well as the territory it controlled: 

[B]ehold, the whole face of the land was changed, because of the tempest and 
the whirlwinds and the thundering and the lightnings, and the exceeding 
great quaking of the whole earth. . . .  

And many great and notable cities were sunk, and many were burned, 
and many were shaken till the buildings thereof had fallen to the earth, and 
the inhabitants thereof were slain, and the places were left desolate. 

And there were some cities which remained; but the damage thereof was 
exceeding great, and there were many of them who were slain (3 Ne. 
8:12–15).28 

The final demise of the Nephites came when their wickedness pre­
vented their establishing an axis mundi anywhere in the promised land— 
when there was “one complete revolution throughout the face of the land” 
(Morm. 2:8) and “the Lamanites were about to overthrow the land” (Morm. 
4:23). As a result, the Nephites were scattered and driven from their homes 
and lands. “And it came to pass that whatsoever lands we [the Nephites] 
had passed by, and the inhabitants thereof were not gathered in, were destroyed 
by the Lamanites, and their twons, and villages, and cities were burned 
with fire” (Morm. 5:5). Without the moral order necessary to establish 
an axis mundi, the Nephites were driven out of the land of promise into 
the land called “Desolation” and were there completely destroyed by the 
Lamanites. 
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7 Cosmic Urban Symbolism 

In short, Nephite society exemplifies the quality of centripetality in its 
settlement processes, ritual patterns, political organization, warfare, and 
cultural stereotypes. The ideal of a centralized urban society founded on 
the moral force of religion pervades the Book of Mormon narrative. In its 
general as well as specific features, the Book of Mormon abundantly man­
ifests this characteristic of ancient ceremonial centers. 

Cardinality in the Book of Mormon 

An awareness of the principle of cardinality is also fundamental to a 
through understanding of the Book of Mormon. For example, settlement 
expansion was seen to radiate from the center along the cardinal compass 
directions: 

And there began to be much peace again in the land; and the people 
began to be very numerous, and began to scatter abroad upon the face of the 
earth, yea, on the north and on the south, on the east and on the west, build­
ing large cities and villages in all quarters of the land (Mosiah 27:6). 

Dividing the land into “quarters” for defence purposes was also prac­
ticed by the Nephites. The war narrative suggest that defending the four 
“quarters of the land” was the responsibility of four Nephite generals 
although the record reports the activities of only three: Teancum, Hela­
man, and Moroni (Alma 43–48; passim). 

In addition, the north-south axis possessed sacred meaning for the 
Nephites. With regard to general topography, south was sacred and north 
was profane.29 Each succeeding relocation of the axis mundi—required 
because the existing one had degenerated—was north of the preceding 
center, and each successive dislocation of the axis was increasingly destruc­
tive to the moral structure of Nephite society.30 The complete destruction 
of the “people of the land” occurred in the northernmost section, “Desola­
tion,” being the place of annihilation of the Jaredites as well as lying beyond 
the boundaries of the promised land (Alma 22; Ether 7:6; Alma 46:17). 
Thus, the “people of the land” were destroyed when their wickedness pre­
vented them from remaining in the land.31 

The north-south opposition in the topography of the promised land 
also existed on other levels. The most general level of this opposition was 
between the promised land and Desolation. The promised land, however, 
was divided between the land of Lehi-Nephi (“the land of our first inheri­
tance”) and the land of Mulek. Mulek, in turn, was divided into the land of 
Zarahemla and the land of Bountiful, which bordered the land of Desola­
tion (Hel. 6:10; 3 Ne. 3:23). With each paired territory, the southernmost 
land (that is, the promised land, Nephi-Lehi, and Zarahemla) was the 
preferred residence for the “people of the land” while residence there was 
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possible. In each case destruction of the axis mundi carried the people to 
a less auspicious land to the north . East and west have no corresponding 
significance in the Book of Mormon. 

Although the Book of Mormon contains no information regarding 
settlements locations, evidence of cardinality appears at the more general 
levels of spatial organization to a degree that leaves no doubt of its signifi­
cance for the societies in the Book of Mormon. 

Inductance in the Book of Mormon 

Inductance is the most inclusive characteristic of cosmic urban sym­
bolism in the Book of Mormon. The moral foundation of the territorial 
order permeated the social order, was binding upon all who occupied 
the land and was considered to be an eternal condition of residence in the 
promised land: 

And the Lord . . . had sworn in his wrath . . . that whoso should possess 
this land of promise, from that time henceforth and forever, should serve 
him, the true and only God, or they should be swept off when the fulness of 
his wrath should come upon them (Ether 2:7–9).32 

The basis of this moral order was a covenant—“Inasmuch as ye shall 
keep my [God’s] commandments ye shall prosper in the land; but inas­
much as ye will not keep my commandments ye shall be cut off from my 
presence” (2 Ne. 1:20). Thus, possessing the land of promise was equivalent 
to living in the presence of God and being his chosen people. This covenant 
is repeated many times throughout the Book of Mormon and often at crit­
ical points in the narrative: to justify the killing of a Jewish religious leader 
and theft of the Hebrew scriptures (1 Ne. 4); to justify the divine curse 
which came upon the Lamanites (2 Ne. 5:20–25); to focus the final blessing 
of the patriarch Lehi to his posterity (2 Ne. 1–4); to give the succession of 
ritual office and the inheritance of sacred objects its proper moment (Alma 
36–38); to rally the Nephites in defense against the invasion of Lamanites 
(Alma 45–48); and to explain both the inability of the Nephites to retain 
their homelands and the destruction of the Jaredite predecessors of the 
Nephites in the promised land (Jarom 1:9–10; Omni 1:5–12; Ether 2:8–9). 
In short, the conditions of the covenant with the land provided the frame­
work for interpreting a wide variety of events, many of which were of prin­
cipal importance in the Book of Mormon. 

Another indication of the significance of this covenant is the frequency 
with which the terms land or lands appear. These words are used 1,361 times 
in the narrative, with only three other nouns appearing more often: 
God (1,681), Lord (1,578). and people (1,774).33 The Nephite covenant 
integrated the concepts of God, land and people into the foundation of 
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the Nephite social order, which was theocentric in ideology, authority, 
institutional arrangement and metaphysics.34 The leaders of the Nephite 
society—whether patriarch, king, priest, judge or general—claimed legiti­
macy through contact with deity (1 Ne. 2:22; Mosiah 2:11; 29; 3 Ne. 3:19). 
They in turn, prescribed the means whereby their followers could retain an 
identity as God’s people (Jacob 2–6; Mosiah 2–5; 3 Ne. 12–16; 4 Ne. 17). All 
social and civic functions were expressions of an all pervasive religious 
foundation for the society.35 Even the insistence upon their own existence 
and the existence of the universe was founded upon the assertion, “but 
there is a God” (2 Ne. 2:11–16; 11:6–7).36 Furthermore, for them the ideal 
social order was communitarian and egalitarian: 

And it came to pass in the thirty and sixth year, the people were all con­
verted unto the Lord, upon all the face of the land, both Nephites and 
Lamanites, and there were no contentions and disputations among them, 
and every man did deal justly one with another. 

And they had all things common among them; therefore there were not 
rich and poor, bond and free, but they were all made free, and partakers of 
the heavenly gift (4 Ne. 2–3).37 

Efforts were continually made by Nephite religious leaders to minimize the 
aristocratic tendencies of the theocratic society.38 By contrast, the social 
order was destroyed when distinctions of wealth and power emerged: 

[T]here began to be some disputings among the people; and some were lifted 
up unto pride and boastings because of their exceeding great riches, yea, even 
unto great persecutions; 

For there were many merchants in the land, and also many lawyers, and 
many officers. 

And the people began to be distinguished by ranks, according to their 
riches and their chances for learning, yea, some were ignorant because of their 
poverty, and others did receive great learning because of their riches. . . . And  
thus there became a great inequality in all the land, insomuch that the church 
began to be broken up. . . . Now the cause of this iniquity of the people was 
this—Satan had great power unto the stirring up of the people to do all man­
ner of iniquity, and to the puffing them up with pride, tempting them to seek 
for power, and authority, and riches, and the vain things of the world. (3 Ne. 
6:10–15)39 

The moral order of the territorial and social environments was a direct 
reflection of how well the covenant was kept. Through the people’s strict 
adherence to Christ’s teaching and their ability to convert “the people . . .  
upon all the face of the land,” they were able to maintain a utopian exis­
tence for nearly two hundred years following the visit of the resurrected 
Christ among them. On the other hand, the periodic necessity to relocate 
the axis mundi as well as the ultimate inability of the people to establish an 
effective center resulted from their breaking the covenant with the land 
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(4 Ne. 2; 2 Ne. 5:1–8; Omni 1–13; 3 Ne. 8–10). Thus, notions of order and 
well-being in the Book of Mormon are intricately connected to the com­
munal covenant with God, the sign of which is the promised land. 

In addition to its effect upon the social order, the covenant with the 
land influences the historical consciousness of the Nephites. The model for 
historical interpretation in the Book of Mormon is Nephi’s vision of the 
promised land and its subsequent expansion (1 Ne. 11–14; 2 Ne. 25–30). In 
the first place, Nephi’s vision places the concept of salvation introduced in 
Lehi’s “dream of the tree of life” into a historical and universal context. 
Nephi received the vision in response to his desire “to know the things that 
my father had seen.” The vision focuses on the salvation of “Jews and Gen­
tiles,” the two main divisions of the human family in the Book of Mormon, 
rather than on the individual members of Lehi’s family, as in the dream. 
According to the vision, the covenant with the land would be God’s modus 
operandi of both the salvation of the righteous and the destruction of the 
wicked. Furthermore, the “land choice above all other lands” would pro­
vide the foundation for Christ’s millennial kingdom. Nephi’s expanded 
version of these events developed the role of the Book of Mormon—the 
ancient history of the covenant with the land—in realizing God’s promises 
of salvation (1 Ne. 11:1; 14:1–5; 2 Ne. 27; 29). 

Secondly, the events foretold in the vision and subsequently reported 
in Mormon’s abridgment of the Nephite records are identical in sequence 
and relative importance. Nephi’s vision and Mormon’s history each give 
considerable emphasis to Christ’s three-day mission to the land of promise 
(1 Ne. 12:1–10; 2 Ne. 26:1–9; 3 Ne. 8–28). By contrast, they show almost no 
interest in the “three generations of righteousness” following Christ’s visit 
(1 Ne. 11:11–12; 2 Ne. 26:9; 4 Ne. 1–20). Finally, the destruction of the civ­
ilization of the Book of Mormon is given increased attention in both 
accounts (1 Ne. 12:13–23; 2 Ne. 26:10–11; 4 Ne. 20; Morm. 6:22). In short, 
Mormon used Nephi’s vision of interpreting historical events which had 
been foreseen in the vision. 

Thirdly, the events of the vision, including those to occur after the 
close of the Nephite record—namely, the gentile occupation of the promised 
land, the reappearance of the Nephite record in the last days, the destruc­
tion of the gentile kingdoms, the restoration of the covenant people to their 
lands of promise, and the advent of the Millennium—constituted the 
prophetic tradition of the Nephites (1 Ne. 13:14; 2 Ne. 27–30). Each of 
the events was amply foretold by Nephite prophets. Conversely, that condi­
tion which is virtually omitted from Nephi’s vision—the utopia following 
Christ’s visit—is likewise ignored by Nephite prophets. Only the resurrec­
tion of the dead and the Last Judgment were foretold by Nephite prophets 
but were not contained in Nephi’s vision. The Last Judgment, however, was 
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part of Nephi’s expanded vision of the promised land given at the end of 
his life (2 Ne. 29:11–13; 30:10–18). In short, Nephi’s vision of the promised 
land became the pattern of historical consciousness and prophetic expec­
tation for the people of the Book of Mormon. 

Eschatology in the Book of Mormon is strongly affected by the 
covenant with the land. The gathering—the means of realizing the social 
and territorial ideals of the Nephites—was expressed as the process of 
assembling the covenant people “from the four parts of the earth . . . to the  
lands of their inheritance” (2 Ne. 10:7–8).40 If repetition is an indication of 
emphasis, one of the strongest messages of Christ to the Nephites was that 
“this is the land of your inheritance; and the Father hath given it unto you” 
(3 Ne. 15:13).41 Christ also informed the Nephites that the restoration of 
the covenant people to the lands of their inheritance was the only covenant 
which the Father had yet to fulfill prior to the Millennium (3 Ne. 15–16; 
20). The promised land during the Millennium would be secured and 
ordered by a new axis mundi, the New Jerusalem, to be built by a coalition 
of Jews and gentiles, constituting all the righteous inhabitants of the 
promised land in the last days: 

And they [the gentiles] shall assist my people, the remnant of Jacob, and 
also as many of the house of Israel as shall come, that they may built a city, 
which shall be called the New Jerusalem. . . .  

And then shall the power of heaven come down among them; and I 
[Christ] also will be in the midst (3 Ne. 21:23–25).42 

Failure to establish an urbanized society according to the divine pattern 
would result in a curse upon the land and its people. “Prepare slaughter for 
his [the evildoer’s] children for the iniquities of their fathers, that they do 
not rise, nor possess the land, nor fill the face of the world with cities” 
(2 Ne. 24:21).43 In addition, Christ promised the Nephites that the Father 
would “cut off the cities” of the land of the wicked gentiles and “throw 
down all [their] strongholds” (3 Ne. 21:14–21). 

Conclusion 

As can be seen, cosmic urban symbolism affects every aspect of society 
and culture in the Book of Mormon, from the universal to the mundane, 
from the immediate to the eternal. It provides a broadly based and com­
pelling connection between the Book of Mormon and civilizations of the 
ancient world. A final assessment of this enigma in American religious his­
tory must explain the ability of the Book of Mormon not only to relate to 
specific historical contexts, but also to bridge great gaps of time and space 
in the human experience. 
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