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ATONEMENT AS SOCIAL THEORY
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No purely secular society exists or has ever existed. Define religion how you will: As a matter of ultimate concern, as belief in something transcendent, as the organizing master narrative for history and human lives, as a set of practices. However religion is defined, all institutions, structures and patterns of behavior have religious features. All cultures are infused with values and actions that have religious dimensions and overtones. Whether they name the name of a known God or not, societies and cultures are always patterned by some ultimate inspiration and aspiration.


By the same token, all religions have social aspects; they all are embedded in and rely on patterns of interaction among persons. Even the retreat of a solitary ascetic into the desert is a social act, since it is a retreat from social relation. And all religions deal with artifacts, symbols and rituals that might as well be called “cultural.”


Religion is not the “soul” of culture, nor culture the “body” of religion. Religions have bodies, and cultures have souls. It is rather the case that in dealing with any group of human beings, we are always dealing with socioreligious or religio-cultural entities. The common contemporary rhetoric of conflicts between religion and politics obscures the reality. Conflicts are never between politics and religion. Conflicts are always between rivals that are both religious and both political.


Islamic terrorists kill themselves and innocent bystanders for overtly religious reasons. In response, the United States sends troops to the Middle East to make the world safe from terrorism, but also to sacrifice themselves to preserve and advance America’s values, freedom and democracy. To say that the terrorist and the Marine are both motivated by religious values is not to make a moral equivalence. But we misread the times unless we recognize that the war on terror is a religious war on both sides.


We think ourselves all secular, all grown-up, but we have our taboos, our pollution avoidances, our instincts of recoil and disgust. Not so long ago, many found homosexual sodomy disgusting. In a matter of decades, the disgust has turned inside out, and now those who consider homosexual conduct sinful and unnatural are outcasts, treated with contempt. The freedom to engage in any form of consensual sex is now considered a right, and a sacred one, as inviolable as the sacred precincts of an ancient temple.


When the religious character of society is stressed, the emphasis is often placed more or less exclusively on beliefs. It is thought that societies and cultures are religious because they express religious ideas. Contemporary American culture is religious because it is founded on a belief system that Christian Smith has labeled “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.” That emphasis on ideas is misplaced, not because beliefs are insignificant, but because beliefs and practices are inseparable. Exclusive focus on beliefs misses the habitual, often instinctive actions that form the stuff of social relationships. Rules of etiquette are, deep down, based on a set of beliefs, but few mothers teach their children those beliefs. What they teach is, “Say thank you” and “Shake hands with the nice man” and “Don’t pick your nose!”


My references to purity and holiness are not accidental. I will argue in this book that the fundamental physics of every socioreligious, cultural-religious formation consists of practices concerning holiness, purity and sacrifice. Locate the sacred center of a group; its boundaries of tolerable and intolerable persons, objects and behavior; its rituals of sacrifice—discover all this and you have got down to the elementary particles that determine the group’s chemical composition. Relocate the sacred, rearrange the boundaries of purity and pollution, revise its sacrificial procedures, and you have changed the fundamental physics of the society. A revolution here is the most profound of social revolutions, and it is the revolution achieved by Jesus in his cross and resurrection.


Cur Deus Homo


Delivered from the Elements of the World addresses questions internal to Christian theology. That is not a limitation. Christians believe the gospel encompasses everything, and so all Christian theology that is worthy of the name strains beyond the confines of “theology” to the ends of the earth.


The main questions I attempt to answer can be posed in several complementary ways.


They can be posed as a variation on the interrogative form of Anselm’s classic treatise on the atonement, Cur Deus Homo? At one level, my aim is the same as Anselm’s. It is an attempt to unravel the rationality of the central claims of the Christian gospel: Jesus died and rose again to save us from our sins. Like Anselm, I assume that the gospel is true and probe to discover how it happened. How can the death and resurrection of a Jewish rabbi of the first century, an event in the putative backwaters of the Roman Empire, be the decisive event in the history of humanity, the hinge and crux and crossroads for everything? Even here we can assume a partial that: because of the history of the church founded by Jesus, it is clear that his death and resurrection changed a great deal, perhaps everything. Again, my question is about the mechanics: How did that happen?


Unlike Anselm, however, I have self-consciously asked Cur Deus Homo as a question of social and political theology, as an exploration of the cultural and public settings and consequences of the event of the cross and resurrection. We are social and political creatures. If humanity is going to achieve a state of health (what Christians call salvation), we are going to have to be saved in our social and political situations; our social structures and political institutions are going to have to become conducive to harmony and justice, peace and human flourishing. For Christians, the health of the human race turns on the work done by Jesus, and that means that the good of social life must somehow have its source there, on Calvary and at the empty tomb. Ultimately Jesus died and rose again to bring the human race to its final end in glory, to gather a people who will one day be a spotless bride, without blemish or wrinkle or any such thing, a perfected humanity to be presented to the Father. While I keep that eschatological qualification in mind throughout, my focus is on the already of the eschatological dualism. Cur Deus Homo for the salvation of human society in history? What need do we have of a God-man, or of the death and resurrection of a God-man, to restore human culture and society? Why can we not simply establish institutions that promote peace and justice? Why can we not found our common life on our common humanity?1


That is one way to ask the question. Another is in terms of sacramental theology: the church cannot exist without rites, any more than any society. For there is no religious society, Augustine insists, whether true or false, whose separate members are not “coagulated” into common life by sacraments and signs. According to Augustine, old figural and prophetic sacraments are fulfilled in new sacraments, more powerful, easier and fewer than the sacraments of old (virtute maiora, utilitate meliora, actu faciliora, numero pauciora; Contra Faustum 19.13). Fine. I agree. But again my question is, Why do we need a dead and risen Christ to accomplish this? When Moses instituted the sacraments of the old law, there was opposition, occasional threats on his life, but in the end he survived to see Torah established. Why could Jesus not be another Moses? Why could he not be a teacher and founder of a new cultus and a new sect? Why does he need to die in order to institute new signs and sacraments for the new society he forms? Why the cross if the task is simply to relocate the sacred and change the rules of purity and sacrifice?


The question can be posed in another way. Old Testament acts of judgment and redemption were inescapably acts of social and political salvation, and if Christian faith takes the Old Testament as canon, and if Jesus and his body fulfill Israel’s history, then judgment and redemption in Christian theology must take social and political form. It must at least coagulate that new society around those new sacraments, but, beyond that, if the gospel is about the salvation of humanity it must carry a message of hope for the salvation of human society.


The problem is this: Old Testament acts of judgment and redemption were comprehensibly acts of judgment and redemption. Many today will think the story of Adam’s sin in Eden’s garden to be a bit of implausible mythology. But it is comprehensible mythology: Adam is put in a garden and told not to eat the fruit of the tree on pain of death. Yahweh forms Eve to be a helper suited to him. We know what will happen: Satan tempts Eve, she and Adam eat, and they are expelled from the garden, exiled from the tree of life. Many regard it as a children’s story; even the skeptic can agree that it has at least one virtue: it possesses the bright clarity of a fairy tale.


So too do the other stories of judgment and deliverance throughout the Old Testament. Seeing his world ruined by violent heroism, Yahweh regrets having created in the first place, so he wipes out the world in the flood. Yet he rescues Noah by disclosing the threat ahead of time and giving him instructions for an ark. Again, many sniff out mythology here, but it is not a difficult myth to understand. Catastrophe falls on wrongdoers (yay!), and the one righteous man is delivered (yay! again). It happens in the exodus (oppressive Egypt and Pharaoh decimated, Israel delivered); it happens again and again in the time of the judges; it happens in David’s battles with Goliath and with Philistines; it happens on a national scale when Israel is handed over to exile and then brought back to the land. The Old Testament records a long and complex history, but throughout judgment and salvation are perfectly clear: Judgment means that bad things happen to bad people; salvation means that God rescues the righteous, those who trust and walk with him.


Not only are these judgments and rescues comprehensible, but they are comprehensible as historical events, events in the political history of nations, even if one does not believe they happened. Yahweh devastates Egypt and brings Israel to Sinai to give them a tabernacle and a constitution for their national life: a clearly political rescue. So too for the battles of judges, the deliverance of Jerusalem from Assyrians, the return from exile.


It is not at all clear that the death and resurrection of Jesus is an act of judgment and salvation on anything like the same scale. If God wanted to save the whole world, why not another global flood—or, failing that, since he promised not to flood the world again, a Stoic conflagration that surgically targets bad guys? Why not, at least, a David with a sword (or five stones), a Gideon, a Jehu? Why not a freedom fighter to liberate Israel from Rome? That would be comprehensible, and comprehensibly political.


Yet Christians say that this event of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection—not the flood, exodus or return from exile—is the decisive moment for the salvation of the world. If it is comprehensible at all, the death of a supposed Messiah is not immediately comprehensible as a saving act, though resurrection is certainly good news for the dead Messiah himself. The problem is intensified when we add that this event is supposed to be the source of social, economic and political justice and peace. The problem becomes nearly impossible when Christians say, as we often have over the years (starting with Jesus, Lk 24), that these events form the fitting, even the inevitable climax, to that comprehensible history of political judgment and deliverance we read about in the Old Testament. This is what Israel’s history was all aiming at?


So: God destroys the world with water and rescues Noah; he demolishes Egypt and leads Israel through the sea to Sinai and to the land; he raises David and Solomon to glorify Israel among the nations; in his wrath, he casts Israel into exile, but then draws them back in love—he does all this, and the key to what this means is the life of a Galilean teacher crucified on a Roman cross, raised from the dead on the third day. This is the concluding chapter that ties up all the loose ends of the Bible’s story?


Something very odd is going on here. Christianity’s claim has become domesticated by its success, but to grasp the logic we need to undomesticate it and recover a sense of the word made strange. Either Christianity’s good news is incomprehensible delusion, or it operates by a logic that violates much of the logic we believe explains the world. It is either irrational, or it reveals that the world itself has a rationality quite different, more subtle and certainly odder, than we believe.


This is not a book of apologetics, nor a history of theologies of the atonement. But in writing it I have been conscious that skepticism about the atonement found in Kant and, behind him, Faustus Socinius, has been central to modern assaults on the rationality of Christian faith. The attack on the rationality of the cross was an attack on the rationality of Christianity and the Bible. For Kant and many moderns, atonement theology was an invention of priests. Real atonement is self-help, repentant turning from evil and doing right. That, like the story of the fall, is perfectly comprehensible. It has all the clarity of, though less plausibility than, a fairy tale.


This has direct bearing on the social and political questions that animate this book, for if we can correct ourselves by our own natural powers, surely we are also capable of establishing social and political structures that embody the kingdom of God. Kant’s Pelagian atonement is intimately linked to Kant’s advocacy of liberal political order. If, by contrast, Christians say that individuals can be put back on the track of justice only by the death and resurrection of Jesus, then we also raise fundamental questions about the adequacy of liberalism to achieve our political ends.


Satisfaction theories came under special criticism from Socinians and others, and penal substitution makes an appearance in what follows. I affirm it, with appropriate cautions and qualifications. More than cautions, I offer context, because we cannot make sense of Jesus’ suffering the penalty for others’ wrongs unless we see it as a summary of the plot of the gospel story. Jesus’ substitutionary death is one moment in a sequence of redemptive acts, in a complex sacrificial movement, and without the other moments before and after, it is no redemption at all. Isolating the moment of substitutionary death does havoc to our theology of atonement and our soteriology generally, not to mention our ecclesiology and sacramental theology and practice.


Thus, though I focus on the sociopolitical dimensions of the atonement, I hope that this focus illuminates traditional questions about the atonement. Indeed, I hope to show that atonement theology must be social theory if it is going to have any coherence, relevance or comprehensibility at all.


How This Book Proceeds


Methodological excursions are boring, and I do not want to bore the reader. But I do want to sketch out the framework in which this book operates and the criteria that I have used to test the success of the venture.


I have described Delivered from the Elements of the World as my Big Red Book About Everything, and its scope is evident in the variety of “discourses” that make appearance in the following pages: anthropological studies, especially of sacrifice and ritual; postmodern “cultural studies,” especially the theories of René Girard; research on ancient Near Eastern religion (chapter three); classics, especially studies of Greek religion and sacrifice (chapter three); Old Testament studies, particularly on Leviticus and the Levitical system of temple, purity and sacrifice (chapter four); historical Jesus studies, studies of the Gospels as narrative and political studies of the gospel (chapters five and six); Pauline studies, including the new perspective on Paul, apocalyptic readings of Paul, political treatments of Pauline theology and recent work by Continental philosophers and political thinkers on Paul (chapters one and seven; appendix three); dogmatic studies of soteriology and the doctrine of justification like those of Karl Barth and Eberhard Jüngel (appendixes one and two); historical-theology studies of atonement theology, justification and soteriology (appendixes one and two) and comparative world religions (chapter ten); Reformation studies, especially those focusing on the ritual dimensions of the Reformation battles (chapter eleven); secularization theories and critiques of secularization (chapter eleven); and counter-Enlightenment Continental philosophy (chapter eleven). The reader who is looking for extended discussions of the scholarship in any of these areas will be disappointed. I interact with these various fields along the way, but this is not a treatise on the scholarship concerning the atonement. I use the scholarship of various disciplines, responsibly I hope, to construct an argument that does not fit neatly into any of them. My treatment is not comprehensive at any point, neither is my research. I am sure there are dozens of highly relevant works in each of these fields of which I am utterly ignorant. For reasons that may be clear by the end of the book, I have tried to learn to be cheerful, even giddy, in my limitations.


There is a master discourse, and it is the discourse of biblical theology or a typological reading of Scripture. Atonement theology has sometimes been dislodged from Scripture, working out the “mechanics” of atonement using categories other than biblical ones.2 Jesus himself explained the “must” of his death and resurrection by starting with Moses and working through the Psalms and Prophets to show that the whole of Scripture was about the suffering and glory of the Christ (Lk 24, again). Moving from typology to another discourse is not moving from the poetic to the rational; it is simply to change rationalities. Typology is a way of reading history, so any atonement theology that abandons typology is in danger not only of leaving Scripture behind but also of constructing a timeless account of the atonement.3 Timelessness here is disastrous because it belies the subject matter: Atonement theology offers an interpretation of historical events that happened precisely to have a decisive effect on history, as well as eternity. It must matter for atonement theory that sin entered the world, that God called Abraham and gave Torah, and that Jesus lived, died and was exalted to send the Spirit. If an atonement theory “works” without reference to those historical events, it is not a Christian atonement theory. An ahistorical account of atonement is an absurdity.


Specifically, the book is organized by Pauline themes, drawn especially from Galatians and, to a lesser degree, Romans.4 The organizing theme is a rather marginal one in Paul’s letters—Paul’s brief treatment of ta stoicheia tou kosmou, the “elements of the world,” in Galatians 4:1-7. Yet this book deals with central Pauline themes—Torah, the Abrahamic promise, God’s justice, the faith of Jesus Christ, his death and resurrection, justification. My (postmodern, Derridean, deconstructionist) assumption is that staring hard at the marginalia of Paul’s discussion of “elements” will do much to illumine the center. My treatment is confessedly, deliberately idiosyncratic as a treatment of Paul. At times I offer close exegesis of Pauline texts; in other chapters I fill in a Pauline argument or concept, page after page, by surveying passages of the Old Testament. I do not claim that I necessarily explain Paul’s thinking on these points, but I do aim to offer something of a midrash on Paul that coheres with Paul’s (typological) reading of the Hebrew Scriptures. To offer a full reading of Paul, I gleefully violate the boundaries of Pauline scholarship, taking as my defense that Paul himself did not confine himself to Pauline letters but ranged over the whole canon of Scripture. The result may read more like a treatise in systematic theology than an excursion in biblical theology. So be it: systematic theology is nothing but tidily presented typology.5


During the course of my research and writing, I have formulated several criteria of a successful, comprehensible theory of the atonement.




	Historically plausibile: Atonement theology is an interpretation of events, not a recital of “bare facts,” which is impossible in any case. But that interpretation must make sense of the historical events, not by transcending phenomena into a noumenal realm of meaning, but by tracing and perhaps extrapolating the logic of the events.6 Successful atonement theology must, for instance, make sense of Jesus as a figure in a first-century Judaism dominated by Rome. A successful atonement theory has to show how the death and resurrection of Jesus is the key to human history, which means that atonement theory has to provide an account of all human history. It has to be a theory of everything.


	Levitical: A successful atonement theology treats Jesus’ death (at least) as a sacrifice, and it must be able to show that Jesus’ sacrifice fulfills Levitical ritual in historical events.


	Evangelical: Successful atonement theology must arise from within the Gospel narratives rather than be an imposition from outside (even a Pauline outside).


	Pauline: Atonement theology must make sense of the actual words and sentences and arguments in Paul’s letters.


	Inevitable: A successful atonement theology should leave an impression of inevitability: “Was it not necessary for the Christ to suffer these things and to enter into His glory?” (Lk 24:26 NASB). Jesus should appear to be the obvious divine response to the human condition. Like the denouement of a well-constructed drama, the cross and resurrection should emerge as the most fitting climax to the history of Israel among the nations, as the climax of a history of sacrifice.7



	Fruitful: A successful atonement theology must offer a framework for making sense not only of the history of Jesus but also of the subsequent history of the church and of the world. It must, for instance, not shrink from addressing the apparent failure of the atonement, the palpable fact that the world Jesus is said to have saved is self-evidently not saved.





I will indicate throughout the book where I think I meet these criteria, but the final determination is for others.


A Chance to Jump Ship


Methodological excursions are boring. Introductory summaries are for the lazy. I would not insult the reader by assuming you are lazy. I do you the compliment of assuming the best: that you fully intend to read every page of my Big Red Book.8 You will discover that I occasionally pause, like Virgil on a terrace of Mount Purgatory, to summarize along the way. But if you want to know what this book is about, turn the page, and then another and another until you see the back cover over the horizon. If you do not care to find out, feel free to leave it behind for a different reader, and go find a more pleasant way to spend the day.




- PART ONE -


UNDER THE ELEMENTS OF THE WORLD




- two -



THE PHYSICS OF THE OLD CREATION
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The apostle Paul shows little interest in the natural world or its hidden parts and processes. He does not catalog plants and animals or attempt to penetrate to the basic particles that compose the physical world. He rarely uses the terminology of Greek physics or metaphysics, and when he does he no longer uses them as Aristotle or Greek scientists had. Paul is more sociologist than scientist, more priest than philosopher, and this is nowhere more obvious than in his knack for “humanizing” and “socializing” terms borrowed from Greek philosophy and science.


This chapter begins our excursion into atonement theology by examining two related Pauline terms, “nature” and especially “elements,” physis and ta stoicheia. Paul transforms both terms by relocating them in the history of Israel, the law, the arrival of faith and the gospel. Instead of being permanent features of the physical world, as they are in Greek philosophy and science, the elements are redescribed as features of an old creation that Christ has in some way brought to an end. This chapter works at a fairly high level of abstraction. Only later will we examine in detail what the elements are or how they work. It will be some time before we venture a theory about how Jesus disassembled and reassembled the world. All that will have to wait. But if the particular pieces of the puzzle come later, this chapter gets the shape of the final picture in front of us.


That picture looks, in general, like this: Prior to the coming of Jesus, the social worlds of Jews and Gentiles were both organized by practices, structures and symbols to which Paul assigns the label “elements of the world.” Minimally, these involved distinctions between purity and impurity, between sacred and profane, and practices that both enforced those distinctions and, to some degree, provided sacrificial pathways of transfer from one to the other. My principal aim will be to show that Paul gives a socioreligious meaning to the phrase “elements of the world,” so that, having made that case, we can assemble a Periodic Table of Old Creation Elements in the following chapters. Over the course of the book, we will find that, according to the apostle, Jesus delivered Jews and Gentiles from the elemental world into a new social world that operates by different sociophysical laws.


To make this sketch plausible, though, we need some evidence.


Paul’s Social Physics


In contrast to the church fathers, the New Testament’s vocabulary rarely overlaps with the standard vocabulary of Greek philosophy or science, and the scattered biblical uses do not bear the philosophical or scientific weight they had in classical thought. Nature (physis) is a crucial concept in Aristotle. Physics studies those things that exist by nature (physei), things, as Heidegger put it, that “arise on their own”1 and that are moved and develop by an inner principle. Physics thus studies animals and their components, plants and the elements, their motions and changes. Each of these “has within itself a principle [en heautō archēn echei] of motion and stationariness in respect of place, or of growth and decrease, or by way of alteration” (Aristotle, Physics 2.1, 192b). Artificial things possess an inner principle insofar as they are made from natural things that naturally possess it, so Aristotle’s more precise formulation is that nature is the “source or cause of being moved and of being at rest in that to which it belongs primarily, in virtue of itself and not in virtue of a concomitant attribute” (Physics 2.1, 192b22-23).2 Nature is the answer to the questions, why does this thing remain the thing that it is? and, why does this thing mature along these particular lines? The inner principle of physis is the ground for saying that the seed and tree are “the same” in some way, and physis also determines the trajectory of the seed as it moves toward fulfillment as a tree. Physics is not first philosophy, for first philosophy has to do with more essential questions about substance (ousia). Physics is, however, second philosophy (deutera philosophia; Aristotle, Metaphysics 7, 1037a14-15).


In the New Testament, physis is rare and its meaning variable. Same-sex desires (pathē) are, Paul says, para physin (Rom 1:26), since people overcome by such passions abandon the natural function (aphentes tēn physikēn chrēsin). “Nature” does not describe an inner principle of movement and rest but rather a moral order rooted or at least reflected in the physical differences between the sexes. Paul’s usage is closer to the Stoics Zeno and Chrysippus than to Aristotle, but in Paul there are no hints of the metaphysical supports for Stoic ethical appeals to nature. Given the Jewish and theistic context of the passage, para physin is best understood as “against God’s intended order for sexuality.”3 In this passage, physis names a permanent structure of creation. From the beginning, God made them male and female, and the gospel does not dissolve the created structures of human sexuality. Human desires should be conformed to the Creator’s design, which Paul calls “nature.”


Paul’s other uses of the word are neither Aristotelian nor Stoic. Those Gentiles who do not have Torah “by nature” (physei) may still do what Torah requires, and thus they become a law to themselves, showing the law written on the heart (Rom 2:14-15),4 and Paul writes of Gentiles who are “uncircumcised by nature” (ek physeōs akrobystia, Rom 2:27). In Galatians 2:15 he identifies himself and Peter as Jews physei, and the tree of Israel has both natural Jewish and grafted Gentile branches, branches kata physin and branches para physin (Rom 11:24). Paul draws ethical conclusions from an appeal to physis, but in an anti-Sophistic way. He argues that physis teaches that men should have short hair (1 Cor 11:14), apparently an appeal to social custom.5


Paul’s few and scattered uses do not raise physics anywhere close to the level of deutera philosophia. If Romans 1 condemns same-sex desire because it violates God’s created order of sexuality, the other uses have to do with God’s covenantal ordering of humanity through the division of Jew and Gentile. Possession of Torah, which is a contingent historical and cultural fact, can be “by nature”; circumcision, a deliberate modification of the male penis, can also be “by nature.” Cultural and religious distinctions that would in Sophist classification fall under the heading of nomos Paul categorizes as differences of physis.6 There is a “natural” order, but for Paul constructed orders also have the force of “nature.” Some human beings are “naturally” Jews, others “naturally” Gentiles. One of the burdens of Paul’s teaching is that these different human “natures” are being joined into one in a new humanity, of which Jesus is the head.


Two explanations for this usage suggest themselves. It may be that Paul sees possession of Torah, circumcision and Jewishness as “natural” because they are part of an ancestral inheritance. They are “natural” because they are genetic, tied to descent from Abraham. That which is born of flesh is by nature flesh; that born of Abraham is by nature Jewish; that not born of Abraham is by nature Gentile. Paul’s idea of “nature” might be closer to modern biological concepts of nature than it first appears. While this may well have been part of what Paul had in mind, Jewishness and circumcision were not necessarily linked to descent. Any Gentile might be circumcised and become Jewish. Circumcision would transform him from one who is Gentile “by nature” to a natural possessor of Torah, a natural Jew. Alternatively, we might try to unify Paul’s uses of physis by noting that Torah, circumcision and Jewishness were all divine institutions. Human beings performed circumcisions, taught and applied Torah, but the fact that Israel was marked by circumcision and possessed Torah was as determined by Yahweh as the order of created sexuality. Jewishness was not a cultural construction; or, if it was, the constructor was God himself. Thus Paul might use physis in a fairly consistent manner to describe “an order created by God”—whether created or covenantal. That works, but the point noted above remains: Paul has “socialized” and “historicized” the language of “nature.” Even if it describes a divine institution, it is one revealed in history.


For Paul, physis and nomos, physics and law, nature and culture, are not finally separable. Human beings can be “naturally” Jews, not simply by birth but by conformity to the nomic regulations and patterns of life of Torah. One can be “naturally” circumcised. What we would separate into “ritual” and “natural” Paul joins together. And this expresses an anthropology: Human beings are defined by the social and cultural setting in which they live, move and have their being. Jews are not simply generic human beings who happen to practice and live Jewishly. Conformity to Jewish norms, performance of Jewish rites and adherence to Jewish institutions give them Jewish nature.


Against this background, we can make better sense of Paul’s use of the scientific phrase “the elements of the world.” If human physis is intertwined with human and divine nomos, then the elementary particles of physics are also linked to law, custom and practice. And if physis is so closely linked to nomos, then a change of law might also involve a change of nature and its elements.


The Elements of the Cosmos


Stoicheion (“element”) had a range of meanings in pre-Christian Greek.7 The noun is etymologically related to the verb systoicheō, which means “to arrange in contrasting columns” or “to arrange in ranks,” and the term was applied to ranks of soldiers, bricks and blocks in building, and organized packs of hunters.8 By a natural progression, the noun came to refer to one of the particular items ranked in the series.9 This can be misleading, because a single stoicheion is what it is only in rank with others. A stoicheion is not precisely an individual, but forms part of a system, and the interrelated, systematic aspect often has more emphasis than the notion of “elementary” or “simple.” The stoicheia of a building form a ranked ordering, and the related term stoichos describes an “order” of interlocking items.10


“Elementary principles” is often taken to refer to “simple” teaching, and there is some basis for this conclusion in Paul. In Greek texts generally, the term does not connote simplicity but the foundational character of what is being described, with a further hint that the particulars form an interlocking system. Euclid’s Stoicheia and the Harmonika Stoicheia of Aristoxenos are not books of “elementary school” mathematics or harmony, but lay out the main topics of their chosen subjects in a systematic, orderly fashion.11 Similarly, in Aristotle the term refers to fundamental axioms or premises from which ethical and political conclusions may be drawn.12 Menaechmus distinguished two meanings of the term in mathematics: Common postulates and “any theorem used to prove another,” adding that “in this sense many theorems are also stoicheia of each other.” Drawing on the work of Walter Burkert, Michael Wigodsky glosses this comment by observing that “stoicheion must originally have referred to a presupposition as something paired with its consequence like an object with its shadow, and was then generalized to presuppositions common to many proofs.”13 The implied binary structure of the stoicheia will be relevant below.14


Most commonly, “elements” referred to the basic constituents of physical reality, and this is especially true when modified by “of the world.” Stoicheion was not synonymous with atomos. Atomism was a particular theory about the basic constituents of material reality; using the term stoicheia did not commit the user to any particular theory: “Stoicheia . . . means ‘the basic constituents of matter, whatever they may be.’”15 Empedocles first isolated four “roots” of physical reality (water, air, fire, earth), though without using the stoicheion as a general category. Plato identified “the four” as stoicheia, tentatively suggesting that “we call [the four] archai and presume that they are stoicheia of the universe [tou pantos], although in truth they do not so much as deserve to be likened with any likelihood [hōs en syllabēs]” (Timaeus 48B). In Plato, stoicheion sometimes refers to the geometric shape that in his theory gives each element its particular properties: “that solid which has taken the form of a pyramid [is] the stoicheion and seed [sperma] of fire” (Timaeus 56B).16 According to a widespread theory, the elements exhibited different combinations of wetness and temperature. Earth is cold and dry, water cold and wet, air hot and wet, and fire hot and dry. Stoicheia was capable of combining with other genitive phrases (“of language” or “of music,” for instance), but a number of scholars have concluded that when it is used in the specific phrase ta stoicheia tou kosmou it invariably refers to the four (or five) elements of physical reality.17 For some, physics shades over into politics, and the fact that men share the same elements becomes a democratic principle; others press the point to formulate evolutionary theories of brotherhood between men and animals.


Aristotle theorized extensively on elements as constituent parts of the physical universe. An element is a “body into which other bodies may be analyzed, present in them potentially or actually . . . and not itself divisible into bodies different in form” (On the Heavens 3.3, 302a15). Stoicheia regularly appears alongside plants and animals as “things that are by nature” (Physics 2.1, 192b1011, where they are described as ta hapla tōn sōmatōn). Elements are key to Aristotle’s understanding of motion, and hence crucial to his theory about the order of reality. Things are ordered according to place, by their inclination up or down. Because they exist physei, each element has an inner principle of motion and rest, unique to itself. Each element has its own lightness or heaviness—not weight, but a natural inclination to move toward a particular place of rest. Being light, fire inclines upward; being heavy, earth inclines downward.18 By moving naturally, the element actualizes itself and comes to rest in its intended, telic place. Aristotle acknowledges that the motion of things sometimes goes contrary to nature. Fire may move downward or be arrested in its upward motion, and heavy earth may be moved upward. Unnatural motion is a result of violence, and the cause behind the interruption of natural motion is usually obvious (e.g., a boy threw an earthy rock). Natural motion of elements, however, comes from a hidden source, and it is because of this natural motion that the cosmos has an orderly configuration.19


Aristotle’s cosmos is a stately dancehall, each element and substance smoothly growing toward its telos. That is an altogether too harmonious world-picture for those ancient thinkers who claim that elements do not remain what they are but resolve into one another. Burning turns something earthy into something fiery; evaporation is heavy water translated into light air. Following Heraclitus, who spoke of the “mighty strife among the members” that make up the universe, Empedocles theorized that the world is characterized by a “continual exchange which never ceases.” The four “unite in love” or are separated “by the hate of the strife.”20 Ovid mentions the Stoic-inspired fear that earth, water and sky will someday be reduced to one element, fire. In the following lines, he worries about inundation with water, a flood that would end the world as we know it. Philo believed the elements to be immortal, but claimed that they exist in a constant circular exchange and round of apparent death and rebirth. And human beings get caught in the machinery.21 While the elements once were in harmony, they are now in a state of constant strife due in part to their never-ending shape-shifting. Death brings relief, as the elements making up the physical body disperse and return to their origins, but even death does not bring peace to everyone. Drawing on this thread of theorizing, Plutarch lays out a remarkable theory of theosis: “In the same manner in which water is seen to be generated from earth, air from water, and fire from air, as their substance is borne upward, even so from men into heroes and from heroes into demons the better souls obtain their transmutation. But from the demons a few souls still, in the long reach of time, because of supreme excellence, after being purified, come to share completely in divine qualities.”22


Even when defined as physical elements, stoicheia are often intimately linked with religious beliefs and practices. This is the case partly because “elements” can refer to spiritual entities. In the Greek Magical Papyri, the term refers to stars, spirits or gods, and sometimes to the astral decans that rule over ten-degree sections of the celestial sphere.23 Biblical scholars have noted that some Jewish texts use stoicheion to describe elemental spirits (perhaps Wis 7:17; 19:18; 4 Macc 12:13, though the last seems to use the word in its more common scientific sense).24 Rites of purification and sacrifice, as well as ascetic renunciations, become a means for overcoming the deleterious effects of the strife of the elements.25 Human salvation depends on observing rites and disciplines of purity, which include purging baths, sacrifices, prayers and avoidance of sexual defilement. Participation in these rites of purification enabled the performer to ascend eventually beyond the four elements into the fifth element, which was “always moving and pure and healthy.” The rites, in fact, ensure the continuing stability of the cosmos. The structures and interactions of the elements form a complex and shifting taxis, and that order is saved from chaos only by rites of worship. The blocks of the universe stay in their ranks only as the boundaries of pure and impure, holy and profane, are drawn and protected from transgression. Ritual and liturgical performance regain and retain some semblance of primordial harmony.


In a Jewish context, Philo linked this Pythagorean complex of ideas to the rites of Torah. In On the Special Laws (2), he explains that the Jews used trumpets at the beginning of the climactic seventh month because the “trumpet is an instrument used in war.” The war involved in the feast included the strife of nature with nature. God keeps the world in a state of peace, and the feast of trumpet-war expresses Israel’s thanks for his constant peacemaking.


The forces of nature use drought, rainstorms, violent moisture-laden winds, scorching sun-rays, intense cold accompanied by snow, with the regular harmonious alternations of the yearly seasons turned into disharmony. . . . The law instituted this feast . . . to be as a thank-offering to God the peace-maker and peace-keeper who destroys factions both in cities and in the various parts of the universe.


In other places (Life of Moses 2), Philo indicates that Israel’s temple liturgy itself had a cosmic effect and that the ministry of the high priest in particular maintains the order of creation: “We have in (his vesture) . . . a typical representation of the world and its particular parts. . . . The three elements, earth, water and air, from which come and in which live all mortal and perishable forms of life, are symbolized by the long robe. . . . The three said elements are of a single kind, since all below the moon is alike in its liability to change and alteration.”26 Thus what we call “physics”—the study of the basic constituents and forces of the natural world—coheres in Greco-Roman and Hellenistic Jewish thought with religious activities. For Philo the institutions of Torah provide the physics of the religious universe, but we should add that Jews observe Torah in order to pacify the physical elements.


Elementary Paul


What Paul does with the phrase remains to be seen, but the starting point is to see that he is doing something with a phrase that possesses a prior, recognized public meaning. Ta stoicheia tou kosmou means primarily the organized parts that constitute the system and order of the physical universe. Even in the strictest scientific sense, ta stoicheia are features of a religious and political outlook that included purificatory rites, sacrifices and intense spiritual disciplines. It is particularly against this latter background that we can understand the Pauline variations on this Hellenic theme.


We will examine Paul at length later, when we finally return, along a long and forked path, to Galatians. For now I make a few preliminary points, just as much as is necessary to get this aircraft of a book off the ground.


Paul27 uses the phrase ta stoicheia tou kosmou in three passages (Gal 4:3; Col 2:8, 20), and once uses ta stoicheia by itself in the same sense (Gal 4:9). My focus will be on Galatians.28 Galatians 3–4 is the theological core of the letter.29 Paul responds to the Judaizing crisis by recalling the promise to Abraham (3:1-14), explaining how Torah fits into God’s program for inter­national blessing promised to Abraham (3:15-22), and then turning to an explanation of the role of Torah in the preparation of the world for the coming of the Christ (3:23–4:11). The two references to stoicheia occur in the third section of his argument, and come on the heels of several other images and claims. Before pistis arrived, that is, before the advent of the faithful Jesus Christ,30 “we” were in custody under Torah (hypo nomon ephrouroumetha), as if guarded by sentries (Gal 3:23). During that time, Torah functioned as a paidagōgos guiding those under its oversight toward Christ, so that justification could come by faith (Gal 3:24). After swiftly summarizing the new situation that has come into being since Christ, Paul returns to his characterization of the world prior to Christ, extending the image of humanity as a minor child kept under guardians who act in loco patris. While the heir is a child, he is no better than a slave to the epitropoi and oikonomoi that the father assigns to oversee him (Gal 4:1-2). Like a minor child under such guardians, “we” were children enslaved (dedoulōmenoi) under ta stoicheia tou kosmou (Gal 4:3). Paul’s charge is that by reverting to Torah, the Galatians have turned back to those same elementary things rather than accepting the inheritance that has now come to them.


Who is the “we”? That it is not generically inclusive is evident from the fact that Paul switches to second person at the end of Galatians 3 (Gal 3:26-29) before returning to the first person at the beginning of Galatians 4. Since Paul is writing about the role of Torah in the history of Israel (Gal 3:23-24; 4:4-5), “we” must mean “we Jews.”31 “Under Torah,” “under guardians and managers” and “under ta stoicheia tou kosmou” are parallel descriptions of Israel’s childhood. They all refer to the life of Israel prior to Christ, but bring out different aspects of that pattern of life.32 This supposition is confirmed by the fact that Paul thinks that the Galatians revert to ta stoicheia when they submit to Jewish demands that they be circumcised and maintain purity and food laws prescribed by Torah (Gal 4:9; see Gal 1–2). In a reenactment of the exodus, God sends the Son and Spirit like Moses and the pillar of cloud to bring Israel, his slave-sons, to maturity, to deliver them out from their immature bondage to the elements and to bring them to full sonship. Turning back to the elements is like returning to Egypt.


Redemption of Israel from the elements is only the beginning. In Galatians 4:8-9 Paul addresses “you,” the Gentile Galatians, who once “did not know God” and were “slaves to that which by nature are no gods.” This cannot refer to Israel, yet Paul charges that they are in danger of reverting (epistrephete palin) to ta stoicheia. If they are turning again to the elements, they must have been under the elements at some time in the past. Jews under Torah are under the elements, but Gentiles who had no Torah were also under some form of ta stoicheia. Paul dramatically, radically flattens the difference between Jew and Gentile.33 The topography of Jewish life for millennia had been organized by the binary opposition of Jew and Gentile, circumcision and uncircumcision. As J. Louis Martyn says, Paul announces a world beyond old polarities, a world in which “there is neither circumcision nor uncircumcision” but only the reality of new creation (Gal 6:15: oute gar peritomē ti estin oute akrobystia alla kainē ktisis).34 Paul describes this change as a transformation of the elements that constitute the world of Jew and Gentile. A new social physics comes to Jew first, then Greek: In the Son and Spirit, Jews are first rescued from Torah, but their rescue is the down payment on the rescue of the nations. In Christ, Gentiles too have come into their majority, and they ought not revert to Torah nor to any Gentile form of stoicheic life.35


What are the elements? Clearly Paul does not mean what Aristotle or Greek scientists meant. He does not claim that the gospel announces a change in the constitution of the physical world. As with physis, he uses stoicheia to describe a change in the basic constituents of the social and cultural cosmos. We can be more specific. While stoicheia tou kosmou is sometimes linked with attachment to gods or other spiritual beings, it is more often linked to religious practices.36 The controversy in Galatia is about whether Gentile disciples of Jesus must accept circumcision, observe Jewish purity regulations and renounce table fellowship with the impure. Do Gentiles have to become Jews to be followers of Christ, members of the new Israelite community? Must they subject themselves to Torah? In Galatians 4:10, Paul expresses his exasperation that once they have come to be known of God, they would subject themselves to enslaving stoicheic regulations, which he goes on to specify: “You observe days and months and seasons and years.” Observance (paratēreisthe) of a festival calendar is a reversion to stoicheic life in more than one sense: It involves subjection to the heavenly bodies (sometimes called stoicheia) that kept time for all ancient people; but even if the Galatians revert to the Jewish festival calendar, that still constitutes a fall back into stoicheic life, a return to “Egypt.”


This point is confirmed by Paul’s use of the phrase in Colossians.37 He has warned about seduction by philosophy and human tradition, which are according to (kata) the stoicheic patterns of life (Col 2:8). He is more specific in Colossians 2:20. The Colossians who died with Christ came out from under (apo) the elements, but they act as if they are still living in the world constituted by the elements (ti hōs zōntes en kosmō). Their actions betray their convictions, for they act as if Christ has never come. The world they died to is a world of purity prohibitions: “Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch.” A purity system is relevant in a world mapped by the distinction of holy and profane space: Only the pure can draw near to God; only the holy can approach what is holy, for holy things are for holy people. In most civilizations of the ancient world, sacrifice, performed by priests, was the primary ritual for traversing the boundaries of sacred and profane in order to approach the gods, and these approaches were often made according to a schedule determined by observation of the sun, moon and stars. “Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch” thus implies an entire system built from the binary oppositions of holy and profane, clean and unclean.


Practices of purity imply a cosmos, a way of organizing and construing reality. Distinctions between clean and unclean map the social world into distinct regions. Purity regulations form an economy of signs, a symbolic universe, but the symbolic universe is not self-enclosed. A symbolic map works with the world divvied up in specific ways. Purity regulations trace out a world that comes to seem natural to those who inhabit it.38


Rites of purity are not only signs of a cosmology that exists apart from the rites and practices. They are efficacious signs that ensure the coherence, the stability of the social world. Indeed, these practices alone ensure the continuance of the social world they signify. The order of the social cosmos depends on purity practices. Symbolic boundaries exist only if they are maintained in the minds and habits of a people. Israel’s temple is a divine shelter because Yahweh comes to dwell there. Priestly guardians and worshipers treat it as inviolable holy space because of the divine presence. Without the presence of Yahweh and the sacred activity of priests, it is just a building. Bodily functions are impure only insofar as they are considered impure. Whether or not the Galatians and Colossians were worshiping the elements or considered them divine, they might well have considered them unruly powers that needed to be managed by regular sacrifice, careful observance of calendars, avoidance of defilement, prayer. Ancient thinkers are not primitive when they believe order depends on maintaining their stoicheic boundaries and rituals. It does indeed, because the order is a construct. They are not being primitive; they are being sociological. Paul is, of course, a theological sociologist, who believes that the stoicheic boundaries and rituals were instituted by God. Yahweh gave Moses instructions for building his holy tent, but Israel had to build it. He told them the rules for maintaining his holy space, but they had to do the maintaining. Stoicheic order is a divine-human construct. It is instituted by God but kept intact (or not) by human action.


Sacred space, purity rules, sacrifice and priesthood thus constitute the foundational reality of religious and social life in the ancient world, both Jewish and Gentile. These practices and boundaries are stoicheia because they are arranged in ranks; they are stoicheia because they constitute the basics of religious and social life. They are very appropriately called “elements of the world,” and it is these that Paul says have now lost their force.


Conclusion


Paul, I said, is a sociologist, transposing terms from Greek thought into a social, covenantal key. He does so with physis and with our key phrase, ta stoicheia tou kosmou, which he translates from its normal home in Greek physics into the realm of biblical sociology. He recognizes that the social kosmoi of Jews and Gentiles stay together only because both maintain their great Nos: do not handle that, do not step there, do not touch that, do not eat this. Focusing on stoicheic order and its transformation by the gospel will enable us to meet our criteria of success: It will enable us to develop a successful atonement theology that is historically plausible, evangelical, inevitable, Levitical, fruitful and, of course, Pauline. It will enable us to develop an atonement theology that is simultaneously an atonement sociology.


Paul tries to convince everyone to stop: everything is pure; no more circumcision/uncircumcision; no holy space other than the human being and human community indwelt by the Spirit of Jesus. Paul told everyone that the physics of religion and society had been transformed, and that the end of the old elemental system was the great moment of maturation, when the human race grew up from slaves to sons. A world beyond stoicheic order—that is a saved world, a world fulfilled as new creation.


All this seems anticlimactic to us who live on the far, far side of this transformation. We look at the fewer, simpler, easier rituals of the Christian church and wonder, Is that it? How can this be salvation? Jesus died for this? Here we need to catch the full force of Paul’s rhetoric. To say that Paul announces a transformation of “order” is not to say that he advocates a change in the “external” institutions and practices of Jews and Gentiles that leaves the persons themselves unchanged. The humanity of Jews and Gentiles is determined by different nomoi, and because of that they have different “natures.” A change in the cultural, ritual and institutional patterns that define those natures is a change of human nature, a transformation of a dual physis, divided between Jew and Gentile, into one new, universal human physis. God divided the human race, and now the same Creator God has reunited it. Nothing could express the root character of the change brought by the gospel more stunningly than the language of physics. Jesus did not merely rearrange the surface. The world works differently now, because it is no longer made up of the same stuff. It is as if Paul announced that Jesus transformed the world right down to the quarks.


For many Jews and for pagan Gentiles, giving up rules about tasting, touching, handling meant giving up hope for salvation. For Jews like Philo, for Egyptians, Babylonians, Greeks and Romans too, the end of ta stoicheia could only mean the end of the cosmos—for some, literally the end. It was unthinkable that human beings could outgrow subjection to ta stoicheia or the practices that express that subjection. Liberation from stoicheia simply means liberation from order itself, for there appears to be no conceivable order besides stoicheic order. For many, the gospel Paul announces is no good news, it seems, but a threatening wave of chaos.39




- three -



AMONG GENTILES


AN ANCIENT JEWISH TRAVELOGUE


[image: Chapter dingbat]


You are a Jew.” He regarded me with the haughty disdain that is second nature to noble Egyptians. He was utterly clean shaven—not only beardless but also hairless and eyebrowless. His white robe hid his chest, but I was certain that every hair had been plucked from his breast too.


He was right. I am a Jew. Circumcised on the eighth day, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews. I was in Thebes on my way to visit the Jews of Elephantine. I had business in Elephantine, business that I hoped would eventually take me to the East, to Greece, finally home to Jerusalem by Pentecost.


I was sitting under a shade tree outside the temple of Horus, cooling and drinking. I had had a long journey.


“You were once our slaves.” His handsome mouth twisted into a smirk.


I nodded. I did not want to talk to him.


“I know the whole story,” he continued. “You Jews are the most execrable people. You would perform abominations in our land, offering our sacred animals in sacrifice. You caused a great plague to break out among us. You were lepers among us, and we expelled you for our own safety. We had to expel you to maintain our order of maʿat, the purity of Egypt.”


He spoke falsely, but I did not want to argue.


“You would have infected us if we had not driven you out. We had to purge our sacred land of your impurities. Purity is the main element of our worship. We gathered many thousands of you lepers and drove you out of the land. It saved Egypt.”


“It saved the Jews,” I responded, and immediately regretted it.


He smiled condescendingly. “Is that what you tell? I have heard ­otherwise. I have also heard of your religion. It is horrible. You regard as profane ­everything we hold sacred, and permit all the gods we abhor. You have a statue of a donkey, and you offer to it sacred bulls because we worship Apis. We Egyptians had to get rid of you because we are the most religious of all the nations of men, excessively religious. We honor all the gods, with great ceremony.”


It occurred to me to answer that he was nothing but an idolater who did not know the true God, but I held back. I wished I had some appointment that offered escape, but there was none. It would be rude to leave him, rude to argue with a man in his own country. I resigned myself to the barrage. Perhaps I could learn something.


“We are most scrupulous for cleanliness,” he was saying. “We believe that purity is necessary if we are to please the gods. We drink from cups of bronze and rinse them out every day. We wear garments of linen that are always newly washed.” He gestured elegantly at his robe, which was indeed dazzling white. “We priests—we are called wab because we are purified—we shave ourselves all over our bodies every other day, so that no lice or any foul thing comes on us. We wear only linen, and sandals of papyrus. We wear no wool in the presence of the gods. We wash ourselves in cold water twice a day and twice in a night, in the sacred lake near the temple. Before we enter the temple, we have to chew natron to cleanse our breath and we have to fumigate ourselves with incense. We must keep ourselves from women during the days before we are to serve the god. We have countless services to perform for our gods, so they will be favorable to us.”


“We have similar statutes,” I ventured. “We too must be clean before entering the presence of our God, who is the God of heaven and earth,” I added. “Our women cannot enter the presence of God during the time of their flow, nor after childbirth. Men and women who lie with one another must wash before entering.”


“We believe that we must obey our God if we want to please him,” I said. “We can wash ourselves clean but have unclean hearts. We can be circumcised in flesh, but Yahweh also wants us to have hearts that are circumcised.”


“That is not entirely unfamiliar. ‘I am pure, pure, pure, pure!’” he suddenly cried. “‘I am pure from evil.’ That is from our Book of the Dead. We must be pure from evil to please the gods. We all will stand to have our deeds judged, weighed in the scales of Anubis, measured by the standard of maʿat, to see if we are righteous. We are weighed against the feather of maʿat in the scales.”


“And we must be purified from death,” I added. “Death above all.”


He looked astonished. “You believe that death pollutes?”


“It is the worst of pollutions. We cannot be in a room with a dead body without being defiled by it. Every form of impurity is a form of death. Flesh is mortal and spreads impurity. When flesh dies it spreads death.”


“We Egyptians do not believe that. The realm of death is not a realm of evil. It is paradise. Our dead have great powers that can help us who remain alive. We do not avoid them because they can help us. When we die, we go closer to the gods. We go into the realm of Osiris. It is darkness, a realm of terrors. The West is a land of sleep. Darkness weighs on the dwelling place. Those who are there sleep in their mummy forms. They don’t awake to see brothers. They don’t see fathers, or mothers. Their hearts forget their wives, their children. But it is not a place of impurity. No one who has eaten abominable food can enter a tomb. If I enjoy my wife, I cannot go into a tomb until I have been purified. We must be pure to enter into the realm of the dead.”


He paused for a moment considering, glancing at me from his browless eyes.


“My father was a priest before me,” he explained, “and the king gave him a tomb among the priests. It is a great privilege to receive a tomb from the king. On my father’s tomb we have inscribed this dedication: ‘The king gave me this location, for I always did what the king favors.’ It is true. He was a very loyal priest, and deserved the privilege. We have to keep the tomb supplied with all necessary provisions, where we leave the things that our dead need to enter and live in the west country. They need food and drink, cakes, meats, beer, wine, fruits, vegetables. They need to have those things that adorn them, oils and paints to make them beautiful in the West.” He scoffed silently. “I have heard of some who do not bring food to their dead, but only statues of food or baking or cooking. A woman kneading bread in one statue, a man offering a bird in another. They leave these in the tomb and think that this will suffice. I do not agree. The dead live differently, but they live, and they need all that we need to live. We need to supply the dead for the same reason we serve the gods—to keep the world orderly.”


He stopped and looked at me as if I were a peasant. “We believe that we all have a body, a ka and a ba. When we die, we make mummies of our bodies and put them in tombs. But the ba and ka remain. But they need to be united if we are to live in the west country. They need to be united in an akh. Our rituals are akh-makers, akhifiers. When we do the rites, our akhs become united with the life-giving Sun and with Horus. You see, each night the Sun dies and goes into the place of the dead, into Duat and Akhet, the two zones of the world of the dead. Re’s journey each day is from birth in the morning to death at night. But the Sun can only come to life if it receives power from Osiris. Every night the Sun merges with Osiris in his tomb, and by uniting with Osiris the Sun takes new life. Every morning he is reborn on Nut’s thighs, and sails along the Winding Canal across the body of Nut that stretches over us, over Geb, the earth, her husband. The dead die and are reborn each day with Re, with the power of Osiris. We offer our prayers and spells to protect our dead from the dangers of the underworld—snakes and scorpions and crocodiles. Our kings ascend from the world of the dead to become stars, to join the great Giant in the night sky, to sit on a pure throne of heaven. Do you understand?”


I understood nothing. But he ignored me.


“I can remember the day of my father’s embalming. My mother and sisters and all the women of our house covered their heads and faces with mud. They went around the city beating their breasts, their robes drawn up and their breasts exposed. We men beat ourselves too, lamenting and mourning the great father we had lost. Embalming is a great art. Some of our people are employed regularly for this.”


His eyes swept toward the hillside behind us, where the necropolis stood. Momentarily he looked wistful. “My father’s funeral,” he said. “My father’s funeral was the most impressive thing I have ever witnessed in my life. We processed up to the necropolis—bier, family, mourners, porters with his canopic jars. He was taken into the burial chamber, and his face turned to the south to be bathed in light. ‘May your mummy be set up in the sight of Re in the court of the tomb,’ we prayed. The priest chanted a prayer:




Hail great god, lord of the place of the Two Goddesses of What is Right.


I have come before you so that you may bring me to see your perfection.


I know you, I know your name,


I know the name of these forty-two gods who are with you in this broad court of the Two Goddesses of What is Right.


I have not orphaned the orphan of his goods;


I have not done the abomination of the gods;


I have not slighted a servant to his master;


I have not caused affliction; I have not caused hunger; I have not caused grief; I have not killed;


I have not harmed the offering-cattle; I have not caused pain for anyone;


I have not reduced the offerings in the temples;


I have not harmed the offering-loaves of the gods;


I have not taken the festival-loaves of the blessed dead;


I have not penetrated the penetrater of a penetrater; I have not masturbated;


I have not reduced the measuring-vessel, I have not reduced the measuring cord;


I have not encroached on the fields; I have not added to the pan of the scales;


Nothing evil can befall me in this land, in this broad hall of the Two Goddesses of What is Right,


because I know the names of the gods who dwell in it.”





It was an impressive prayer, and I said so.


“But the most important moment was the one to come. It was the Opening of the Mouth. If my father was to live in the West, he had to have the use of his eyes, his ears, his tongue. A sem and two lectors circled the mummy chanting ‘Be pure! Be pure! Be pure! Be pure!’ Four times. Then the sem went into a trance and became the son of the dead. The other priests woke him, and the sem said that he had seen his father—my father—in all the forms that he has. The other priests called on the sem to protect his father. The sem becomes Horus, and the dead is Osiris. Then they brought a young calf with its mother, and while the mother cow looked on, they slaughtered the calf before her. She bellowed and cried, because she too was lamenting the death of my father, and the priest took the foreleg of the calf and ran to the mummy. The foreleg makes the ba go above and the corpse go below. Then the sem touched the face of the statue and the mummy with his finger, as if he were cleaning the mouth of a newborn baby. He poured out water and grain. Then it was done. He said, ‘I have given breath to those who are in hiding. The breath of life, it comes and creates his image, his mouth is opened. His name endures forever, because he is an excellent akh in the netherworld.’”


He took a breath, then continued. “We have many priests, but not everyone is a priest. A priest is pure, has to be pure more than anyone else. The priests take three offerings that are brought to the god every day. They are his meals. Before he can serve the king, the priest has to wash his body with water, purify him with incense, cleanse his mouth with natron. He recites some chants as they enter. He carries in a candle and first has to wake the god: ‘Awake in peace! May your awakening be peaceful!’ He has to break the seals of the door bolts and draw back the bolts.”


“Your god is difficult to wake,” I said, mischievously. Then I remembered the psalm, and knew that Yahweh too sometimes seems to sleep.


He ignored me and continued, “The priests set the table with flowers, food, drink. We offer grain, vegetables, wine, meat, fowl. After the god is finished, we take the food away and purify him for sleep. He is returned to the shrine until the next time when the priests will serve him a meal. It is all necessary if Egypt is to survive and flourish. What we do in the temple for the god, the god does for us in the land.”


He paused. “Of course, those of us who are without the temple also can communicate with the gods. There are listening holes at some temples where we can speak. I saw a stela once that was covered with carvings of ears, the ears of Ptah, who would listen when we prayed toward his rock. And we can leave surrogates to serve in the temple.”


My look must have been skeptical, because he continued somewhat defensively. “We cannot go into the presence of the god, but we can place an image there. My family has left many offerings at the temple of Hathor—figures of women, one nursing a child, plaques with cows, ears, eyes, male members.”


I did not even attempt to hide my horror.


“Yes, male members. The gods are gods of life. Some of their figures are in the shape of a male member, and we offer them an image of a male member so they will make us fertile, vibrant, alive. Male and female members.”


“And these are placed in your temples?”


“Of course.” He was getting agitated. “Every time your priest goes into the temple, there is a male member in the temple, is there not?”


“Yes, but our priests take care to hide their nakedness when they are in the presence of God.”


He looked genuinely puzzled. I changed the subject.


“Do you not offer sacrifice?” He did not seem to understand, so I added, “Do you kill and burn animals in your worship?”


“Yes. Or perhaps I should say that we have something that is somewhat like that. We offer animals to the gods, and then butcher them for a feast. These are usually pigs.”


“We cannot eat pigs or sacrifice them,” I said, interrupting him. “We can eat sheep, goats, oxen, deer. But we cannot eat pigs or bears or any fish that does not have scales.”


“Yes, we too have to be careful of what we eat. We cannot look at beans. Different gods have different rules for us. Re abhors fish, so the priests of Re do not eat fish. Some of our spells should not be recited after eating pork. In some temples, cows, pigs, ewes, pigeons, fish are not eaten. We are not allowed to eat some parts of a slaughtered animal. All the gods are different.”


“We serve only one God, so we always know what we are to do.”


With that, our conversation ended.
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“My fathers were here,” I mused as I wandered the dusty streets of Babylon. They had been captured and transported to this very place. Perhaps the palace where Daniel had served Nebuchadnezzar was still standing, or the place where the king had set up his great image and commanded all in Babylon to bow to it. Perhaps this square was the place of the great furnace where the three children sang as they stood in the fire with the son of God.


The temples of the land between the rivers are very impressive. As I have traveled along the Euphrates, I have seen great houses of the gods, some standing strong like fortresses, some in ruins. Some structures rise up above the landscape like mountains made by human hands, with a temple at the top that seemed to scrape the edge of heaven. They must have been one hundred cubits tall.


I spoke to an old man who sat by the gate of the city. Temples, he said, were the main elements of worship in Babylon. They are divided into three main areas, a babu, a gate, and then the bitu, the house of the god itself, and the inner sanctuary is the kissumu, the dark room, the place that knows not daylight. He told me that the man-made mountains were called ziqquratu, which meant a place highly built. The temples were called the “bonds of heaven and earth,” or the “highly built house.” I could almost hear Sennacherib’s great boast at the walls of Jerusalem, and the boast of the king of Babylon of which Isaiah told. The temples of Babylon and Assyria are there to puff up the pride of kings.


And he told me of the great temple to the goddess Ishtar that once stood at that place. Its entrance was guarded by two pillars rising thirty or forty cubits. The walls were uneven, with buttresses pushing out alternating with recesses. Some of the recesses contained statues of goddesses with hands folded in intercession for the worshipers. On either side were images of fierce lions, or winged bulls with the heads of great kings—the old man could not remember, or had heard different stories. He told me that temples were always guarded by fierce beasts, bison, fish-men, goat-fish, dogs, bulls, scorpions, lions, heroes, eagles. I could not help but think of the great cherubim on the ark of the covenant, and the oil-wood cherubim that guarded the throne of Yahweh in Solomon’s temple.


Once you had passed between the great pillars, he said, you came into a huge court surrounded by high, thick walls. To one side were steps leading to a higher area, another entrance that passed between two more great pillars into a smaller interior court. Still you were not at the heart of the house of this god, for there was yet another entrance to one side that led into an enclosed inner chamber. Even here, to enter the presence of the god, one had to turn once again. Even if all the gates were wide open, you could not see into the heart of the sanctuary, the dark inner room, the room that no light enters. A worshiper had to take a forked path, moving to the left, then the right, then the left again before entering the presence of Ishtar.


Around the courts and sanctuaries were hallways and corridors with high walls and forbidding passages. All around there were storage rooms for clothing, furniture and utensils. The house had a bakery and a kitchen and a brewery. Everything was designed to make it difficult to get into the presence of the goddess. The temple was the house of Ishtar, but like Yahweh our God, Ishtar did not open up her house to everyone.


Like our temple in Jerusalem too, these temples looked plain on the outside, and became richer and richer as you entered. The outside was brick, but within everything was covered with gold and lapis lazuli. At the very center, on an elevated platform or in a recess of the wall, was the image of the goddess, and this was the richest of all. The old man quoted a great king boasting of the rich adornments that he gave to the image of the goddess: “With the wisdom and understanding of, and according to the desire of, the great gods who love me, I created an icon of the goddess Ishtar, my mistress, which had never before existed. (I created it) from the finest stones, fine gold, making her great divinity resplendent. I set up her dais for eternity. I made this temple suitably resplendent.” Another boasted that his temple had brought heaven to earth: “I decorated the house like the interior of heaven. I decorated its walls as splendidly as the brilliance of rising stars.” He told me of a sacred barge for one of the gods, “adorned with silver wrought with gold throughout, the great shrine is of electrum so that it fills the land with its brightness, its bows made Nun [water] to shine as when the sun rises in heaven, to make his beautiful voyage of a million millions of years.”


Like a human homeowner, he said, the god took the house as his own. To call the temple a “house” for the god meant that the god at rest in the temple was like a man at rest in his home. At times the house became almost identical to the god. The god’s glory and light and sacredness was so strong in the house that the house itself became divine. He mentioned the temple of the god Ningirsu in Girsu, which was known as E-ninnu, the flashing thunderbird, which was another name for the god himself. Another was called “House rising sun” because it was the house of the sun god Utu. Another was “House causing light” because it was the home of the moon goddess.


“It is a great risk, then, for a man to build a house for a god, if the house is the god himself,” I commented.


He looked at me carefully before he answered. “Men do not build the houses. The houses of the gods have been built by the gods, from the very beginning of all things. When Marduk had overcome Tiamat and established order in the world, he raised the summit of Esagila against the Apsu, then built the temple tower, a house with foundations of heaven and earth. That is why the temple has a du-ku, a pure hill, in the forecourt. It is a brick pedestal, and that is the sacred mound that came from the waters of chaos. The temple is the center of the world, with the chaos surrounding it. That is why the walls of our temples are so thick and the gates so strong. We must keep the house of the god safe. He must keep us safe, within the great fortress of the world.”


I recalled an old myth of the detestable idol Baal, who also won a victory over the sea, over Yam, and then built his house on the mountain of Zaphon in the sacred city of Ugarit. And I thought again of my fathers, rescued from the sea by our God Yahweh, and then taken to a high mountain to build Yahweh’s house. And I thought of Noah in his great ship, filled with all the creatures of the earth, saved from the raging waters. And I thought of the creation of the world when Yahweh made the land come from the sea and called on plants to grow in it.


I thought again of Babylon and of my fathers carried into exile. I recalled the great visions of the prophet-priest Ezekiel, who saw the glory of Yahweh departing from his house because of our abominations, leaving his own house to desolation.


I spoke carefully, not wishing to offend. “If the god and his house are one,” I said, “then the god will be there as long as the house is there. No matter what happens, the god remains.”


He gestured to the ruins around him and shook his head sadly. “Does it look as if our gods have remained, and the houses of the gods have stood firm?”


I had to agree with him.


“No,” he said sadly. “The gods do get angry, and when they get angry they leave their house and leave it in ruins. Marduk once abandoned his lofty shrine because he and the gods of heaven were angry with the shepherd of the people. Our priests are reminded of this danger every day.”


I was curious. “What do you mean?”


“Every day, the priests of our temples awaken the temple and do the pit babi, the opening of the gate. Everyone who is within the temple is called to awaken—the gods and the priests. But we know that the gods do not always stay, and we worry that during the night, while the priests slept, the god has slipped away. We worry that perhaps we have done something to offend him, and that we do not know what we have done. So our priests begin the day with the taqribtu and the ershemakku, hymns of lamentations and pleas for our god to remain in his place and not to leave us. The sun goes dark every night, dying, and the god might too. So we call on the god like the sun, ‘Appear like the Sun! Appear like the Sun! Watch your city!’ Sometimes our priests even sing the great songs that lament the destruction of a city or temple. If we lament as if the temple is destroyed, perhaps the gods will have pity and not leave our city to destruction. When we lament, the lost powers that we can never recover come again.”


He began to chant, quietly, mournfully, a solemn prayer of one abandoned by the god and goddess. I was much moved, and said so.


“This is why we must serve the gods. The gods created us to serve them, made us to be priests. The lower gods were unhappy serving the higher gods, and so the higher gods made us to take their place, to serve in their stead. If we do what we are required to do, the god will be satisfied and he will remain in his house and we shall be safe. There are butchers and cooks for the meat, bakers for the bread and brewers of beer. The temple is supplied by farmers and milkmen, fishermen, oxherds, orchard keepers. Some are specialists in setting the table of the god, and others are artisans who work with reeds, clay, gold, jewels or wood. There are weavers and there are washers. To entertain the god during his daily meals, we have singers, singers who specialized in lamentations, acrobats. Gatekeepers guard the gates of the temple and keep out the unwanted people. Barbers are there to ensure that all of the priests are pure.”


“We too have our priests who serve our God in his house,” I said.


He nodded. “Then your priests must have learned what it is like to serve the god his daily meals. Once the house is awakened, the priests must go to the god and prepare him for his morning meal. They wash and purify him, crown him with a tiara and put on his robes. They offer incense to cleanse the air around him, to make sure that he smells nothing that is evil in his nostrils. He is a king and he is treated as a king. Our priests set the glowing golden passuru table before him, lay out the dishes and bowls and plates to serve his meal. Drink and bread and fruit and meat. Beer and wine and milk, loaves of bread and sweet cakes, meats of oxen and fat of sheep, chicken, duck, pigeons, fruit of raisins, dates, grapes, and figs and dried figs, abundant vegetables. He is served honey and butter. Nothing cheap or common is brought to his table, no pork or mutton. He is a king and he eats like a king. He receives only the best of our food. While he eats, he is entertained with music, which our priests have learned to play. After he is done, his fingers are greasy and we bring a bowl of water for him to wash in. We do the same every evening as the day ends, when the temple goes back to sleep and the doors are closed. If we do not serve the gods, they will leave us, and all good will go with them. If we do not keep the gods happy, the world will fall back into the waters of death from which we all came.”


“And so the priests eat with him.”


He looked startled. “Eat with the god? Our priests eat with the god?”


I shrugged. “You do not eat with the god?”


“No. Our gods are too great to eat with us. The priests do not even see him eat. The priests receive food that comes into the temple, but they never eat with the god. That would be disgusting, if a human being ate before a god. Even the king does not eat with the god. When they have set the table before him, they pull the siddu around him, curtains that hide him from the priests during his meal. Each god and goddess eats alone, behind tent curtains.”


I was feeling mischievous. “And when they draw back the curtains, the food is now gone?”


He looked at me with dismay, and some anger. “No, no. The gods are not men. The gods do not eat like men. They do not chew. Food does not go into their stomach. They are gods, and they eat like gods, and when they are done eating, when they have taken their fill and drunk as much as they wish, they still leave as much food as they began with, which belongs to the king to eat.”


He paused, thinking. “Do your people share a meal with your god?”


“Yes. Sometimes an entire animal is burned on the mizbeach, but often it is only some of the best pieces, and the rest is given to the priests or the people.”


“Your god is a god of fire.”


I agreed. “He is a consuming fire.”


I was feeling mischievous again. “You do all this before your god, you say. But your god is a statue. He is made from wood, and covered with gold plating, with jewels for eyes. He has eyes and a mouth, ears and a nose, hands and feet, but he cannot see or speak, hear or smell. He cannot taste the food you give him because his mouth cannot open. His fingers do not get greasy because his hands do not move, and he cannot leave the temple because he has no feet. How then can you say that your god eats your food and drinks the drink you place before him?”


The old man was aghast, and for a moment I thought our conversation had come to an abrupt end. “Do you not believe in the gods? Do you not worship any god?”


“I worship one God, the God of my fathers.”


“But your god comes to you. He is near to you.” His voice trailed off in confusion.


“Yes, he is near to us at all times. He is our Maker and our Lord.”


“Then he is there in your temple. Your priests, at least, see him there?” He seemed to become more relieved.


“No. We have no images in our temple. We do not worship wood or gold. We believe that such images are dead, and we worship the living god.”


He took a deep breath. “No, you misunderstand. You misunderstand us completely. The wood that our workmen use to make the images of our gods is not dead. It is alive. It is alive from the beginning. It already is filled with the power of god as soon as the craftsmen begin to make it.”


I was ready to speak back, but I held my tongue.


“And the image does not remain as it was. It is true what you say. Until its mouth is opened, the god cannot smell incense, cannot eat food, cannot drink water. But it does not remain with the artisans and craftsmen. It must pass through the mis pi, the ceremony of the mouth-washing, and the ceremony of the mouth-opening. The image is taken from the workshop to the river bank, to the orchard and finally to the temple. At each place, its mouth is washed and its mouth is opened. As it goes from one place to another, it grows up. It is like a newborn at the beginning, but it is still a god. When the priests say their prayers over it, its mouth and nose are opened so it can smell incense and eat food and drink water. The craftsmen do not make the image, and the priests do not make the image. The priests sing a hymn, ‘Born in heaven by your own power, born in earth by your own power.’ The god makes the image, and when the mouth-washing is finished the statue is the god. He can receive our bread and our drink. He can dine in his place. He can pick up the food with his fingers, and he can walk away from his house with his feet. Ea, Shamash, Ashalluhi grant that his mouth eats and his ears hear. He becomes pure as the heavens as it goes through the ceremony. He is being filled with the fullness of the god. It comes into the fellowship of the gods, as he is fumigated and cleansed and his mouth is opened. He is dressed in his royal regalia and makes his first public appearance.”


I had heard similar things in Egypt, and I wanted to change the topic. But he talked on and on about the rites of purity, the shavings and clippings and washings, the fumigations of breath and body. He mentioned the danger of impurity, and told me a story of a man who was not saved from death even though he called to his personal goddess for help.


I saw an opportunity and seized it. “Our god is more powerful than impurity. He has given us his word to tell us how we may be delivered from impurity.”


He paused. “Sometimes our gods are powerless before the demons of impurity,” he mused. “You shall see. I did not finish my story. The man was suffering from the torments of a gallu-demon, which had been placed on him. Silence and an evil malediction had been placed on him, had cut his throat like a slaughtered sheep. But Marduk saw and helped. Marduk went to his father Ea and cried out about the man afflicted by the gallu-demon. But what did Ea say? Ea said, ‘What is it that you do not know, my son? What more can I give you? Marduk, what do I know that you do not know?’ Do you see? Our gods are far, far above us. We cannot understand or fathom them. They do not mingle among us. Their ways are beyond our grasp. Even if we try to comprehend what they want and what they do, we cannot understand them.”


A shadow passed across his wrinkled face. “The world is full of evil forces,” he said quietly, as if trying not to be heard. His speech turned rhythmical, as if he were reciting a memorized song: “They are gloomy, their shadow dark, no light is in their bodies, ever they slink along covertly, walk not upright, from their claws drips bitter gall, their footprints are full of evil venom. Over high roofs, over broad roofs like a floodwave they surge, from house to house they climb over, doors do not hold them, locks cannot restrain them, through doors they glide like snakes, through the hinges they blow like wind.” He stopped and took a deep breath. “The world has many powers. Some are evil, and seek to harm. Some are good. We try to cling to those that are good. We try to keep them in our temples. And we do all we can to ward off the evil.”


“Our God too is great and high. He is also beyond our thoughts,” I said. “And yet.” I struggled to say what I meant. “And yet, our God has shown himself. We know him. He has spoken to us, and we have his word with us. We know what is good, what he delights in. He is mysterious, but he has shown us what he wants and he is good and a God of truth.”


“Our gods also act to deliver us from impurity,” he continued. “It is not true that the sagga makes one pure. The gods are the ones who give birth to their image, and the gods are the ones who purify the priests and others who approach them.” He began to chant again, a hymn to Enki who consecrates the sky. “Kusu, the goddess of purity, cleanses us, and all the gods. We do not and cannot make ourselves pure without the gods. Here is what we think. We can protect ourselves if we placate the anger of the gods, if we plead with the gods to change their decision to give us an evil fate, if the impurity is removed, along with the impurity of the house and the surroundings, if we are able to return to an intact life and if we can find permanent protection against omens that come later. If we do all these things, we are safe. Then we are free.”


Then you are never free, I thought. You will always be slaves to your mighty gods and your proud kings who boast in their own flesh.


But I did not speak it.
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Before I saw the parade, I heard the pipers wailing and the choros singing, mingled with the bellowing of a frantic bull. “We sing of Pallas Athene, the glorious goddess, bright-eyed, inventive, unbending of heart, pure virgin!”


My day in Athens had already convinced me that they are a deeply religious people, their city so full of altars and shrines, a god on every hill and under every tree. My soul churned to see such riches and so much passion devoted to vanities.


I turned a corner and the parade was before me, a surging, dancing line of people, all dressed in brilliant white robes, making their way toward the altar of Athena at the acropolis. At the head of the parade was a young man crowned with laurel. He wore a flowing cloak that covered only his shoulders, his nakedness showing beneath. He held an image of the goddess, who stood upright bearing shield and spear. Behind him came a man carrying a basket on his head that held the fillet and the knife. Then the bull, a huge thing, bellowing and rearing so that the man who led him could barely keep him in check, his horns glistening with the foil wrapped around them. Colorful fillets tied to sticks and to the heads of the worshipers streamed in the breeze. Fortunately, the animal’s back legs were tied, the ropes held by a man who followed it in the procession. Behind him was a piper, then a line of men, some carrying wreaths and another with a small vessel of purificatory water. In the midst of the procession was an important-looking man who must have been a priest. He wore an elaborate himation, while all the rest of the men were naked or wearing short loincloths, chitōnes. A cart pulled by a donkey carried worshipers with wreaths and more instruments. The sweet aroma of incense trailed behind them as smoke streamed from a censer that sat on top of the head of the figure of a woman that formed the pillar of the censer. The air was bright with their joy.


I turned white when I saw what followed. An almost naked man brought up the rear of the procession carrying a large uncircumcised male member made of bronze. Others were bearing portraits of one whose flesh extended before him like the flesh of a donkey. It was disgusting, a sacrilege.


The procession wound up the hill along the narrow street toward an ornate altar. I have seen many altars on my travels, but this was the most magnificent. At the base was a stone pedestal, from which rose a column of stone. The altar was terra cotta, the sides decorated with carvings of strange creatures—a winged horse on each side with a neck like a serpent and a tail curling in an s. They were attacking a doe beneath.


Beyond the altar rose the temple of Athena itself. Four large steps went up to the floor of the temple. The entrance was guarded by four huge pillars whose capitals were like scrolls. The pillars held up a frieze that depicted the swirl and turmoil of a great battle. Some of the figures were dressed like Greeks, the others like Persians, and I learned later that the scene was from the great battle of Marathon. Strong Greek men swung heavy swords against crouching, desperate Persians. One Greek, his robe flying like a wing behind him, stood over a dead body as he attacked a Persian rider on horseback. I had heard of this temple, celebrating the victory of the goddess Athena, Athena Nike. It is a simple temple, for behind the pillars is only a single large cella, but it stands impressively at the side of a steep cliff above the city.


The great statue of Athena showed a sexless warrior. She was covered with long robes, her breast covered with an aegis and a corset full of snakes. On the aegis she wore the head of a Medusa, snakes curling out of her open mouth. On top of her helmet was a sphinx. In one hand she held a spear and in the other a shield depicting the Athenian slaughter of the Amazons. Another battle, between gods and giants, was depicted on the inside of her shield, and her sandals were decorated with scenes of the war between the Lapiths and the centaurs. The rest of the building was decorated with other scenes of the tale of Athena—her birth from the head of her father Zeus on the east pediment. Their temples are temples to gods of battle, but I wonder if the Athenians are not more worshipers of their own strength than the strength of the gods. I wonder if they do not boast more in their own flesh than in their gods.


To the east I could see the top of the Parthenon, which I had heard is one of the great wonders of the world. There, a large graven image of Athena sat enthroned, holding a spear, receiving her worshipers and keeping them in great fear.


As I watched, I saw a young man standing to the side of the procession. I bowed slightly. He seemed ready to talk.


“Kalē, isn’t it?” he said. “Nothing is too good for the gods. We want to please them. All this music, this singing, it is all for them. We bring the best we have, and carry it from our homes, from our common world, into the sacred place where the goddess lives. The gods are dangerous. We cannot walk up to their altar without winning their approval. We want to call them down to us from Olympus, from the sky, wherever they may be, so that we can be with them. We dance now on the way to the high place so that the goddess will be there when we get to the top, and we can dance in her presence.”


I restrained myself from replying. The youth had so much right, but so much was wrong too. I was sickened.


I gestured toward another phallic statue borne aloft by another nearly naked worshiper.


The youth smiled. “Priapus,” he said. “He is one of our gods, a son of Aphrodite and Dionysus.”


“You offer worship to this thing?”


“Yes, he is divine. He ensures our fertility, that our grapes and grain grow and that fathers have sons and daughters.”


I had heard of such deities, but seeing one was different.


He looked at the procession for a few moments and then kept the conversation going on his own. “They say it began many ages ago, when the earth was very young. Prometheus tricked Zeus into accepting the bones of the sacrifice as his portion, bones turned to smoke. When we see smoke, we know there is a fire, and that the fire is probably from a man. When we send our smoke signals to the gods, we hope that they will come to meet us because they enjoy the smell of smoke. We need the gods. Without the gods, the world is nothing. We make them happy to keep them near us.”


He paused. “My teacher tells me that sacrifice is our link with the gods above. It is the elementary thing of our friendship with gods. But at the same time every time we sacrifice we know that the gods are above and we are below. We eat the flesh, and are flesh. We are meat sacks, while the gods feast on ambrosia and smoke.” He started chanting quietly:




often there comes


from Naxos for the sacrifice


of richly-fed sheep, together with the Graces,


to the slope of Kynthos, where


they say dark-clouded, thunder-flashing


Zeus.





He pointed at the altar and the procession. “We live on meat and on other dying things because we are dying things. And the gods are deathless. We send our knisē up to them, and we feast on flesh below. They are gods, we are rotting flesh. And yet, each time we kill an animal, we are also showing that we are not beasts.”


I frowned. “Beasts kill beasts.”


“Yes, but not as we do. We use knives. We make clean cuts. You will not see anyone tear into the raw flesh of that bull with their teeth. We roast and boil the flesh. We are those who cook, not those who eat raw meat. So every time we offer a thysia we are reminded of our place, our place between the gods and the beasts.”


“Lower than the Elohim,” I muttered. He did not hear me, and we both fell silent.


“You are a very religious people,” I said.


The youth nodded. “Everything we do is done through sacrifice. All of our groups are formed by sacrifice. I am not a member of my oikos by birth but because a sacrifice was given to purify me from my birth. The mother is just a nurse for the man’s seed, but our fathers are our real parents. But we are defiled by our mothers, and need to be brought into the house. My father recognizes me as his son because I have been brought into the family cult by sacrifice. Our polis is what it is by sacrifice.”


It seems that the male member rules in Athens, I thought but did not say. What I said was, “Why aren’t you in the parade? You seem eager to offer your prayers and worship.”


He pointed to a line of stoups that encircled the altar. “The altar is in a sacred area. That is the place of the gods, and only the pure can draw near.” He looked at the ground. “I am akatharos.”


The word was unfamiliar, yet I knew exactly what he meant. “How?”


“My grandfather died.”


“I’m sorry. You have been to the funeral?”


“No. I haven’t seen him in many years. He doesn’t live in Athens.”


“Yet you are impure because of his death?”


“It is the way in Athens. When a close relative dies, the entire family is polluted.”


“Not those who are in the house with the body?”


“Oh, those too, as much as any. But the pollution of death is powerful. It works at a distance and runs along the lines of blood.”


“My people believe that death defiles, but that it is not so powerful. It defiles those who touch the body and those who enter the death house. No others.”


“I don’t agree. Death is out of our control. It can’t stay inside a house. All the other things that are outside our control pollute us too.” He pointed to some women on the other side of the road, watching the procession. “They are probably polluted too.”


“They are in their blood?”


He looked puzzled. “No, why?”


“Among my people, when women are in their blood, they are unclean and cannot come to the place of our God.”


“We have no such custom,” he answered. “No, they are unclean because they are pregnant.”


Now it was my turn to be puzzled. “Being pregnant pollutes a woman?”


He nodded. “But not through the whole pregnancy. They are polluted for the first forty days, but after that they are clean. Priests encourage them to come into the temples in the later stages of their pregnancies. Once they give birth, though, they are unclean again, though only for a few days.”


“Our God has given us similar ordinances.”


“Purification is the science of division,” he said, somewhat pompously. It sounded like something he had learned in school, and he admitted it. “I heard a great philosopher say that once. It seems to be true. The gods are not like us. They are immortal, and they don’t need food and drink to live. The priests teach us rules to remind us that the gods are not like us. Their homes are sacred. They keep death from their presence. They keep intercourse from their presence, and anything connected with intercourse. That is why pregnant women and women with newborns are not allowed into the temple.”


“Blood, the blood of the innocent, that defiles,” I said.


The youth knew what I meant about blood. “Yes, we have a famous story about blood. One of the great heroes of the war with Troy came home to his wife, who slaughtered him like an ox for sacrifice, slaughtered him in his own bath. She set a trap for him and treated him like an animal. Her son—his name was Orestes—needed to avenge his father, but to do so he had to kill his mother. It was a horror, but he did so. But then he had to flee because he was polluted by bloodshed. The Erinyes pursued him here to Athens, where he sought protection from our goddess. It was the beginning of our Athenian way, because our goddess, wise and just, gathered citizens of our city to judge Orestes. Ever since, blood is no longer avenged by blood. We have courts and judges who decide, who bring an end to the bloodshed. Still,” he paused and reflected, “we believe that blood pollutes the murderer and the city where he lives. A murderer has to be tried by the court, but if he is guilty, he has to be driven from the city. If he stays, he pollutes us all.”


The parade was at the altar now, circling the altar, entering or forming that sacred space where the god’s image would be placed and served. One of them must have been carrying a coal in a censer and some wood, because the fire blazed up on the altar. A man with a brush swept the area, followed by the hydrophoros, wearing a purple chitōn and an olive garland, who sprinkled water on the altar, on the still-bellowing bull, on the worshipers dancing around the altar. Another man called for silence as he drew handfuls of barley from a basket and strewed them around on the altar and the ground. He took the sacrificial knife and cut off a few hairs of the bull, which he scattered into the altar fire.


The young man seemed eager to tell me more. “Pollution is an important thing for us Athenians. We believe that a man must be clean if he wishes to be in the presence of a god. But that is not all. The gods show favor to good men. We cannot cover up an evil life with sweet smoke or the thighs of bulls. The gods delight in thighs, to be sure. We read of it in Homer—that the gods enjoy the feasts they receive. These are the words of Chryses to Apollo when Agamemnon refuses to return his daughter.”


He recited it, intoning ancient words with the solemnity of youth. I had never heard the words before, and they stirred me.


“Chryses can pray to Apollo because he has been a faithful servant of Apollo. The gods remember and honor those who honor them. But that was not my point. I was saying that the gods love good men, not just those who burn thigh bones and fat. I got distracted. Homer does that to me. But one of our great philosophers has said that men who pile up injustice without limit bring down divine accusations on themselves. They think they can bribe the gods by sacrifices and prayers. But the gods know better, and the whole people is rewarded harshly for the impiety of one of its members.”


“I know of that,” I answered. “We believe the same. Our God looks for pious sacrifices. He doesn’t need the blood or flesh of bulls and goats.”


We were interrupted by the bull’s intensified bellowing. Seven or eight strong young men, bearded and nearly naked, were pulling the bull toward the altar fire. One held a heavy axe. When the bull got close enough to the altar, he swung the axe with all his might, striking the front of the bull’s forehead with a dull thud. The bull’s front legs buckled under him, so that he appeared to kneel in piety before the god. The bull went limp, and the men who had been dragging him forward stepped closer, bent over the bull and began to lift the bull on their shoulders. Two others steadied the animal, one with a rope that looped around its limp neck and the other with a strong rope tied to the bull’s tail. The bull’s head was pointed to the altar, and as they lifted, the head slumped down, stretching its neck above the shoulders of two of the men. Another young man crouched nearby with a sphageion.


A mageiros drew near with a large knife and slid it across the soft neck of the bull. It twisted and gurgled, but the men holding the animal held steady. Blood poured down into the sphageion below. The leading hiereus dipped a leafy branch into the pool and flicked the blood at the altar, bloodying the altar with small specks that trickled for a moment and then dried. The bull twitched and twisted and noises of suppressed bellowing came from its mouth and the deep bloody cut in its throat. Soon it went quiet, twitching now and then, even after the assistants began to butcher the meat.


The man with the sphageion hurried over to a large stone trapeza nearby, while the men bearing the bull carried it over and laid it on the table. Three of them took out carving knives and began to cut the bull into pieces. Larger pieces they hung on hooks that were dangling over smaller tables from the arm of a frame nearby. Blood dripped down the flesh into sphageia below.


“What are they doing there?” I pointed to the basins filling with dripping blood.


“They need the blood to make black pudding.”


“And you eat that?”


“You do not? Is blood also akatharon?”


“No. Many animals have flesh that is unclean to us—pigs, horses, donkeys. But that is not why we refuse to drink blood. The life of the flesh is in the blood, and the blood is given on the altar for atonement. Blood belongs to God. That is what our God teaches us.”


“You eat neither pigs nor dogs nor donkeys nor blood? Can you eat anything at all?”


I ignored him and attended to the butchering. One of the sacrificers had made a long cut down the middle of the bull’s underside and began pulling out the internal organs. They were carefully separated from the rest of the bull, and the upper organs were further separated from the lower organs, the slick shiny intestines. Every now and then the flesh of the bull still twitched. Another butcher was cutting off the hind legs. After he had cut through the joint, he stripped off some of the meat, exposing the white bones here and there. When he was finished, the bones still had meat on them. He took some of the fat from the abdomen and wrapped the bones in the fat. Along with the tail and the attached portion of the sacrum, he carried the fat-wrapped bones to the officiant, who placed them on the altar, where they sizzled in the leaping flames. The pipers played and the choros sang as the fire licked around the fat and turned it into thick, greasy, black knisē that floated up and was taken away by the breeze. The bones of the sacrum stuck up on the altar, pointing like a finger to heaven.

OEBPS/Images/scene_breaker.png





OEBPS/Images/dingbat.png






OEBPS/Images/9780830899715.jpg
PET ER BB T H AR

DRENGIRVAERRSERIDINE REGINV]
EEFESESCAEMNEESNNIES
O TNH'E WiO© RIL D

Y

¥

g

ATONEMENT, JUSTIFICATION, MISSION






OEBPS/Images/IVP_Academic_Colophon.png
(Y
VP

Academic






OEBPS/Images/border_rules.png






