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1. Philosophy 2. Religion

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise noted, are from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted, 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America, and are used by permission. All rights reserved.

 

 

To Micah, my son, 
who possesses one of the 
sharpest minds I have known.
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1. Introduction


This book is a preliminary and exploratory examination of a select number of prayers and references to prayer in the writings of ancient Stoic philosophers and writers. The texts in question come from a selection of the major Stoic writings from the period of about 300 BCE to 200 CE: the writings of Zeno of Citium, Cleanthes, Chrysippus, Lucius Anneaus Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius. The selected passages are those that include a prayer itself, a reference to prayer, or a discussion about prayer. Each is examined regarding language, structure, and its content as it relates to Stoic philosophy in general. Since this study is concerned with the influence of Stoicism on New Testament prayer, it does not deal in depth with Stoic writings after the time of Marcus Aurelius (about 180 CE). To keep the scope and limitation manageable in a preliminary study, the primary sources for Stoic prayer is limited to the writings of the six major figures mentioned above. Likewise, I assume that it is possible to speak of “New Testament prayer” regarding some basic presuppositions while recognizing that the situational nature of all the New Testament documents lend themselves to a variety of particular understandings and thought about Christian prayer.

As noted above, this study is not an exhaustive study of the prayers found in the six primary sources as above. The research presented herein, the examination of the prayer material, and the summaries and conclusions drawn are of an exploratory nature. My purpose for this study is to assess the usefulness and feasibility of a more complete and detailed study of every prayer reference. This would entail a deeper literary, social, and philosophical analysis, much as I did in my study on the prayers of Jewish women in the Second Temple Period literature.3

The first part of the book contains a brief overview of the history, teachings and religious views of Stoicism. While each Stoic writer has his own nuances, themes, and emphases, a systematic overview of the philosophy is sufficient for this study. This background material is gleaned from primary sources and modern secondary sources and includes a general understanding of the social and religious milieu out of which Stoicism grew and flourished, as well as a particular understanding of the Stoic view of religion and the gods. This provides some of the necessary backgrounds for reading and interpreting the prayer material.

The second section contains an analysis of the prayer material, arranged by the author of the source material, in roughly chronological order. The chronology has little or no purpose except a convenient way to organize the writers (though a deeper study could perhaps focus on developments of thought as it relates to the prayer material). “Prayer” material as used herein means the text of actual prayers, references to prayer, and prayer language.

The final section examines the possible influence of Stoic philosophy on the language, theology, and use of prayer and prayer language in the writings of the New Testament by comparison of select theological themes: God/gods, eschatology, human nature and responsibility, ethics, and finally, prayer itself.

 




2. The History and Teachings of Stoicism



History


The Stoic Philosophy, more commonly called Stoicism, was one of the most influential Hellenistic philosophies in the ancient Greek and Roman world, and this primary influence lasted for almost four centuries. Gilbert Murray wrote that “Stoicism was the greatest system of organized thought which the mind of man had built up for itself before the coming of Christianity.”4 Similarly, T.R. Glover observed that it “…remains a fact that Stoicism inspired nearly all the great characters of the early Roman Empire, and nerved almost every attempt that was made to maintain the freedom and dignity of the human soul.”5 This influence did not only last for about four centuries during its peak growth and popularity, but reached beyond ancient antiquity to influence the later Church Fathers,6 the Tragedies of Shakespeare, European Humanism. It also garnered the praise of such later figures like John Stuart Mill and Albert Schweitzer,7 to name just a couple. Modern versions of Stoic attitudes, if not the full-blown system, are seen not only in political and entertainment elders but in such fictional sources as the character of Sherlock Holmes created by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle or Dr. Gregory House of the American TV drama House. 

The early history of scholarship of ancient Stoicism saw the emergence of the philosophy as a reaction to the collapse of the city-state, which had stood for thousands of years as the structure of almost all aspects of most societies. The failure of that model, and its resulting social and political angst led to an ethics of individualism and an “escapist cosmopolitanism.”8 J.B. Lightfoot described this effect as a part of a longer-standing and broader despair concerning the old mythologies, the loss of the independent Hellenic states, and disheartenment with the earlier philosophies.9 

Some disagree. Though the city-states had never offered security to its people, the structure of the city-state as a dominant social organization did not change even after monarchs became the ruling powers. So, despite political changes, it is argued that the collapse of the political city-state did not, in particular, bring about a philosophic crisis resolved by new concepts. C. Bradford Welles wrote:

It is fantasy and perversion to see in Stoicism a new personal doctrine invented to sustain the Greeks in a cityless world of great Empires, for Hellenism was a world of cities, and Hellenistic Greeks were making money, not worrying about their souls.10

Still, something changed. Perhaps the focus was on making money, but this does not mean they were not also trying to make sense of the new political structure. One is not limited to only thinking money or philosophy. New philosophies (or, perhaps, more accurately, evolutions in philosophies) rose to meet the changes in the world. Epicurus (and the resultant school and philosophy know as Epicureanism) pursued one line of thought to address these despairs, while Zeno (and the resulting strands of Stoicism) pursued an alternative view. Both philosophies concentrated on ethics and reflected an individualistic element more than old philosophies. The Epicurean philosophy focused on attaining personal contentment and enjoyment of life, while the Stoic philosophy concentrated on the importance of pursuing virtue and the virtuous life. Both philosophies paid their respects to the waning religions of their day, though again in different ways. Epicurus banished the gods from human life, suggesting they had little or nothing to do with humans—at best, the gods were uninterested in human affairs. Zeno and Stoicism, however, retained the idea of the influence and interest of gods in humans (at least by being present and active) in the world. Stoicism did this by identifying the old gods and goddesses with specific manifestations of the powers found in the physical world.

Some researchers have seen a Semitic influence in the development of Stoicism. Most of this alleged influence is posited to be found in Stoicism’s founder, Zeno, and in the third leader of the Stoic school (the ‘Stoa’), Chrysippus. Those who have argued for this Jewish influence point, in part, to the fact that Zeno and Chrysippus hailed from the East. A geographic connection might make such an influence possible, but is not evidence for real influence, at least not without correlative corroboration. This led to the further argument that Semitic influence is seen in the similarities in thought between Stoicism and Semitic thought, found almost primarily in focus and nature of the ethical teachings. This is not particularly convincing, as most philosophies or religions which have an element of ethical teachings are similar in both the ethics themselves and the manner in explicating them, even if the grounds of those ethics differ. So, while it is true that the ethical teachings between Stoicism on the one hand, and Judaism and Christianity11 on the other are striking similar, this is no more evidence for actual (rather than potential) influence than is geographical proximity. The possibility exists, but it is not evidence.

Today, for this reason, and others, most of these arguments for Semitic influence on Zeno’s thought and Stoic philosophy have been rejected. Without direct evidence, it is more likely that these similarities arise from some of the core universalities found in morality and ethics among almost all human societies, especially during the period in question, at least in the “known” world.

Therefore, the majority of scholars today reject these views and view Stoicism as entirely within the Greek tradition.12 Nothing in Stoic thought, as we know it today, requires a hypothesis of Semitic influences.13 “Stoicism can be adequately explained as a natural development of the ideas current among the Greeks.”14

Primary source material for the study of Stoicism is available only from the Roman period. Earlier Stoic sources are not well-preserved and found mainly in fragmentary records through other writers. No single source remains extant from the writers for the first three hundred years after the foundation of the first school.15 The primary sources consist of the preserved writings of Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius in Greek, and of Cicero and Seneca in Latin, and the biographer Diogenes Laertius (second or third century CE). Others sources are the writings of some of the opponents of Stoicism, chiefly Plutarch (first century CE) and Sextus Empiricus, and Galen (second century CE).16

Stoicism has traditionally been divided into three periods.17 Early (or Old) Stoa, which remained virtually unchanged from its founding by Zeno of Citium, until Diogenes of Babylon. Middle Stoa began with Panaetius (a student of Diogenes), and is characterized by its attempts to make the philosophy more accessible to educated Romans and to connect it with Platonic and Aristotelian concepts. The writers of the Late Stoa period show a concern primarily for attitudes towards life and present Stoicism as a practical way of approach one’s life. This period includes the writings of Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius.18

The Stoic school was founded in 301 BCE when Zeno of Citium began teaching at the Painted Colonnade (Stoa Poikile) in Athens, and lasted until around 263 CE when the last reference to Stoicism as an organized philosophy occurs in Porphry’s biography of Plotinus.19 Zeno, after being shipwrecked in Athens, studied with the Cynic Crates, then moved on to study under other teachers. He had a problem with the Aristotelian dualism between matter and spirit, and formulated an opposing philosophical view, which he began teaching, in which matter and spirit were identical. He revived the pre-Socratic physics of Heraclitus, and rejected the Skeptics’ claim that humans cannot possess a certain or precise knowledge.20 A significant number of young men followed him because he provided them with “a paradigm of virtue in the life which he led.”21 Zeno’s primary focus was to secure humanity from fear and disturbance,22 and he thought that the way to do this was to develop a complete system of three branches consisting of logic and theory of knowledge, physics and theology, and ethics. Diogenes Laertius wrote that Zeno was the first to make these divisions.23 At the end of the fourth century BCE, the ideals of realism had been taught for some time, and skepticism about it has arisen: it had been “tried and found wanting.” It was gradually replaced by a new understanding of reason. Naturalism and materialism had become the common ground for philosophical thought. Zeno embraced these grounds in his philosophical teachings—not as exceptions to the rule but following what was generally true.24

From 263–232 BCE the second leader of the school was Cleanthes. He was the only authentic Greek of the early leaders, and he took Zeno’s description of the world and his philosophic view in a more religious direction.25 His oft-quoted “Hymn to Zeus” describes the Spirit (Zeus) as deserving of worship. The hymn presents the deity as one God, though addressed by many names. Humans are the children of God, and prayers and praise should be offered to him. This, Cleanthes’ view of Zeus is warmer and personal than the Zeus of the Greek myths.26

The Stoic school declined under Cleanthes, but grew again under the direction of the third leader, Chrysippus. He took the school in a more academic and technical direction by logically systemizing the teachings of Zeno and Cleanthes, making a stronger connection between instinct and reason than the previous teachers. So much so, in fact, that writers criticized him for excessive intellectualism,27 though others suggest that, without Chrysippus, there would have been no Stoa after Cleanthes.28

The following leaders of the Stoa were Zeno of Tarsus and Diogenes of Babylon. Zeno of Tarsus continued the teachings as he received them, and contributed nothing original. Diogenes of Babylon, however, made Stoic philosophy more palatable by his clear and straightforward style of instruction. He followed Cleanthes and Chrysippus in explaining the gods of mythology as each being one aspect of the single God who ruled the universe.29

Throughout the latter part of the third century, the Stoics were engaged in a controversy with the Academic Skeptics and the Epicureans, but little is known of those debates.30 It is with the innovations of Panaetius (185-198 BCE) that the so-called “Middle Stoa” begins.31 Panaetius’ approach was designed to make Stoicism more amenable to the Romans. He gave up the idea of a universal conflagration, became skeptical about prophecy, rejected astrology, and most importantly, focused on the practical aspects of Stoicism practical.(32This had the effect of shifting the focus from speculative physics to ethics, morals, and social organization, which, in the mind of many, made Stoicism more “stately and enduring.”33 It was during this time and after, in the second century, that Stoicism became well-established as a school and a philosophy that anyone could apply to their lives. The work of Panaetius, along with Posidonius of Apamea (135-150 BCE), had a significant influence on the intellectual life of Rome. Both of these leaders severely limited the pantheism of early Stoicism. Many have described this Middle Stoa period as the recasting of Stoic Philosophy in the model of Plato and Aristotle.34 Marcus Tullius Cicero, a student of Posidonius in Rhodes, based his work De Officiis on the teachings of Panaetius.

However, the work and remodeling efforts of the Middle Stoa philosophers did not last long, though their influence did last regarding a focus on practicality. In first century CE, the beginning of Late Stoa saw a return to the doctrines of Zeno and Chrysippus. This time, however, the emphasis was on moral problems. Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius were not concerned with logic and physics or science of the philosophy, but with the shaping of the life of the individual and the pursuit of a proper life lived within the structure of the universe. Practical teaching had won out. “The achievement of what the tradition calls the ‘younger Stoics’ has been forgotten, and Stoicism ends in a narrow moralism.”35 Some later writers who followed this form of Stoicism have left us extensive writings.

Lucius Annaeus Seneca (4 BCE?–65 CE) was the son of Seneca the Elder, a Roman citizen, and an author. He left his birthplace in Corduba, Spain, to study rhetoric and philosophy in Rome. Seneca served Emperor Nero as an advisor until he was accused of conspiracy,36 and ordered to commit suicide in 65 CE. He was primarily a rhetorician, but he considered himself a follower of Stoicism, and his works reflect the later period of Stoicism. Some his writings have survived.37 They often portray God in personal terms, reflecting the practical focus of Stoicism.

Musonius Rufus (30–100 CE) was another Roman Stoic who used Stoic principles to answers to questions such as “should daughters be educated the same as sons?” and “what is most important in marriage?”38 Ariston of Chios, another first-century writer, also stressed the ethics of the Stoic philosophy, to the exclusion of logic. A third writer during this time, Herillus, did emphasize knowledge at the expense of moral action,39 but neither his name nor his work was as well-known nor as influential as the others.

Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius were the last important Stoic representatives. Epictetus (c. 55–c. 135 CE) was a former slave who studied with Musonius Rufus. Extant works show the teachings of Epictetus to be a “lively, pastoral counseling based on old Stoic principles (with a touch of the Cynic).”40 Central to his teaching was the affinity of man to God. The God of Epictetus is portrayed in even more personal terms than God in Seneca’s works.

As Epictetus demonstrated a higher tone of theology in Stoic thought, so Marcus Aurelius on the improved the teachings on ethics and morality. Marcus Aurelius became Emperor of Rome when he was 40, reigning from 161–180 CE. Much admired as a philosopher-ruler, he left a collection of meditations, a personal journal of his reflections and observations on human life and the gods, all based on his Stoic view of life and expressed in practical terms. Many have drawn parallels between his ethics and Christian values, despite the fact that Christians suffered worse under his reign than any other.41

The history of Stoic philosophy, therefore, is one of evolution and reaction to the surrounding culture, as with most, if not all, philosophies and religions. The beginning of the philosophy, by its founder Zeno, had its focus on the structure and meaning of the universe, with a call to the individual to pursue a virtuous life in concert with the universe, in contrast to Epicureanism, which encouraged personal contentment and enjoyment of life. Cleanthes brought a more religious view to the school, connecting the philosophy more strongly to the gods, Zeus in particular. Later teachers systematized, simplified, and clarified many of the earlier teachings. The later period of Stoicism saw an increasing focus on individual ethics and morals, and less on the speculative or intellectual pursuits of the philosophy.


Teachings


Introduction

Of all the ancient philosophies, Stoicism makes the greatest claim to being completely systematic.42 The Stoics operated with assumption that all things could be discerned by the means of logical study,43 and they prided themselves on the coherence of their system. They believed that the universe was fully rational and logical, and that the structure could be ascertained by humans. The faculty that enabled humans to reason (logos), also embodied the universe at large.44 Many of the Stoic positions came from pursuing the logical consequences of Aristotelian philosophies,45 and the Stoics employed a number of Aristotelian doctrines and terminologies.46

Stoic thought was not an intellectual pursuit of lofty thought as much as it was a search for real meaning in the world and in life. Stoicism sought to unify all aspects of philosophy. “The Stoic philosophy put Logic first, just as in the measuring of grain we put first the examination of the measure.”47 The Stoics drew on the Platonist Zenocrates in dividing philosophy into the basic divisions of logic, physics, and ethics.48 The analogy of a garden was used: logic was the wall of the garden, physics corresponded to the trees, and ethics were the fruit.49 Logic included the theory of knowledge, semantics, grammar, stylistic logic, and formal logic. Physics included the study and understanding of nature, living things, divine beings, and theology. In their ethics, the Stoics pursued practicality and not just theory. Speculative physics was the main focus in the Early Stoa, but during the Roman period ethics moved the to foreground as Stoicism became the prevailing philosophy of the practical Romans.50

Stoicism also demonstrated a “remarkable ability to assimilate or come to terms with popular religious beliefs.”51 Although Stoicism was basically monotheistic, it was able to account for the polytheistic gods by viewing them as allegorical representations of the one God. In further deference to popular religion, they borrowed from Neoplatonism to explain the gods of myth, and from astral religions to confirm the divinity of the universe.

 Theology and the Cosmos

Physics included both theology and other areas of study, such as cosmology and ethics. The study of physics provided an understanding of who we are and how we fit into the general workings of the world. Since the world is the “substance of God” and God is the “nature which sustains the world and makes things grow,”52 physics, in the final analysis, is theology for the Stoics and other ancient thinkers. Cicero, in part of his work De Natura Deorum (On the Nature of the Gods), describes the philosopher’s view of cosmic religion from the pre-Socratic period to the modern period (at the time of his writing). He credits most philosophers with attributing divinity to the whole world or its parts: cosmic intellects, the ether, stars, the sky, etc.53 The Stoics believed that an active principle, called “Logos,” “God,” or “Cause,” and a passive principle, called “Unqualified Substance” or “Unqualified Matter,” worked together to explain the state of the cosmos.54 The universe was a giant organism, with God as its life and activating principle, present everywhere, but taking different forms. Thus, human beings are related to God, but are special because they alone are endowed with reason (logos), which is the essence of God himself. Humanity’s goal is to cultivate this relationship.55 For Greek philosophers, the word theos (“god”) in the masculine singular could indicate either (1) everything encompassed by the divine, or (2) to distinguish a supreme God in contrast to lesser divinities. Unlike the usage of the word in ancient Judaism or early Christianity, it did not imply monotheism.56 (Exceptional humans could be called “godlike” or even have divine status attributed to them after death, or even in life.) For the Stoics, the importance of God as the intellect in the world cannot be overstressed. He is not one God among many, rather, he is the god to whom all other realities of the world owe their divinity.57 “The entirety of the world and the sky is the substance of God”58 and “…as gods the world, the stars, the earth and, superior to them all, the intellect in the ether.”59
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