Origins of Religion

Robert Brow

What was the first religion of man?
Answers to this question differ
mdelylanq depend very much on
what view is taken of man's origin.
Those who go 1o the early chapters of
the Bible as their source point our
that religion was not invented.
evolved or discovered by man: from
the day of his creation man knew the
one Creator-God who had made him,
and rmm the time of his fall man
worshipped this God through sac-
rlﬁ:ac.l Monotheism and the practice
of animal sacrifice—these, they say,

are clearly shown by the Bible to be

the twin characteristics of original

religion. God was God, and sinful

man could not approach him in his

own righteousness.

In support of this view it is ofien
pointed out that the most ancient
literature of the Greeks, the Egypt-
ians, the Chinese, the Hindus, and
the traditions of MANY races agree
that the first men brought animals to
represent and substitute for them in
their worship of God. As we shall
see, there came a time when Buddha
in India, Confucius in China, and the
Greek philosophers reacted against
thl_: animal sacrifices of a corrupl
priesthood, and the main non-Christ-
mn world religions were built on
other premisses. At this stage, how-
SVEr, we are not concerned with the
merits or demerits of animal sacrifice.

at we are discussing is basically a
matier of history, and obviously the
evidence provided by the ancient

documents of the Bible about man’
original religion must be taken
seriously.

Evolution of religion

There is, however, another answer 1o

the question which denies all this. |y

starts with the view that man evolved
from a pre-simian ancestor. Since
animals have no religion, there must
have been, it is said, a long ascent
through apish chatter and fear of the

Eiar_k unknown to what Bouquet calls

animatism’, a ‘belief in a vague,
potent, terrifving inscrutable force’,
. Amimatism developed into “anim-
1sm’, the spirit-fearing religion of
most isolated tribal people. Then
came the polytheism immortalized in
the Greek mythologies. lsrael's glory,
50 this summary of the development
of religion suggests, was thar she was
able to narrow down the many gods
of the surrounding nations o one
tribal god. And eventually the one
Creator-God  of the Hebrew
prophets, together with the philo-
sophical monotheism of Plato, paved
the way for higher religion.

This answer has held the ficld
among many scholars since Darwin.
Evolution was regarded as proved,
and it was attractive to infer the
evolution of religion from it. The
only problem was how 1o fit the Bible
nto this scheme. This was neatly
solved, however, by Wellhausen's
documentary hypothesis which re-
arranged the Old Testament scrip-
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s in line with the evolution of
I: ‘Hms mﬂru:‘tiﬂn has
.-':' Ay ww. been  discredited.
ﬁwm have examples of mono-
M o and elaborate priestly religion
theism jong before the time of
from The theory of the upward
gﬂlﬂhﬂ{m' of religion is therefore
o restated to push the emergence
el re e Back into the shadows
-~ prehistory.  Led by Wilhelm
E i, ool
T t the religion of the
have Sde of isolated tribes in the
yrld todav is not primitive in the
of being original. The tribes
we & memory of a ‘high god', a
creator-father-god, whhu 15 No
worshipped because he is not
Instead of offering sacrifice 1o
concern themselves with
“pressing  problems of how 1o
: the vicious spirits of the
mgle. The threats of the medicine
‘are more strident than the still,
vioice of the father-god.
¢ see, then, that the evolution of
i animatism can no
iger be assumed as axiomatic and
sume anthropologisis now sug-
est that monotheism may be more
! primitive as a world-view
than animism. Their research sug-
. Mth:.rlm ar¢ not animistic
1 th have continued un-
changed since the dawn of history.
Rather, the evidence indicates de-
wﬂm from a true knowledge of
Isolation from prophets and
w books has ensnared them
Mo sacrificial bribery 1o placate the
m_-_iﬂmul of joyous sacrificial
o in the presence of the Creator.
o the evidence of history brings
back 1o reconsider the biblical
e B have seen, states
that the fire oA 3
o man was created in the
: Nﬁﬂd; he was a monotheist;
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evolution, the apish
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again at man’s early

religious history. Even if it were
conclusively proved that God creared
man by some process of mutations
and selection, it would not follow that
the process was a chance one. The
Christian insists that, whatever
methods were used—and the scien-
tists should be encouraged to find out
what they were—God planned the
creation of man and he carried it out
in accordance with his own purposes.

Science's function is to describe
processes, but it cannot pronounce
on the purpose of things. Physicists
and biologists have a right to say that
in looking ar mater and life scienti-
fically, no evident purpose is dis-
covered. They overstep their limits if
they go on to require faith in pure
chance as opposed to faith in a
creator. In any decision which may
have to be made between faith in God
or in ‘blind chance’, the science of
evolution is strictly neutral, and
cannot be anvthing else.

As scientists recognize their limita-
mons, it is also important for Christ-
ians not to go beyvond what is written
in the first book of the Bible. Genesis
man is not defined in terms of bone
structure, or brain-size, tool-using,
agriculiure, social organization, or
even artistic ability. Adam is the first
creature who can talk back to his
Creator, worship him, and choose
among alternative ideologies. Any
previous hominids, cave dwellers,
Meanderthals, etc., who might have
walked upright for thousands or mil-
lions of vears, were by this definition
animals who did not have what was
required to make them in the image
of God.

Sacrifice
According 1o the Bible, the first true
man is a monotheist, and when he
falls into sin, he seeks restoration
through animal sacrifice. The theory
of the evolution of religion suggests
that man is an animal taking a long
time to become divine. The RBible
describes a human couple made in
the image of God, who degenerated
into what we are now. The question
at issue is the real nature of man, not
the names of Adam and Eve.

There is one more piece of ground
to clear before we begin our dig down
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through the mound of religious his-
tory. Even though we may accept
that early man was a monotheist and
practised animal sacrifice, we should
not expect prehistory to give us any
proof of this type of religion.
Whether animals were sacrificed 1o
God or not cannot be known {rom
their bones. God required altars o be
of earth or uncut stones, whereas
elaborate altars indicate a developed
priestly system. Since earth crumbles
and stones are used in building, most
of the early altars will be unrecogniz-
able even if they are found.

MNor does the true monotheist use
idols or images. Idolatry always in-
dicates that monotheism has degen-
erated into polytheistic confusion.
The fact that the dead were buried in
various ways does not affect the
evidence either way. We should not
therefore expect any evidence of
religion till it is well past the original
stage. By the time a professional
priesthood develops, and temples,
idols and elaborate altars leave their
archaeological evidence, literature
has begun and we are on surer
ground,

Ancient literature

As we consider some of the evidence
which illustrates the biblical view of
the origin of religion, it would be
foolish to claim the case is proved.
Since we have no way of examining
the religion of the first true man, and
actually true religion is never exam-
inable, the manter is unlikely ever to
be proved either way. All we can do
is 10 show that an original mono-
theism gives an explanaton of
many historical factswhich are very in-
tractable on the evolution of religion
hypothesis,

If we could look down on the
ancient world in about 1500 Bc, we
would see ordinary men and women
still offering animal sacrifice as their
normal way of approaching God or
the gods. The earliest literature of
India, the Sanskrit Vedas, picture the
nomadic Arvan tribes who fought
their way eastwards across the Indus
and Ganges plains, The head of the
tribe offered animal sacrifice with the
same simplicity as Abraham.

When they settled in India, the

Aryans developed a regular prieg,
hood, and the Vedas are the hymp,
which the priests chanted as t,
sacrificial smoke ascended to Gog
The hymns address God under var,
ous names such as ‘the sun’, ‘th,
heavenly one” and ‘the storm’, hy
the interesting thing is that, whateve,
name they gave 10 God, they wor,
shipped him as the supreme ruler o
the universe. This practice is callyj
henotheism. God has several names,
just as Christuans today have sever)
names for God, but the names do ngs
indicate different gods. They are
different facets of one God.

Henotheism changes into polyihe.
ism when the names of God are s
personified that various gods are sep
arated, and they begin o disagree
and fight among themselves. The
later Vedic literature has certainly
become polvtheistic by, say, 1000 ac,
but the earliest Arvans must have
been monotheists,

Gods and myths

The original Creator-God of the
Aryans was known amoeng all the
Indo-European nations. His  first
name was Dyaus Piar (‘divine
father') which is the same as the
Greek Zeus Pater, the Latin Jupiter
or Deus, the early German Tiu or
Ziu, and Norse Tyr. Another name
was ‘the heavenly one’ (Sanskrit
varuna, Greek owranos), or C‘the
friend’ (Sanskrit mmrra, Persian
mithra). By metaphor and simnile
other names were added. God 15
called “the sun’, ‘the powerful one,
‘the guardian of order’, The sacred
fire (Sanskrit agni, Latin ignis, Greek
hagnos), common to all early sacr
ficial worship, had a peculiar fascina-
tion and was soon endowed with
divine qualities.

Gradually story-tellers embellished
their tales with love and jealousy an
war and drunkenness, and so the
mythologies appeared. The carth
became God's bride, attracted wor
ship to hersell as ‘the queen ol
heaven', and added sex to worship in
her fertility cults. Where there are no
written scriptures, and no prophets
o apply God's wruth, degenerano?d
into polytheism is the rule of religion-
Even the great monotheistic relig

—

ism, Islam and the Christ-
]:ﬁﬂﬂiu give evidence that a
m.;;hciam can quickly be cor-
;: The emergence of m}-‘ltﬁﬂh}b-
HIPI ‘lﬂhaigm uﬂ;o?gl lh_ﬂ :.I'l';-"_kil;S
15 of the inventve-
! Jﬂ:;?ﬂt:: ’;BI.:ET but nﬁ evidence

against imitive monotheism.
:;I:ir;rmScmilcs of Babylonia,
The Syria and Phoenicia ﬁls_u
e imal sacrifice in their
Pm;ﬁ [:;nfjnd. Instead of adding
spp logical famnilies and friends and
mﬂhﬂm to the Cn:utﬁr. the h:rm]é:.i

ended ationalize him into a 1

:1 i 1—?: ?ms the one who helped the
“ﬁﬁ}. in war, The Babvlonian Bel
n'a:d with the Syrian Rimmon, while
E.e prophets of Isracl had to keep
inting out that there could be only
one Creator-God, not  Ammon's
h, and Moab’s Chemosh, and

t hweh as one among many
Is?:rlnzlYiras always monotheistic,
though she was often tempted 10
think of the Lord as a lord among
many local lords (Canaanite Baal
meant ‘lord’ or *husband’). Much has
been written about the names of God,
but whether he was called Elohim
{‘the mighty one’) or Yahweh (‘he
was, he is, he will be’) or Adhonay
{*the Lord'), he was One. A thousand
years later Muhammad proclaimed
the same truth about Allah, though
in Islam also ‘the One' has many
names. It is interesting that Islam,
true to its Semitic origin, considered
:lu!ilh a8 the conguering Arab tribal

Cities and science
Semites were not the first rulers
of the Middle East, An imeresting
peaple called the Sumerians had a
city-state civilization which
flourished before 2500 se. They were
related to the Indus Valley people of
north India, whose great cities
_ﬂﬂlm;!h:d till they were ousted by the
l{}ﬂdsps Arvans aboutr 1500 ec.
ittle is known about the religion of
the Indus Valley people as their
%mpl_h-ﬂi not vet been deciphered
ut, like the Sumerians, they were
tidy polytheists. Sumerian gods
ind fought and lusted against
tach other resulting in a gradual
e and collapse of their civili-

inns:

szation. They were an easy prey 1o
Semites in the west, and invading
Arvans in India, just asa later Hindu
poiytheism was conquered by Islam
in the eleventh century AD. )

We cannot prove the Sumerians
were originally monotheists before
their decadence imto crude poly-
theism. but it could be argued that
their science and civilization was the
product of a time when they knew
An, the one Creator-God of heaven.
It is a fact of history that polytheism
has always weakened a nauon,
whereas monotheism invigorates and
unifies.

Case-histories . _
If this interpretation of history 15

The sacrifice of animals
to the goas stilf play
impartant part in
Hinduism
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correct, then it is obvious that some
af the Semites and Indo-Europeans
must have retained a monotheistic
faith when other nations had already
long degenerated into polytheism.
The Egyptian priesthood, for ex-
ample, continued the practice of
animal sacrifice, but polytheism pre-
dominated until Akhenaten re-
instated a kind of monotheism for a
few vears, The Minoan civilization of
Crete also had animal sacrifice at the
centre of its religion, but a degener-
ate view of the gods is evident before
its overthrow.

The earliest religious history of
China i5 very hard o smdy. The
Chinese script, not being phonetic,
gives us no linguistic clues w the
names of God. In the sixth century B
the joint attack of Taoism and Confu-
cianism virtually obliverated the an-
cient Chinese priestly and sacrificial
worship. We can dimly trace, how-
ever, the supreme sky-god who was
worshipped as Shang-ti or Hao-Tien.
He was approached through the
Kiao, Hsian and Hsien sacrifices.
These were offered in the open air
and, like the biblical sacrifices, in-
cluded killing an animal, sprinkling
its blood, and burning the carcass on
an altar. In spite of successive waves
of Taoism, Confucianism. Buddhism
and early Christianity, Chinese sacri-
ficial worship continued in temples
here and there until the communists
toak over.

So the case for an original mono-
theism and worship through animal
sacrifice, with subsequent degener-
ation into polvtheism, is by no means
proved. But it is certainly much
easier to fit it into the recurring cycles
of history than a gradusl upward
evolution of religion. Where
documented case-histories are avail-
able, as among the early Arvans and
Hebrews, the evidence for degener-
Ation 1% strong.

The whole of biblical history, and
the subsequent history of the Christ-
ian church, illustrates thar God re-
veals himself as Creator, provides a
way of forgiveness and fellowship
through sacrifice, and all sacrifices
have their meaning and fulfilment in
the death of Jesus Christ. The Bible
and church history also furnish many

——

tragic illustrations of man’s inveteray,
desire to add deities which are leg
demanding, and turn sacrifice or 1l
communion service into a bribe
force God's hand.

Priests and priestcraft
Why was the emergence of priesicraf
as an institution common to ancieny
India, China, Egvpt, classical Greece
and Rome, many other civilizations,
and even the medieval Christiag
church?

First we must try to picture wor.
ship based on animal sacrifice in iy
simplest form. To modern man the
very idea of animal sacrifice conjures
up revolting images of dark, super-
stitious rites and gory vicums. It i
important 1o realize that before the
rise of Jainism and Buddhism in the
sixth century BC men Were meat:
eaters, as they still are in most parts
of the world. If animals are o he
eaten, they have to be killed, and
most races have agreed that the blood
should be drained out from the car-
cass. This happens in our Western
civilization in thousands of slaughter-
houses, We turn away our eves, bt
for early man each ‘sacrifice’ had a
spiritual significance. When we read
of thousands of animals being sac-
rificed by Solomon, we could simply
paraphrase *he gave a big feast for all
the people’. In both Greek and
Hebrew the same word is used for
sacrifice and killing animals.

The important thing about animal
sacrifice in the Bible is that God used
the jovous occasions of eating meut 23
visual aids to teach spiritual truths.
There is nothing more priminve O
obnoxious about attaching spiriiu
truths to animal sacrifice than 10
bread and wine, The animal sac:
rifices looked forward 1o Christ's
death and resurrection just as the
Christizn communion services look
back. That a wide variety of spiritual
meanings was attached 1o animal sac-
rifice is evident from the Old Testi=
ment books of Exodus, Leviticus and
Numbers, These various rites can
seen as different facets of the death ©
Christ and the same facets of his
death are now expressed in the
communion service or eucharisi.




Moses we find four
g orur;ﬂiﬁce which were
.,pccmmmls“ knowledge 10 the Hebrew
iriarchs the Aryans of India, the
f;d:m Gl,'ﬂﬂk.'&. and probably many

aces.
The most comman was the sacri-
ficial fgﬂﬂluj’.ﬁ!{p meal, whenever men
down 1o eat joyfully before God.
':15:1 extension of this was the idea of
ot based on eating together,
:rim:sud bv the blood of the animal.
mwnnhr might be betwesn two
men or tribes, of between men and

.'n:u:n there were occasional whole
hurnt offerings, usually presented by
a king or patriarch to indicate twor-
ship, consecration, of thanksgiving to

@ And when there was known sin, ot
a flagrant breaking of the moral
arder, a sin offering or explatory sac-
rifice was required.

The earliest sacrificial worship was
conducted by the head of the family
or tribe, In settled conditions the
development of a regular priesthood
was inevitable, especially with the
growth of cities and the increasing
pomp of a royal court, There were

s but nothing inherenily
wrong, in having a full-time or even a
hereditary  priesthood,  Moses ap-

ted his own brother Aaron as the

add of a hereditary, exclusive line of
priests, His own tribe, the Levites,
became full-time anendamis on the
service of God, and were supported

The; of symbal;
Ii&ﬁinﬁ"sahllihrsgnunﬂz
fﬂhﬂb‘uﬂﬁawa
community, It prowid
B i,
ction, while
potiescagta o
g ng
which those oulside n
rnittt?ﬂhmm. :r: i
i o
et
Ll unifying
e of life. Blood

Bolc of e streny
%houd‘l_ el dk i
itself ET&@ it
exoresses e pours

in geath, the self-
sacrificial love of Christ
who died for human sin.
It may even be true that
the colour red can so
easily serve as a symbal
of danger because of its
deaper biological
association with life and

EAprEss ;
tangible way, So the
sacraments of baplism

and the Lord's Su%rin
Chiristianity bring ]

otherwise abstract ideas
of repentance and
forgiveness. Man can
hardly live without
5 because he

always needs something
to motivate his iife; itis as
though abstract ideas

2l {0 be set within a
symbal before men can
be impelled to-act upan
them. When any atiempt
is made to lurn symbols
Inte bare statemants of

fruth; this vital trigger of
the emotions can easily
be lost,

by the tithes of the other tribes.

I Bali the myths and i Similarly in the settled conditions

lagends of Hindulsm are of city life, the building of permanent
re-enacted each year 0 ‘ facilities for sacrificial worship was
dramalic dances. Here :lﬁu'lﬂ‘ﬁhlc 1o God. A emple with
Hanuman the monkey - | 1ars for large numbers of people,
pﬂdhaqmmmhﬁ'fﬂlf-f’ Iogether with the awendant build-
m .mamscum;iﬂ i NgS, was required in the reign of
RﬂmTEeﬁfﬂd“ ‘.’;Eh”;_. na Sﬂ':"lhm‘-""- It is interesting, however,
Barong, a friendly m':““r' argument of the Mew Testa-

) | etter 1o the Hebrews goes back

mobile tabernacle rather than

' ;":Eml_-'i:burum temple. There were
I Neimol ¥ great dangers in the use of
wp‘? and elaborate aliars, as there

e ;Jl:lel:ti dl:ivnlupénc::: of a full-

00d, and the prophets

mﬂb’ had to fight priestly rapac-
People the misconceptions of the

: here there were no

prophets, priesthood and  temple
worship always degenerated into the
ugliness of priesteraft.

Ritual

The clearest documented account of
this degeneration appears in the his-
tory of the Brahmin priesthood of
India. The earliest group of Vedic
hvmns called the Rig Veda were first
collected in an oral form, say about
1500 Bc, as the Arvan tribes were
invading north-western India. The
collection may have been the work of
the first regular priests. At this time
sacrifice could stll be offered by any
Arvan, and priesthood was by incli-
nation, probably on a part-time basis.
Under settled conditions the power
of the priests tended 1o increase.
They suggested that unless the right
sacrifices were offered the gods
would be displeased. and therefore
only highly trained priests could
learn the pravers and rituals which
were necessary.

Some specialization began, and a
school of singing priesis (Udgatri)
arase who chanted the special hymns
for each sacrificial occasion. Their
collection of 1,225 hymns (the Sama
Veda) were all from the Rig Veda,
except for seventy-five new ones.
Then a third book called the ¥Yajur
Veda was produced by a class of
priests who did the actual offering of
sacrifice. Their collection was mainly
the ritual formulae muttered in a low
voice during the various stages of the
sacrifice.

Thus by about 900 s¢ there were at
least three groups of priests with their
own special duties and training
schools, The priests had leisure 1o
study and teach, and knowledge
brought power. It was only natural
that the priestly schools should pro-
duce notes and commentanes on
their books (the same kind of thing
happens today). The material is
called Brahmanas. which includes ex-
planation of the hyvmns, the rituals of
sacrifice and the duties of the priests.
The study of this material produced
an elaborate scholastcism,

By the ume of the Brafmanas
(about 800-700 8c), the Brahmins
had become a hereditary priesthood
in charge of all sacrificial duties, for
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which they were paid fees by the
people. The Brahmins were now sug-
gesting that by the right sacrifices,
which they alone could offer, thev
could procure the favours of the
gods, various temporal blessings, and
a good place in heaven. Gods, men,
governments, all were under priestly
control.

Priestcraft and magic

About the same time as the
Bralmanas, a fourth Veda was com-
piled called the Artharoa Veda. Be-
cause of its lateness and the low
ethical guality of its contents, this
Vieda is still not recognized in some
parts of south India. The Atharva
Veda has 6,000 stenzas, of which
1.200 are taken from the Rig Veda.
Most of the remaining stanzas consist
of charms and incantations for magi-
cal purposes. This shows how easily
priestcraft degenerates into magic.
Onee sacrifice becomes a meritorious
act which forces God to give bles-
sings. it can be used 10 obiain
benefits for oneself and harm for
one's enemies. Obviously we are now
only one stage removed from the
medicine man. He still uses sacrifice,
but it is directed to spirits instead of
to God, and all ethical or worship
content has disappeared.

The progress of modern cultural
anthropology indicates that virtually
all primal tribes still use animal sac-
rifice, and there is growing evidence
to show that their sacrificial practices
are a degeneration from one of the
ancient priesthoods, just as those are
a degeneration from the original
religion of man,

As we shall see, there were great
movements of revolt against priest-
craft in the sixth and fifth centuries
pc. The resultuing great world relig-
ions and the rise of Christianity large-
Iv obliterated animal sacrifice as a
significant stream in the history of
religion. Before leaving the subject,
however, we must note how preva-
lent priestcraft was in all civiliza-
tions, and how it even threatened to
throttle the Christian church.

The essence of priesteraft is the
rise of a group of people who claim to
control access to God, and who sug-
gest that the offering of sacrifice is a

g

meritorious act which forces Gog
grant favours.
takes away the joy of worship,

stifies individual piety, truth and j,

tice, and divorces morality from g,

ligion. Its tragedy is that it foree

honest and true men to fight agaj
God, since God appears 1o be the o)
of the priests. This explains
strange alliance of poets, philo
ophers, Marxists, conlifieny)
freemasons, humanists, pietists, upj,
versity students, and the ll'll'.ddltvﬂm
conscience against thar “opium’,

Government and religion

Many learned treatises have dp
scribed early religion before 3000 ue,
but without written records such
dogmatism 15 guesswork based gy
less than one per cent of the ey
dence. If all our modern books were
destroved, what would an archaeol
ogist be able 1o make of our religiog
from our ruins and graves? A creator-
god worshipped through animal sac.
rifice leaves no archacological evi
dence. We must therefore confine
ourselves to civilizations which have
left written documents,

The most ancient religion access-
ble in a deciphered script is that of
Sumer. Hundreds of documents list
sacrifices 1o the gods at the temples of
Ur, Nippur and other cities. B¥
about 2500 Bc we know that the city
temples had acquired vast lands, and
there was a fierce rivalry between the
priests and the government. Already
Enlil, the god of creation, had been
joined by numerous other gods who
lied, lusted and fought against !-"-I_Eh
other. A corrupt priestcraft serving
degenerate gods heralded the over
throw of this city-state civilization by
Semites from Babylonia.

The Babylonians also had an elab*
orate priesthood with vast temples
and hordes of temple servants.
main difference was that the priest®
were mostly of the royal family, a
the supreme head was a priest-king:
This may reflect the original nomadic
practice of having the head of the
tribe act as priest. For the Babylom
ians the supreme god was An (who
corresponded 1o the Semitic b
Hebrew Elohim and Arabic Allahh
but many exira divinities wer®

Priestcraft  alug,

- gover 5 become a depart-
! w o _ a secker after
~ mel F.&ﬂ“u,mm Abraham, has no

from the conguered

ﬂ“ : ish a depart-

g d the high priest is
%‘: :;‘nmng battle between
nt and religion is avoided.
possible that the vicious
ots of priestcraft are tempered by

' o4 o mainain an ordered
+ On the other hand,

to | . The Bible

: e
I as @ man who

city-state religion of

w and serve God. Wher-
. he built an altar of

¢ and worshipped with
jve simplicity of animal

“we find the priesthood of
god Re overshadowing the
about 2400 sc. This was
by a revolt of the barons
d Egypt into a collection
ing states, and brought the
‘under control. After the ex-
of the Hyksos in about 1570
ot attained her greatest politi-
secret was that, in-
ul priesthood,
(the priesthoods of
and Re) which the
off against each
the priesthood had de-
1o magic not far removed
medicine man is evidenced
Egvptian records and from
t of the Exodus in the

¢ religion of Crete may be
the linear A script is
h We know from Greek
- Solrces, however, that it was centred
on the sacrifice of a bull and was
by a priesthood. The ear-
*k epics describe animal sac-
NUMETroUs OCcasions, Very
e 10 the worship of Abraham in
. ‘and the Aryans in India.
Greek priesthood was weakened
Being artached 10 a particular
‘8L & particular shrine and none
- Thehund: priesthood dwas_ n?t
o I itary, and no intel-
Qualifications nor elaborate

teaching were required. The priest-
hood was often laughed at, but its
scattered weakness meant that the
Greek thinkers never engaged the
ancient religion in open hgule. The
supreme place of Zeus indicates that
before the inventive period of Greek
mythology, the creator was worship-
ped through animal sacrifice as
among the other Indo-European
nations. : )

The only other ancient priesthoods
of which we have written evidence
before 500 pe are the Persians and the
Chinese. Zoroaster of Persia and
Confucius of China were contem-
poraries, and they both proclaimed
ethical religions in opposition to the
degenerate priesthood and polythe-
ism which existed before them. We
know as little about the Magi priest-
hood of Persin as about the r"ﬂ.'-’u
priesthood of China. Both practised
animal sacrifice, presumably without
any ethical content, and both failed 10
satisfy the questions of thinking men.
As we shall see, Zoroaster and Con-
fucius were part of a great movement
of freedom for the human mind from
priesteraft in the sixth century be. Its
importance for world history may be
compared with that of the Renaiss-
ance and Reformation in Europe
2,000 years later. _

Passing over the many other priest-
hoods, such as the Roman Flamens,
who sacrificed white lambs on the
ides of the month, the Aztecs, ulrhu
offered human victims, and the Nor-
dics and Germans, whose altars were
overthrown by the early Christian
missionaries, we must briefly men-
tion the phenomenon of the emerg-
ence of the vast system of medieval
priestcraft within Christendom. The
New Testament letter 1o the Hebrews
makes it clear that all the Old Testa-
ment sacrifices were fulfilled in Jesus
Christ, From the death of Christ
onwards there could be no more
animal sacrifices looking forward o
the cross; the bread and wine of the
communion service were w0 look
back. .

But just as the true meaning of
animal sacrifice always tended 10 be
transformed into a meritorious act
which had merit in itself and forced
God to be gracious, so with the com-
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munion  service. Then, grad-
ually, it was suggested that without a
properly ordained priest a commun-
1on service was not valid. Meanwhile
the services became more elaborate
and required special training. By the
end of the Middle Ages all the
characteristics of priesicraft were
evident.,

The sixth-century revolt

In the sixth century gc there was a
tidal wave of revolt against the priest-
craft of the ancient world. This wave
shattered the power of the old relig-
ions, though their cults continued to
exist as backwaters for centuries.
Seven world religions appeared
within fifty yvears of each other and all
continue to this day: Zoroastrianism,

Judaism, Buddhism,  Jainism,
Confucianism, Vedania Monism,
Taoism.

The wave seems to have had its
origin in Persia. Zoroaster’s actual
teaching remains obscure. Scholars
are still discussing whether he was a
dualist or a monotheist. Some have
given him a very carly date, but the
most likely seems to be some tme in
the first half of the sixth century. He
must certainly have influenced
Cyrus, who overthrew the Babylon-
ian Empire in 539 gc, and sent the
first group of Jews back to Palestine
10 rebuild their temple. By the time
the temple was completed in 516 ne,
four religious giants in India and
China, Buddha, Mahavira (founder
of Jainism), Confucius and Lao-Tse,
had dared 1o question the authority of
the Brahmin and Chinese priests.
Socrates (470-399 sc) came at least a
hundred vears after Zoroaster, bui
he was preceded by Pythagoras
{(Hourished aboutr 530 sc), who first
brought the new ideas of the sixth-
century religious revolt into Greece.

The first causes of this great move-
ment are probably as complex as the
Benaissance and Reformation in
Europe 2,000 years later. One obvi-
ous possible source is the preaching
of Isaiah (about 740 8c onwards) and
the other eighth-century prophets of
Israel, with the refrain from Jeremiah
and Ezekiel a century or so later.
Certainly we can find most of the

ethical emphases of Zorgg, |
Buddha (about 563-483 BC), M8
vira (599-527 sc) and Conf, 8
(551-479 Bc) in the great Prophe

It is hard to believe thay |
prophets were heard by no ong t
but Israel and Judah. Isaiah's o
guage was intelligible withour i,
lation in cities all over the Fg %
Crescent. The transmission of
gious ideas, especially when the
were so revolutionary, would be 2
ceedingly rapid. By the time ir 1y
us to write and publish a book
ancient world would have gossi
the ideas far more extensively
number of major cities from A4
to China were comparatively f
and all were cosmopolitan with s
eral languages spoken by the varigy
national groups who lived there, pe
ligious teachers and their disciply
travelled constantly and, most impey
tant of all, people had the time
interest to listen to them,

The revolt in India
Whatever the cause of the tidal waw
the actual force of its impact can b

|

* cohr have been toler-
mlfhh;y insisted on inter-
iti the pressure of
the second caste of
nobles and kings increased
H 1 was inevitable. The actual
may not have come
3 Persia, but it 15 sig-
the revolt was :l;|mu!-
both India and China. It
different forms.
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the warrior caste became
charvakas). They said that
did not exist, the whole
[ of priests, sacrifices and the
-jumbo Vedic prayers was all
The first m:mda:ile L-xu:p[q}:

e atheism is in Jerusalem, "The
e ‘in his heart, “There is no
m (Pealm 14:1). It is interesting

]

!

mim

‘the second should be a vigorous
w& atheists in India five cen-
Of course, in the ancient world 1t
was impossible just to declare athe-

ism. The atheist had to state his way
to salvation. Since there is no God,
what must man do? The answer that
the charvakas gave was that the only
good that man knows is happiness, 5o
the highest good was to do what
made one truly happy. In  this
modern opinion they preceded the
Epicureans of Greece by two cen-
wuries and our atheists by twenty-
four,

Buddhism

Buddha, who lived around 563483
Bc, was a prince of this second or
warrior caste. The first written ac-
counts of his life are at least two
hundred vears after his death, and
scholars agree that the two main
forms of Buddhism existing today
have moved far from their founder's
teachings. Certain facts, however, do
seem established. The tradition is
that he was shocked into seeking the
meaning of life by the sight of a leper,
an old man and a corpse. He prac-
tised austerities for many years tll he
attained the illumination he was seck-
ing. He certainly knew about the

Hindu priests still carry
oul the age-old rituals of
the Vedic scriplures
Chanting hymns in
Sanskril, these priesls
are performing a fire
rifual to ensure a8 good
harnest

seen most clearly in India. The &
quence of the Vedas, and Brafmana
the Upanishads, and the writings d
the early Buddhists and Jains give &
a picture of what happened withd
clarity which is unequalled except 8
the Bible. From a study of the sixe
century revolt in India, we can postis
late with some degree of certainf
what must have happened in oth®
parts of the ancient world.

As we have seen, Indian life wat
dominated by the Brahmin pricsth
From the primitive simplicity ol
animal sacrifice 1,000 years befofts
they had developed an ,_.|.:_,¥..,1!.'lﬂ
system of ritual. Specialization I8
various schools with their own litef
ture, the leisure to study, and acce®
to weighty books, all enabled them ®
increase their hold on the u'-rl"ﬂﬁ
people. They, and they only, cod
offer sacrifice, and their sacrifices o
magical pravers were 50 P{-.-.-.-:-l'fn
thit men and even gods had !
submit to them. Economically
rapacious demands had h;-.;ﬂﬂ;
intolerable. For every occasion =
birth, puberty, marriage, war, de#
or transgression of the ritual laws. 1
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religion offered by the Brahmin
priests, and rejected this decisively.
He seems 1o have been an atheist, or
at least to have abandoned the usual
worship of the gods. He had no time
for animal sacrifice, Brahmin priests,
or even the caste system.

Buddha’s doctringe was simple and
down to earth. The cause of all
unhappiness is desire. The lust for
power, success, money, sex, comfort
and other bodily pleasures causes all
the ills of life. Salvation (nireana) is
therefore the losing of all desire. It is
not necessary to become a hermit or
stop doing the necessities of life, but
it is essential to have no passion in
doing them. The practising Buddhist
tends as a result 1o develop a quiet,
serene type of personality, bur the
desire for the good of others and the
passion for social justice is eradicated
along with the desires for self. Jesus
expected us to love our neighbours as
ourselves, Buddha denied love for
sell so that practical love for others
wias also lost. The main sects of
Buddhism vary enormously in their
basic practices and philosophy, and
they will be looked at in their own
section. Here we have only noted that
Buddha fits exactly into his time and
the movement of revoll against priest
crafi  that swept the anciem
world.

Ethicism

A contemporary of Buddha, also a
prince of the warrior caste, was Var-
dhamana Mahavira (599-527 Bc).
His reaction against the amorality of
priestcraft was 1o stress the need for
good deeds. Priests and sacrifices and
even God were unnecessary, since
this world had an inbuilt, ruthless
moral order which automanically re-
warded goodness and punished evil.
Salvation was therefore attained by
destroying the evil of one's heart
through doing good. The details of
his philosophical system. called Jain-
ism, were only recorded nearly 1,000
vears larer, and are held by a small
fraction of the people of India.

An interesting fact is that Maha-
vira's ethical system for the first time
required vegetarianism to the extent
that no animal life was 10 be harmed.
Jainism gave 1o India the word

ahimsa (no-harming), which
taken up and used with a very d; )
ent meaning by Gandhi. U'rig;in;m?. I
was connected with the sacredneg;
all animal and insect life, which |
very hard 1o practise in the my
world, though it was professeg By
Albert Schweitzer in Africa.

If we omit the inclusion of res
for animal life as part of his svsien
ethics, it is obvious that Mahavip
‘way' was similar to that of his
cessor Loroaster in Persia, and p;
contemporary Confucius (55145
Bc) in China, All three were first ap
foremost preachers of ethics
desire to do what is right and g
quite apart from any doctrines ahgy
God, is a recurring theme in the
nistory of philosophy. Aristotle (384
322 pc) and the Stoics of Greece, the'
high-principled Chinese, Roman and
English ‘gentleman’, the modey
humanist, and many liberal Jews,
adhere 1o this religious genus. | have

called ethicism a tvpe of religion
because it has a ‘way’ enforced by g
real conscience, and an experience of

feeling right or righteous. Whether
or not God exists, the devotee has an
assurance that all is and will be well

There are many examples of this kind
in nineteenth- and’

of thinking

twentieth-century modernism in the
West,

Monism
We have looked briefly at three types

of revolt against an intolerable priest

craft. They all agreed in their rejec-

ton of animal sacrifice, the pricste

who controlled it and even the God 18
whom the sacrifices were directed:
Because of this direct attack on Bral
manism and the caste systen, 1€

three forms of revolt were excoms

municated from Hinduism for ovef
2,000 years, Now that the Brahmin®
have found other wavs of establish
their position through education 2
the key positions in Indiz, Buddh:
ism, Jainism and even atheism hav®
been readmitted as accepred pat
within Hinduism. Protestantism

also come perilously close to includ® _

ing ethicism and even atheism *
acceptable *ways' within the Christ
ian fold. o

We must now look at a fourth ki
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philosophically far
ant, and may in this
x_’ﬂu: main threat 1o
yi: Aonism is a type of
' in the
pishads (teachings for a
o Over 200 of these writings
e L g;l‘DUPb'Eangs 1o our
-mth'ﬁ sixth century BC,
some  &re much later

] of the Upanishads did
= -3' banish ‘lf:n gods and
and sacrifices, but offered a
and decper way of union with
1. The sacrifices are spiri-
1 and God is given a new
+ He is no longer a theistic
‘but the absolute, the deepest
ate reality, or what modern
 *the ground of all being’.
% and sacrifices were suitable
- uninitiated, bur the true
had a direct access to the
» which bypassed the need for
The discipline developed 1o
this union with the absolute
called yoga. It is still widely
‘in India. and is now being
sly propagated in the West.
_ The extensive literature of Hindu-
ism describes the various types of
‘monism in the greatest detail. Our
1 mhlf: 1o note that Ith."ls :iy'pc |I:-|’
jion has appeared again and again
history of the world. The four
monistic positions can be set
follows, though there are re-
5 and sub-divisions for each

pantheism: Everything
il pantheism: God is the
reality or principle behind nature.

gt “mﬂ;odnmun : God is o nature
W monism: Only God is
FERIY. Al else is imagination.

Chinese teacher Lao-Tse
‘b?!-!lﬁfiﬂurﬁ{ﬂ}b{;‘]wasa
Obviguar2xy of Confucius, and
of rever” DElongs to the same wave

: SgRinst priestcrafi. He in-
om from elaborate

ritual and regulations. He rejected
the man-made restraints typical of
ethicism, 50 that Confucius found
him incomprehensible. Positvely he
recommended conformity o the way
i{Tao) of the universe. Of the four
kinds of monism, Tacism would
appear 1o have been closer to panthe-
ism or modified pantheism than to
the typical Vedanta type of Hindu
moenism. Instead of a stress on medi-
tation, it was more a seeking to be
natural, or at one with the course of
nature. But in any case, Taoism was
certainly monistic as opposed 1o the
ancient theism and polvtheism of
China.

Monism and Christianity

Monism has since had a long history,
not least in Christianity. After the
powerful attack from the direction of
Gnosticism in the second century,
the Christian church had to face a
monistic counter-attack from the
MNeo-Platonists in the third century.
Plotinus (about 205-269) made a
journey to the East and returned with
an arsenal of monistic ideas ggainst

Confucius, the Buddha
and Lao-tzu were alf
teachers who reacled
against the ‘priestcraft’ of
their time. This scene
shows an imaginary
meeting between them.
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the rapidly-growing Christian church
in the Roman Empire. To claim the
Greek philosophical heritage he in-
cluded some ideas from Plato, but his
system of contemplation was identi-
cal with the yvoga of Hindu monism.
Plotinus failed to rally the Roman
Empire against Jesus Christ, but he
was rediscovered and introduced
through the back door many cen-
turies later. An [alian philosopher,
Giordano Bruno (1548-1600), rep-
resented the first Western monistic
reaction 1o medieval priesteraft, and
his pantheism influenced the Jew
Spinoza (1632-77). Meanwhile many
of the mystics had been influenced by
Neo-Platonism through a forgery ar-
tributed to Dionysius the Areopagite.
Most of the readers of Pseudo-Diony-
sius thought that they were still
Christians, bur their piety  had
become strangely Hindu, and one of
them, Eckhart {about 1260-1327),
wis nearly condemned for heresy.
Philosophical monism entered the
German church through Johann
Fichte (1762-1814), who is de-
scribed as an ethical monist. He was
dismissed from the University of
Jena for atheism in 1799, bur was
later appointed 1o the University of
Berlin.  Through G.W.F. Hegel
(1770-1831) one wing of the idealists
became the true materialists like
Feuerbach (1804-72) and Karl Marx

Religious systems sixth century BC and their later developments
Ritualism Atheism Buddhism Ethicism Monism

Salvation by Salvation by Salvation

right ritual aoing whal fosing aif right aclions Linifon wit the
makes vou desire Absalute
happy

Brahmanism  Charvakas Buddhism Zoroastrianism Tagism

Friestcraft Epicureans Monasticism  Jainism Meo-Platonists
Atheists Confucianism  Spinoza

Exiztentialists

(1818-83).  Friedrich Schey
(1775-1854) led a group who
less materialistic view of g .
which was closer to the Hindy 1} 1] Fp—_
antia type of monism. Another | I8
was championed by Schleierm
(17681834}, who tried 1o shiow
true Christianity is in fact a king
maonism.

The renewed invasion of Easpa
religious ideas in our own day §
Hindu gurus, Zen masters '
Tibetan rituals, is evidence that
struggle of alternative religis
and ideologies is as strong as ever

The chart (below) shows the
religious systems preached in
sixth century #c and the larer 4
velopments classified under 1he
Priestcraft was a degeneration fr,
the original religion of man. Ag

Civilization: the Ancient Near East
ism, Buddhism, ethicism m:ﬁ Egypt: Land of the Priest-King
monism are the four possible re Egyptian Temples: Houses of Power
tions of a thinking man against ir, Chart: The Gods of Egypt
all are at least twenty-five centun Battle: Zoroastrianism
Obviously all five of these options Ancient Religions of Greece
very much with us today. Christis . Chart: The Gods of Greece and Rome
ity contradicts the major premiss Secret Knowledge: the Gnostics
cach of them and offers salvari The Mandaeans: Gnostic Survivors
from outside ourselves altogether, s Faith of Light and Darkness: Manichaeans
it is not dependent on our own st m Gods: m of Northern Europe
bling attempts at happiness or s The Old j Chart: The Norse Gods
tual fulfilment. But that must be b Nomads of the Steppes
subject of a later section.

by Salvation by Salvation by

Aristotle Sufis
Sioics Icealism
Humanists LInify

Liberal Judaism






