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correct, then it is obvious that some
of 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 wuntil Akhenaten re-
instated a kind of monotheism for a
few years. The Minoan civilizaticn 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 is very hard to study. The
Chinese script, not being phonetic,
gives us no linguistic clues to the
names of God. In the sixth century BC
the joint attack of Taoism and Confu-
cianism virtually obliterated 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
took over.

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

The whole of biblical history, and
the subsequent history of the Christ-
ian church, illustrates that 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 inveterag,
desire to add deities which are legg
demanding, and turn sacrifice or the
communion service into a bribe
force God’s hand.

Priests and priestcraft

Why was the emergence of priestcraf
as an institution common to ancieny
India, China, Egypt, classical Greece
and Rome, many other civilizations,
and even the medieval Christian
church?

First we must try to picture wor.
ship based on animal sacrifice in its
simplest form. To modern man the
very idea of animal sacrifice conjureg
up revolting images of dark, super-
stitious rites and gory victims. It is
important to 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 to be
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 eyes, but
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 joyous occasions of eating meat as
visual aids to teach spiritual truths.
There is nothing more primitive Of
obnoxious about attaching spiritual
truths to animal sacrifice than 10
bread and wine. The animal sac-
rifices looked forward to Christ's
death and resurrection just as the
Christian communion services 100
back. That a wide variety of spiritual
meanings was attached to animal sac-
rifice is evident from the Old Testa-
ment books of Exodus, Leviticus and
Numbers. These various rites can be
seen as different facets of the death 0
Christ and the same facets of his
death are now expressed in the
communion service or eucharist.




_ The power of symbols
lies in this ability to unite
fellow-believers into a
community. It provides a
focal point of faith and
action, while also making
possible a degree of
personal understanding
which those outside may
not share,

In' many primitive
societies the shared
aspect of symbols is
important as a unifying
principle of life, Blood, for
example, may be
symbolic of life, strength,
;athﬁrho%dknr of the
tamily and kinship grou
itself. In Christlatﬁtg it ¢
expresses life poured out

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

_Symbols serve as
triggers of commitment in
religions. They enshrine
the teachings and
express them in a
tangible way. So the
sacraments of baptism
and the Lord's Supper in
Christianity bring the
believer into a practical
relationship with the

otherwise abstract ideas
of repentance and
forgiveness. Man can
hardly live without
symbols because he
always needs something
to motivate his life; itis as
though abstract ideas
need to be set within a
symbol before men can
be impelled to act upon
them. When any attempt
is made to turn symbols
into bare statements of
truth, this vital trigger of
the emotions can easily
be lost.

in Bali the myths and
fegends of Hinduism are
re-enacted each year in
dramatic dances, Here
Hanuman the monkey-
god had come to help the
prince Rama rescue his
wife from the demon-king
Ravana. Behind is the
Barong, a friendly
dragon.

fore Moses we find four
Ev‘:: t:,ef sacrifice which were
o on knowledge 10 the Hebrew
Aryans of India, the

co“ia[ChS: the
g:cieﬂf Greeks, and probably many

aces. :
o.ﬂ«?ﬁ;most common was the sacri-

& ship meal, whenever men
Sa?aééf;% eft joyfl_llly before God.
@ An extension of this was the idea of
a covenant, based on eating together,
witnessed by the blood of the animal.
The covenant might be between two
men or tribes, of between men and

20'?&;1 there were occasional whole
burnt offerings, usually pre_semed by
a king or patriarch 10 indicate wor-
ship, consecration, or thanksgiving to

2ognd when there was known sin, or
a flagrant breaking of the moral
order, a sin offering or expiatory 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
dangers, but nothing inherently
wrong, in having a full-time or even a
hereditary priesthood. Moses ap-
pointed his own brother Aaron as the
hepd of a hereditary, exclusive line of
priests. His own tribe, the Levites,
became full-time attendants on the
service of God, and were supported
by the tithes of the other tribes.

Similarly in the settled conditions
of city life, the building of permanent
facilities for sacrificial worship was
acceptable to God. A temple with
altars for large numbers of people,
together with the attendant build-
INgs, was required in the reign of

olomon. It is interesting, however,
me;:dl‘e argument of the New Testa-
o etter to the Hebrews goes back

e‘ € mobile tabernacle rather than
o a‘ierlﬁbomle temple. There were
termp], Y great dangers in the use of
Werg? and elaborate altars, as there
it ;;i;;i dtzivelopmem of a full-

ood, and the prophets

?&ns;igﬂy had to fight priestly rapac-
peopi the misconceptions of the
Ple.  Where there were no

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

Ritual

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

Some specialization began, and a
school of singing priests (Udgatri)
arose 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 Bc there were at
least three groups of priests with their
own special duties and training
schools. The priests had leisure to
study and teach, and knowledge
brought power. It was only natural
that the priestly schools should pro-
duce notes and commentaries on
their books (the same kind of thing
happens today). The material is
called Brahmanas, which includes ex-
planation of the hymns, the rituals of
sacrifice and the duties of the priests.
The study of this material produced
an elaborate scholasticism.

By the time of the Brahmanas
(about 800-700 ec), the Brahmins
had become a hereditary priesthood
in charge of all sacrificial duties, for





