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Week 5:  Mesopotamia (cont'd)

Religious and Intellectual Outlook of Mesopotamia

We spoke last week about the physical, political and social contours of Mesopotamia

this week:  a more spiritual survey of Sumer and Akkad

When we think about great cities and great civilizations, it is natural that we picture first of all the great buildings, the monuments…
But the intangible things, products of the imagination and the spirit can be just as important …


– and can last far longer…
---------------------

Thorkild Jacobsen


Spirituality is a response to "numinous" experience  


numinous:  mysterious or awe-inspiring 
· “It is the human response to this [numinous] experience in thought and action which constitutes religion.”

· Thought:   mythology and theology
· Action:    cult and ritual (baptism, marriage, festivals, prayers, processions, rites for the dead, etc.)

Why study religion?
The purpose of the study of religion, then, is to understand and to interpret the varied religious forms (which are generally particular) as responses to the underlying numinous experiences (which are generally universal).

--------------------------------------------
Cosmogony: explanation for the origins and nature 
of the universe
-----------------------------

Henri Frankfort:  

For us, nature is an “it”

For them, nature was a “Thou”

Differences between it and thou?

It can be studied – Thou reveals itself

It is inanimate – Thou is animate

It can be categorized – Thou is unique 

Leads to differences in apprehension – in relationship – in power

-----------------------------------------
Problems with interpreting…
1. belief changes over time and from place to place 

2. names change to reflect local concerns and differences

3. our own values and beliefs get in the way

-------------------------------------

From Berossus  (writing in the 3rd c BC)

…a race of monsters, half man and half fish, come out of the Persian Gulf and settle in the coastal towns of Sumer…
They introduce the arts of writing, agriculture, and working in metal.    
--------------------

Mythology:    origins
Before the coming of Oannes, mankind existed in a state little better than the beasts of the field:

“Mankind when created did not know bread for eating or garments for wearing.  The people walked with limbs on the ground, they ate herbs with their mouths like sheep, they drank ditch-water. . .”

Oannes changed the people:

"in a word, all the things that make for the amelioration of life were bequeathed to men by Oannes, and since that time no further inventions have been made."

Pantheism

1. is the belief that god is identical with the material universe and/or the forces of nature

2. implies a readiness to worship all gods
----------------------------

A day will come when man 

will discover an alphabet in 

the eyes of the chalcedonies, 

in the marking of the moth, 

and will learn in astonishment 

that every spotted snail has 

always been a poem – 

Alejo Carpentier 

The Lost Steps

-------------------------------------------
Even the smallest things had their resident or attendant gods

Nissaba,  

goddess of the reeds

Sumukan,  

god of the wildlife in the desert

Nintu,  

goddess of birth

Sud,  


goddess of the ear of corn

Ninkasi,  

goddess of beer

------------------------------------------------------------
Anthropomorphism…

· Anthropomorphism:  the attribution of human characteristics to a god, animal or object

· Xenophanes (c. 570 - c. 475 BCE) 

· “The Ethiopians say that their gods are snub-nosed and black; the Thracians that theirs have light blue eyes and red hair.   But if cattle and horses or lions had hands …. horses would draw the forms of the gods like horses, and cattle like cattle….”
-----------------------------

“To the latest time, the divine will to other, non-human forms is alive under the human exterior: 


rays pierce through the human body of the sun-god;” 


Thorkild Jacobsen:  p. 269 in The Bible and the Ancient Near East

------------------------

Cosmogony in Sumer
· universe pictured as a great disk of earth enclosed by a great dome (of unknown material) called the heaven

· universe divided into spheres ruled by gods who represented the realms of heaven, earth, air, and water

· An, Ki, Enlil, Enki    (sometimes Ninhursag)
---------------------------

Opening stanza of "Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the Nether World"

After heaven had been moved away from earth,

After earth had been separated from heaven, 

After the name of man had been fixed,

After An carried off the heaven,

After Enlil carried off the earth...

So now we know…
· that at one time heaven and earth were united

· that some of the gods existed before the separation of heaven and earth

· that upon the separation of heaven and earth, it was the heaven-god An who carried off heaven, but it was the air-god Enlil who carried off the earth

------------------------------

But we still don’t know…
· Who created heaven and earth?

· What did heaven and earth look like?

· Who separated heaven from earth?

-------------------------
Samuel Noah Kramer, who asked these questions went looking for more pieces of the puzzle
Nammu (in a list of Sumerian gods) is written with the pictograph for primeval "sea" -- described as "the mother, who gave birth to heaven and earth."  

…answers first question

------------------------

the myth "Cattle and Grain," begins with the following two lines:  


“On the mountain of heaven and earth


An begot the Annunaki.”


…answers second question

-------------------------

3. From a poem describing the story of the pick-axe:


“The lord, in order to bring forth 
what was useful,


The lord whose decisions are unalterable, 


Enlil, who brings up the seed of the "land" from the earth,


Planned to move away heaven from earth,


Planned to move away earth from heaven.”


…answers third question
Sumerian cosmogony

· In the beginning was the primeval sea – the great Mother (Nammu)

· The great Mother gave birth to the mountain of the united heaven and the earth

· The Heaven was male and conceived as a god in human form – named An 

· The Earth was female and conceived as a god in human form – named Ki

· From their union was begotten the air-god – named Enlil

· Enlil separated heaven from earth and carried off the earth, his mother.  

· The union of Enlil and his mother earth set the stage for the organization of the universe -- the creation of man, animals, and plants, and the establishment of civilization

A young goddess's mother sees success for her daughter, Ninlil, if she will seduce the god Enlil…
"In the pure stream, woman, bathe in the pure stream,

Ninlil, walk along the bank of the stream Nunbirdu,

The bright-eyed, the lord, the bright-eyed,

The 'great mountain,' father Enlil, the bright-eyed, will see you,

The shepherd...who decrees the fates, the bright-eyed, will see you,

Will forthwith embrace (?) you, kiss you."

the girl, according to her mother's instructions, goes to the river and entices Enlil

when Enlil pursues her she plays hard to get



tells him her mouth is too small for kissing



tells him her private parts are too small for sex

Enlil desires her even more and gets a boat and takes her out on the water


he forces himself upon her -- deposits the seed of the moon-god Sin

The other gods frown on his actions and banish him to the underworld

The great gods, the fifty of them,

The fate-decreeing gods, the seven of them,

Seize Enlil saying:

"Enlil, immoral one, get you out of the city,

Nunamnir, immoral one, get you out of the city."

Enlil, in accordance with the fate decreed by the gods, sets off on his journey to the underworld

Ninlil, carrying Enlil's son in her womb, follows him

Enlil does not want his son the moon-god to be born in the underworld because he would have to spend his life there instead of in the sky


so

He devises a scheme to save his unborn son

He goes to the gatekeeper, the man of the river, and the ferryman


(the river Styx and the ferryman Charon in Greek mythology)

he impersonates them in turn and has sex with the young goddess

-- because she is now impregnated with nether-world deities, the moon-god Sin is free to ascend to heaven

------------------------------------------------------------

Major Sumerian Deities:
  

An,   the heaven-god

Ki,   the earth-goddess 

Enlil,   the air-god 

Enki,   the water-god 

Ninhursag,   the great mother-goddess 

(conflated with Ki – occasionally also with Ninlil)

------------------------------------------------
Enlil had many names:

· father of the gods

· king of heaven and earth

· the king of all the lands

· the great mountain

· the bright-eyed

It was Enlil 

· who planned and created much of the cosmos

· who made the day come forth

· who made the seeds and plants come from the earth

It was Enlil 

· who conferred kingship

· who made the land prosper

· who made the people strong for conquest

· who made the people happy and content 

· who punished evildoers

· who watched over all people

-------------------------------------
Hymn to Enlil:

Enlil, whose command is far-reaching, whose word is holy,

The lord whose pronouncement is unchangeable, who forever decrees destinies, 

Whose lifted eye scans the lands,

Whose lifted light searches the heart of all the lands,

Enlil who sits broadly on the white dais, on the lofty dais,

Who perfects the decrees of power, lordship, and princeship,

The earth-gods bow down in fear before him,

The heaven-gods humble themselves before him...

. . . . 

--------------------------------------------------------

Enki, the water-god, was perhaps the next most important

He was the lord of the abyss  (abzu)
He was the god of wisdom

-----------------------------------------------------

Fifth of the four major deities:

Ninhursag

(occasionally listed second in the pantheon (earlier especially))

She was regarded as the mother of all living things

-------------------------------
Two important astral deities


Moon-god:  
Nanna (also known as Sin (son of Enlil)


sun-god:  
Utu  (son of Nanna)

------------------------------

And finally:     Inanna

· Goddess of love, fertility and war

· Queen of the Sky -- Queen of Heaven

· Daughter of the Sky-God An

· Associated with the planet Venus
Inanna was the single most popular goddess in the ancient world

· Inanna   Goddess of love and war:
(daughter of Nanna, the moon god)

AKA:

· Ishtar to the Akkadians 

· Astarte to the Semites

· Athena to the Greeks
· frequently identified with the planet Venus

· wife of Bel   (Biblical Baal)

· wife of the shepherd-god Dumuzi – (Biblical Tammuz)

--------------------------

· The gods created the world and all things in it 

· Then assigned these Me's to each thing to ensure that it functioned continuously the way it should

-------------------------------------------

Primary source of information about Me's:

Myth       “Inanna and Enki:  the transfer of the arts of civilization from Eridu to Erech"

Listed about 100 me's   (only sixty-some recoverable)

Gives idea of how thorough the area of the gods' concern was

Partial list:

en-ship

kingship

the exalted and enduring crown

the throne of kingship

the exalted scepter

the royal insignia

(priestly offices and accoutrements)

the flood

weapons

sexual intercourse

prostitution

libel

art

power

enmity

the destruction of cities

lamentation

rejoicing of the heart

art of metalworking

art of leatherworker

craft of the basketweaver

attention

mercy

wisdom

fear

terror

strife

victory

judgment

decision

-------------------------------------

Man’s place in the universe…
· The Sumerians believed that man's sole purpose for living was to serve the gods so that the gods could pursue their divine leisure without having to worry about who was weeding the garden or cooking the barley or making the farm implements…

------------------------------

Sumerian rulers boasted that they brought order to the land…
· protected the poor against the rich

· protected the weak against the strong

· wiped out evil and violence

· wrote laws to enforce rights of widows, orphans, poor farmers, handicapped and destitute people

------------------------------

Nanshe, (a Lagashite goddess) is described in one of her hymns as the goddess 

Nanshe

Who knows the orphan, who knows the widow,

Knows the oppression of man over man, is the orphan's mother

Nanshe, who cares for the widow,

Who seeks out justice for the poorest,

The queen brings the refugee to her lap,

Finds shelter for the weak.

the hymn goes on to list the human types she disapproves of

(People) who walking in transgression reached out with high hand, . . . 

Who transgress the established norms, violate contracts,

Who looked with favor on the places of evil, . . . 

Who substituted a small weight for a large weight,

Who substituted a small measure for a large measure,

Who having eaten (something not belonging to him) did not say "I have eaten it"

Who having drunk, did not say "I have drunk it."

Her role was:

To comfort the orphan, to make disappear the widow,

To set up a place of destruction for the mighty,

To turn over the mighty to the weak . . .

Nanshe searches the heart of the people.

Clearly, the ancient gods valued ethical behaviour
--------------------------

Why, then, do bad things happen to good people?

Suffering is a universal phenomenon -- and every religion must concern itself with it somehow          to explain and to comfort

· In the Old Testament, evil is rooted in the disobedience of Adam and Eve
· The Greeks and Romans explained evil in the world with myth of Pandora's Box
------------------------------

The Sumerians admitted their ignorance in this regard

the gods' ways are the gods' ways

---------------------------------------
Exodus 20:5

I the Lord Thy God, am a jealous God

visiting the iniquity of the fathers 

upon the children 

unto the third and fourth generation 

of them that hate me

------------------------------------------------------------
The Sumerian response:

The gods' ways are the gods' ways

Suffering can result from transgressions of the group or the ruler

Individual gods of good and bad luck can affect daily life
-------------------------

Assyria

The demon Pazuzu, first half of 1st millennium BCE., bronze, 


Paris, Musèe du Louvre
-------------------------

The Sumerian response:

1. The gods' ways are the gods' ways

2. Suffering can result from transgressions of the group or the ruler

3. Individual gods of good and bad luck can affect daily life

4. Difficulties and disasters were continued in existence by the Me’s
------------------------------

Why did the gods find it necessary to plan and create sin and evil and sorrow?
· The Bombing of Baghdad   2003
---------------------------

Ziggurat of Ur
Why Ziggurats?
· Ziggurats are artificial 
mountains

· Religious significance 

stairway to heaven…home for the god in the city…source of pride and security (the blessing of god’s presence)…

----------------------------------

If you build it…they will come
-----------------------------

The huge temple mounds dominated the surrounding countryside…
------------------------------

The Ziggurats and Temples…

· objects of civic pride

· afforded divine protection for the city   
(signified a god in residence)

· enhanced the allure of citizenship

· declared the city’s wealth and greatness
--------------------------------

Sumerian life is regulated by a religious calendar based on the passing seasons
-----------------------

By the beginning of the 3rd dynasty of Ur…
· temples had become vast complexes 


enclosing a ziggurat surrounded by shrines, workhouses, storehouses, magazines, courtyards, offices and dwelling-places 

-------------------------

Sumerian seals…

Ziggurats…home of the gods…
-------------------------

From the "Lamentation over the destruction of the city of Ur"

My Lady, your city cries for you as for its mother, 

Ur seeks you as were it a child lost in the streets.

Your house reaches forth its hand for you,

as does one who has lost something,

Your bricks in the good house, as were they mortals, say:  Where is she?

----------------------------------------------------------

The Place of Man…
· Man was created for no other purpose but to serve the gods 

· Rite and ritual played the most public role

· But private devotion and ethical behaviour were an important part of service to the gods

-----------------------------------

Mesopotamian worldview…
· Man is impotent against a dark and unpredictable universe

· Only constant attention to the needs of the gods can help man survive 
---------------------------

The Sumerians developed ideas and ideals which are still relevant today.
· The formalization of their relationship with the gods 

· The meaning of a rich and full life 

· The balance between individual and community rights 

· The duties and privileges of citizenship

· The importance of having social justice embedded in law codes

---------------------------
Fini….
