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Essay Title 3: Critically discuss the relationship between divination, magic and religion in the ancient world.

Introduction
This essay is intended as an exploration of the interactions, connections and oppositions of divination, magic and religion in the Ancient World.  In particular, a time period largely approximating Late Antiquity – in this instance, between the 5th century BCE and the 4th century CE – will form the broad focus of the work.  Central to the examination of the touching points between magic and religion will be a case study, focusing on lines 760-1050 of Spell PGM XIII from the Greek Magical Papyri
,  and the Christian rite of Holy Communion as reconstructed from early texts such as the New Testament corpus.  Christianity, although a comparatively late starter, took much of its initial doctrine from Judaic texts and teachings.  Since the Judaeo-Christian tradition was extant in the Greek and Roman milieu, it will be interrogated along with Roman and Greek religions for examples of connections and clashes with divinatory or magical practices.

Problems of definition: Divination

Any examination of the interactions and connections between divination, magic and religion needs a working definition for each concept and, as the three terms are in frequent use in modern society, there ought to be a rough consensus.  The 1936 edition of The Complete Book of Fortune bears the subheading:

A comprehensive survey of the occult sciences and other methods of divination that have been employed by man throughout the centuries in his ceaseless efforts to reveal the secrets of the past, the present and the future.

A glance at the ‘Contents’ page alone will show how the terms ‘divination’, fortune-telling’, ‘art’ and ‘science’ are used interchangeably throughout the book.
 

However, defining divination, magic and religion in modern times with respect to the ancient world is not simple.  Such concepts can be elusive, and once they are captured, can still fail to be comprehensive and may mean different things to different people at different times.  Divination, to the modern mind, can incorporate such practices as dowsing – also known as ‘water divining’, reading tea leaves, tarot cards and astrology.  In short, it is: ‘the art, practice, or gift of discerning or discovering future events or unknown things, as though by supernatural powers.’
  In fact, this is not so far removed from Cicero, writing for a largely Roman readership in 45-44 BCE.
  He defined divination as: ‘…the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance.’
.  Cicero divided divination into two kinds, artificial, which required intervention from human interpreters, and natural, which was more divinely inspired.
.  In the Hellenistic world, divination was found in temples and sanctuaries, with oracles such as those at Colophon, Delphi and Didyma.

Astrology and Divination
In the ancient world, astrology was firmly situated within divinatory practice.  Cicero, in his arguments against the efficacy of astrology, writes of instances where the predictions were less than successful:

I recall a multitude of prophecies which the Chaldeans made to Pompey, to Crassus and even to Caesar himself (now lately deceased), to the effect that no one of them would die except in old age, at home and in great glory.

In the Roman world, Octavian seized power in 87 BCE and later used astronomy to bolster and validate his position as Emperor Augustus, even having coins minted bearing the sign of Capricorn.
  Later, realising he may have been setting a dangerous precedent, he forbade the private astrological consultations, and those concerning deaths.
  In 16 CE, following treasonous activity linked to astrology, astrologers were thrown out of Rome altogether, while others were executed.
  This was not the first time astrologers as a group had been banished.  In 139 BCE, during a period of upheaval, they were expelled for a time from Rome and Roman Italy.
 

An example of divination and religion coming together can be seen in one of the Christian nativity stories.
 Wise men – magi, no less – using astrology and astronomy, predicted an important birth and set out accordingly, thus causing Augustine of Hippo to later jump through theological hoops in order to explain their presence.


Problems of Definition: Magic…and Religion

Definitions of magic are rather more complicated.  Magic is often only visible in context of, or in contrast with, something else and religion was the contrast of choice for early anthropological studies. Certainly Sir James Frazer saw magic and religion as opposed to each other.
  A Scottish classicist, Frazer posited that a belief in religion grew from a realisation that magic, which had preceded it, was ineffective and false.
  While Frazer had been something of an armchair anthropologist, Edward Evan Evans-Pritchard took the study of indigenous peoples one step further by living amongst them and participating, as much as possible, in their lifestyles and belief systems.
 He criticised anthropologists who supposed that ‘primitive’ people would behave as they themselves might in the same situations in what became known as the ‘If I were a horse’ supposition.
  The functional anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski made a distinction between magic and religion (as had Frazer before him)
. He posited that: ‘A religious act aims at something beyond itself…  Its object is not performance of the rite…
  In magic the end result is the efficacious action itself.’
 However, he did admit that: ‘Both magic and religion however serve the same psychological function, the alleviation of anxiety in the face of life’s uncertainties’
.  Evans-Pritchard objected to this line of reasoning, since once more it puts the anthropologist in the ‘primitive’ position while our modern reasoning would see the rituals as useless… and therefore this is another mistaken supposition.

In the ancient world, sometimes distinction was more a matter of definition. ‘Many of the people labelled ‘magicians’ in the first three centuries were simply practicing traditional forms of their religious practice’
  An example can be drawn from the Old Testament. In the book of Exodus, Pharaoh demanded a miracle from Moses and Aaron.  Aaron threw down his staff, which turned into a snake, and when Pharaoh’s ‘wise men, and sorcerers, and the Egyptian magicians did the same thing by their sacred arts’, Aaron’s snake swallowed their magical creations.
  In this passage, although the same act is performed by both prophets and magicians, since the prophet’s ability comes from his god, he is not considered a magician and furthermore, he destroys the snakes created by the magicians.  Similarly, in the Gospel of John, Jesus turns water into wine as the first of the ‘signs’ of his ‘glory’.
 Yet although his followers then and subsequently saw him as a prophet and healer, others thought of him, as they did Moses, as simply a magician.

 One thing that can be suggested, however, is that magic is perceived as coming from elsewhere. Iles Johnson points out that magic is often another peoples’ religion;
 as has been seen above, Egypt’s Pharaoh has wise men, sorcerers and magicians.  There was a certain allure amongst magicians to claims that their spells had come from famous magicians from outside, while non-magicians saw this as deeply suspicious and suggestive of dark alliances.
  The suggestion that magic is what other people do can sometimes be polemic in origin, as Janowitz notes:

Christian and Greco-Roman writers denounced as magic Jewish practices of fasting, food restrictions and Sabbath observance.  Jews in turn denounced Jesus as a magician…  Jews and Christians condemned ‘pagan’ rituals as magic.

Problems of Definition: Religion… again…
Religion has been looked at so far in context of its relationship with magic.  But a definition of religion per se is almost as difficult.  Geertz’s Symbolist approach suggests:

A religion is a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.

This definition encompasses much of what religion concerns, and fits in with an idea posited by Émile Durkheim who stressed the social nature of religion, seeing magic as specifically connected to the individual, rather than the group.  Religion, for Durkheim, brings people together in a community; magic is strictly individualistic.
 

An interesting alternative definition is that of Kim Knott, who suggests religion can also be described in context of the space it inhabits.  She says: 

Religion, in its physical presence, social orderings, and cultural forms, is a consequence of spatial practice, though it is the attribution of meaning that gives such practice its character as ‘religious.’

Echoes and Entanglement

With this in mind, it is interesting to consider the sanctuary of Demeter at Patras. Pausanias, writing in the 2ndC CE, describes a particular ritual would take place there in order to discover whether or not a person would recover from sickness; a mirror on a chord was let down to the water until it was just touching the surface, and the resultant reflection used to pronounce the likely outcome of the illness.
 There is something about this mirror ritual which looks ‘magical’, but it seems as if the location, within the sanctuary precincts lends, legitimacy to the procedure.  There is an echo, too, of the oracle at the Temple of Apollo at Didyma, where, Iamblichus tells us, the priestess of the Branchidai would prophecy after ‘…dipping her feet or skirt in the water...’
  While the two oracles were separated by distance and by practice, the two rituals do have their similarities, and certainly both demonstrate the importance of water in ritual practice and at oracular sites, particularly those where catoptromancy was practised.

These two practices, of course, take place at official cult sites, and any taint of magic has been smoothed away by the religious authority of the cult centre.  What is more, they are public places, while, as has been mentioned previously, magic is secretive and private.  Yet while Roman religion is heavily focussed on civic cult, every private home had its altar.  These rituals are hardly secret, they were led by the head of the household, and with the family and servants in attendance. It is better to say, rather, they are private, but location and communal gathering preclude any association with secrecy.  Mystery cults such as that of Mithras in the Roman world, and the Mysteries at Eleusis in the Hellenic, too, were secret – at least, they had that sort of secrecy that is found amongst a group of initiates, all of whom had promised not to divulge the practices of the cult to outsiders – and yet, they were firmly rooted within the formalised state religions.  

In an attempt to clarify the issue, a comparison of an early Christian rite with one of the spells in the Greek Magical Papyri may provide some insight.

Test Case: A Comparison of the Christian Eucharist with Spell PGM XIII lines 760-1050
However different divination, magic and religion may have become in modern perceptions, all three subjects are rooted in ritual and perhaps it is more to do with how their rituals are approached in Late Antiquity that shows the subtleties in distinguishing them one from the other.    The rite of Holy Communion as practiced by the early Christian movement has its roots in the Last Supper, during which Christ shared wine and bread with his disciples, saying the wine was his blood, and the bread his flesh, and they must do the same in remembrance of him.
  PGM XIII, lines 760-1050 is a multi-sectioned spell – a heptagram ‘to which the god gives attention’.  It gives specific instructions for invoking the god, the reasons for and the methods of invocation and the physical instructions for performing the spell.  A footnote to the text suggests this spell may have drawn on a Hebrew source.
  The god is addressed as ‘ruler of all’, whose name is ‘unutterable’, ‘at whose name even the daimons are terrified’, who is the Agathos Daimon, and the god is abjured to enter the mind and understanding of the spellmaker ‘for all the desires of my soul’.  Interspersed within this invocation is a series of voces magicae – strings of vowels and names, to be spoken by the spellmaker.

Information concerning the early practice of Christian communion is scarce.  In Letters 97, Pliny the Younger wrote that Christians would meet to ‘partake of a meal’ and sing ‘a hymn to Christ, as if to a god’.
  This leads to a clear point of difference between the PGM Spell and the Eucharist; the Christian rite was a regular, shared, communal activity, with commensality, prayers and singing while the Spell is enacted by an individual.  That aside, there are surprising similarities between the two rites.  Both spell and communion invoke a deity, and bread and wine are involved in both rituals.  There is also an undoubted echo of the spell’s conjoining of god-and-spell-maker at Line 795 – ‘For you are I and I, you’ – with the act of ingesting and imbibing of communion bread and wine which represent the actual body and blood of Christ.  There is praise for gods in both instances, there is the use of sound (the recitation of voces magicae, the bellowing and hissing in the spell, and the prayers and hymns at the Eucharist).  Similarly, too, there is movement and gesticulation in both the spell, with its different posturing at the cardinal points, and the Christian rite which requires specific movement in the passing and sharing of bread and wine.   

But there are obvious differences: the spell in this instance is for personal gain – the god is being invoked to grant the spellcaster’s desires; protection, success, victory, prosperity, sex appeal – and seems to be a secret act not tied to a particular location, instead stressing the time of the ritual and the configurations of the heavens at the time of performance.  It calls on names from a range of traditions, including Greek, Egyptian and the Old Testament.  It uses writing to create an amulet which can then be used in further rites; there is bellowing and hissing, and licking of lamellae to ingest the sacred vowels written thereon.  

In the early days of Christianity, believers would meet in each other’s houses for the shared Eucharist or Love-Feast.
 St Paul wrote to the Christian community at Corinth which celebrated the Eucharist with a shared meal, complaining that the wealthy were arriving early and overindulging, leaving little for the poor, who came later.
 So while the sharing of bread and wine in remembrance of Christ was private, it was by no means secret as Christians were a visible component of the populace and drawn from all layers of society.  The spell, however, has an exhortation to secrecy.  At line 1040 it reads: ‘Accordingly, do not / idly talk about the way to annul it, if you don’t want to damage yourself, but keep it to yourself.’

The Christian rite was a community action led by one individual, and only baptised Christians could take the sacrament, while it seems there is no constraint on who might perform the spell.  The presence of the god is brought into the bread and wine by whoever led the prayers and ritual observances, and not summoned by each and every person individually.  Although the Christian community in Corinth met weekly,
 there is no cosmological imperative such as is required for the spell. There is a considerable lead-up to the actual act of communion so that participants would receive the sacrament in the correct frame of mind.
  The Christian worshippers prayed and sang hymns, by comparison, the spell included sections to be chanted. It is likely that the Christian rite would have included the names of New Testament and Old Testament figures, while the spell calls on a wider range of characters from Greek and Chaldean sources; Orpheus and Zoroaster are mentioned along with St Michael and Hebrew figures.
Conclusion:  Disproving the Definitions

One of the reasons Frazer opposed magic and religion was that magic coerces and compels the gods, while religion venerates and supplicates them.  This, however, is inaccurate; many passages in the Greek Magical Papyri are reverential and supplicatory.  In particular, a passage known as the Mithras Liturgy is redolent with rich, respectful language.  It is theurgic in nature, the practitioner seeking enlightenment from the gods. The entire tone is deeply reverential and the aim is not personal gain, but spiritual improvement.  Nor is it individualistic, but includes instructions for an initiate to participate alongside the main practitioner.  

We have looked at how divination can sit quite happily within formal religious practice, we have compared religion and magic directly and disproven the widely-held beliefs that magic is secret, selfish, and coercive.  We have seen how fluid the use of the term ‘magic’ can be, sometimes being simply used in polemical fashion.  A close examination of a religious rite with a spell from the Greek Magical Papyri has demonstrated parallels and where divergences.  Coming back yet again to the Greek Magical Papyri, an intriguing passage in Spell IV, Lines 3007-86 is: ‘For those possessed by daimons’.
 After preparing olives and speaking voces magicae over the procedure, a phylactery is prepared and hung around the neck of the sufferer.  A conjuration takes place, during which the practitioner calls out the daimon in the name of ‘… the god of the Hebrews, Jesus…’
  The entire spell is full of Old Testament references, to ‘Osrael’, to accounts of how the Hebrew god defeated his enemies, and finishes with an adjuration not to eat pork.  This curious combination is a fine example of how magic has turned the tables, and co-opted religion to its own ends.

Indeed, so intertwined are the concepts of divination, magic and religion that, in relation to the ancient world, it is tempting to do away with the distinctions altogether.  Yet while this might make life simpler, in many ways it would be a shame.  The possibilities within the entangled worlds of divination, magic and religion are endlessly fascinating, and almost seem to invite interrogation.  Perhaps ultimately, it would be better to adopt quotation marks whenever discussing the topics; definitions of ‘magic’ and ‘divination’ and ‘religion’, as long as one is careful to set out one’s own definitions, are then given a little ‘wiggle room’ and may perhaps yield a way forward.
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