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Imogen Casey

Your essay must: 

· be clearly structured

· be fluently written, avoiding grammatical and punctuation errors

· make use of appropriate primary sources

· include a clear introduction setting out the question and your approach

· make reference to major protagonists in the field 

· evaluate competing arguments

· recognise the problem of contested or incomplete evidence

· include clear and thorough referencing and bibliography according to the required format

· contain a clear conclusion

“Taking one major tradition of astrology or astral religion from outside ‘the western tradition’ (defined as Greco-Roman and European), consider its beliefs and functions in relation to the theoretical literature on the nature of religion.”

I can decide what a religion is.


This essay is limited to considering the concept of time as the foundation in the development of beliefs and functions of adherents to the Mesopotamian astral religion. First the definition of religion will be analised within the framework of western scholarship focusing on the religious theory of Emile Durkheim who stated that: “religion is eminently a collective thing”
, Franz Cumont who provides a theoretical framework for the development of astral theologies
 and Mircea Eliade who explored the intimate connection between cosmos and time as religious in nature. The creation myth Enuma Elish thought to date from the Old Babylonian period, around 1800 BCE will be central to the analysis of cosmogonic time “that gushes forth with the first appearance of a new category of existence.
 In the previous sentence we have evidence of inherent concepts of time in western scholarship which is religious in origin. Christianity’s historical power and influence since its conception is evidenced in the temporal category of ‘Before the Christian Era’ or BCE which acronym in modern terms can also translate to ‘Before the Common Era’. Mircea Eliade refers to these dates as historical in nature and part of a profane experience of time. In this study I aim to transcend the bounds imposed by Christian concepts of time, to imagine a ‘primordial time’ that does not transcend the heavens but is eternally present, evidenced not only in the beliefs and functions of adherents to an astral religion but the associated symbols of time religious dogma seeks to initiate.

.

This short analysis is closely aligned with Emile Durkheim’s theoretical literature on the nature of religion which resonates with my own experience of religion having been raised as part of the late twentieth century Roman Catholic Church in Australia. Durkheim states that “the idea of religion is inseparable from the idea of a Church, it conveys the notion that religion must be eminently a collective thing”, where Durkheim’ concept of the ‘Church’ is a set of “beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those that adhere to them.”
 Durkheim also considers time as a homogenous, a priori conception that a consensus among minds, and thus all common life is essential for a society to function.
 Durkheim also states that “A religion is a set of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things” which tends to date his theory. Today in the twenty-first century where a secular, capitalist society has developed, the term sacred has since been extended in more recent studies carried out by Evans where the term ‘valued’ may be substituted.
 Conversely the term sacred seems inappropriate to project on Australian Aboriginal societies where W.E.H Stanner did not find any evidence of Durkheim’s defined ‘sacred’ in his ethnographic accounts of the same people as pointed out in a more recent translation of Durkheim’s work by Karen Fields.


What does resonate with my personal religious experience as a ‘modern individual’ and Durkheim’s definition of sacred things as “set apart and forbidden” is the inability to receive the host at communion until the rite of First communion had been completed. The first part of the statement ‘set apart’ could be considered synonymous with Rudolph Otto’s experience of the sacred as ‘wholly other’ compared with mundane events we experience regularly.
 The true experience associated with these concepts that were developed in the first part of the twentieth century are difficult for modern people to understand without the religious theory of Mircea Eliade. Eliade incorporates Otto’s concept of sacred experience with sacred time experienced by ‘religious man’ and profane time experienced by ‘modern man’ as it relates directly to time as foundation of time in an astral religion. Eliade asserts that even though modern man may experience a “certain discontinuity and heterogeneity of time’ he cannot access intervals of time that are sacred “that have no part in the temporal duration that precedes and follows them, that have a wholly different structure and origin, for they are of primordial time”.
 This ‘sacred beginning of time’ is made present through the activity of a festival. The mythical accompaniment would see the reenactment of the beginning of time, a state of chaos turned to cosmos and the ensuing symbols akin to the time it deified.

The Akitu festival was held by the Babylonians on the date of the rising of the crescent moon in Nisan according to Nicholas Campion (the first month in the Mesopotamian calendar when the new moon appeared after the spring equinox). Although Eliade asserts that Akitu was held at the last days of the year that was ending and the first days of the New Year. The myth that was recited during the twelve day festival was called Enuma Elish named after the opening lines: ‘When above’. Also known as the ‘Seven tablets of Creation’, Enuma Elish was written on cuneiform tablets which remnants survive today and is considered to be the primary evidence of the founding myth of Mesopotamian cosmology. Eliade states that “the battle between two groups of actors repeated the passage from chaos to cosmos, actualized the cosmogony. The mythical event became present once again along with the beginning of time.

 As Ulla-Westonholtz research revealed, the Babylonians developed two types of calendars, an administrative (civil) and a cultic version.
 which dealt with human experiences of two ‘wholly’ different types which could also be projected onto the modern concepts of the Sacred and Secular.
 Mircea Eliade where religious man (or primordial man) dealt with an all encompassing calendar within a cosmology as opposed to a ‘profane’/administrative calendar which was in place before the experience of religion by modern man. 


My personal experience of religion was taught to me at primary and secondary school where the majority of religious ‘rites’ were experienced before my teenage years; such as my Christening, First Communion and Confirmation. First Communion and Confirmation were carried out with my peers from school and I distinctly remember that what I valued about these experiences was the gifts and new clothes I wore on the days that these ‘rites’ or practices were carried out. The Christian dogma associated with it was not particularly valued in my experience, the material and social were. Holidays (holy days) were centered on the most important dates in the Christian calendar; Easter and Christmas which are also ‘public holidays’ in Australia and much of the secular western world. The timing of Easter, each year being mutable, was always a topic of conversation on that particular holiday where it  continues to be timed with the first Sunday after the first full moon after the Southern Hemisphere’s Autumnal equinox. Durkheim states that “there isn’t a religion that isn’t true for its adherents”. This statement summarises the essential argument in this essay as an adherent to an astral religion: that what we believe or consider being true are the concepts of time (orthodoxy) that direct our actions or practices (orthopraxy) which in my Roman Catholic ‘religious’ experience is fundamentally the Gregorian Calendar: a medium of social control.


The Gregorian calendar came into being in 1582, almost sixteen centuries after the development of Christianity and was initiated in direct response to a threat to the power of the Catholic Church – the Counter Reformation representing another historical schism in Christianity’s history with the development of Protestant theology. This resulted in the Catholic Church turning to a commission again to accurately date the vernal equinox to exert its influence through accurate timing but also intercalating extra days as an accurate administrative and cultic calendar. The regeneration of the calendar was imposed on the world through a Papal Bull- the advanced technology of the time being the printing press which enabled dissemination of the calendar to be far reaching. The only immutable date to be figured out then was Easter which could be considered as Christianity’s ‘cultic’ calendar which continues to depend on the consideration of the celestial bodies in determining the date of Easter. Based on Franz Cumont’s definition of the development of an astral religion, Christianity therefore retains an ‘astral component’ of an astral religion.


Franz Cumont theorised that the growth of the dogma in religions followed a course parallel with other theologies through analising the Babylonian astral religion. The starting point being: “faith in certain stellar divinities who exerted an influence on the world”.
 Aveni human/feeling-intelligence. This foundation of belief or faith being drawn from ‘stellar divinities’ could also be aligned with what Durkheim describes as a form of religion that coexists with another that he terms ‘naturism’; concepts drawn from the observed cycles of nature.
 The other coexisting religion being ‘animism’ that deals with the supernatural world which he speculates developed after the ‘natural order of things’ were known or accepted as facts or laws.
 This concept resonates with Cumont’s theory that the second stage of the course of a developed theology where: observation revealed the fact that the heavens were animated by regular movements, and they conceived themselves able to determine its effects on the future with the same certainty as the coming revolutions and conjunctions of the stars. Cumont is referring to the development of beliefs of astrology in the first part of the statement with the underlining foundation of the already known regular movements of the stars or as Durkheim stated as ‘the natural order of things’.


Cumont then summarises that the two-fold conviction of the known stellar revolutions along with prediction led to the original source being forgotten or disregarded due to a common process of invented reasons for believing where “The old belief became a science; its postulates were erected into principles, which were justified by physical and moral reasons, and it was pretended that they rested on experimental data amassed by a long series of observations”. Cumont asserts that this logical sequence ended up concealing a radical fallacy. Unlike Cumont however, Durkheim places the social aspect of religion before faith where “Religions exist because human beings exist only as social beings and in a humanly shaped world”.
 Where Cumont was considering the earliest evidence of an astral religion of the Babylonians, Durkheim had studied the Australian ‘primitive religion’ to comprehend the religious nature of man that is to reveal a fundamental and permanent aspect of humanity.” Durkheim justified this approach by asserting that “the fundamentals were more easily observable where the society was less complex.”
 By ‘less complex’ Durkheim’s study is based on societies (Australian Aboriginals) that did not have a centralised state as the Babylonians did in 1800 BCE that is associated with stringent time keeping but nevertheless had diverse cosmologies that could be termed astral religions today.


As asserted by Jennifer Powell McNutt “one may approach the study of the calendar as a means to grasp cultural and religious identity within specific regional contexts’, which in Durkheim and Cumont’s examples does support the primacy of timekeeping in the development of religions and cultures.

Durkheim also states that if religion ‘had not been grounded in the nature of things it would have met resistance that it could not overcome.’ This may explain why the dogma developed by an ancient culture such as that of the Babylonians withstood centuries of political and social turmoil and which Cumont claimed changed the ancient character of idolatry of pagan cults and prepared in many respects the coming of Christianity and monotheism, which could be argued was the result of more complex societies and a further abstraction from the fundamental natural order. Because we are so familiar with the development of Christian dogma it is plain to see the importance of establishing temporal constraints of a society to achieve order that was witnessed during a period of disorder experienced during the Counter Reformation which resulted in the reform of the Julian calendar by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582. The enduring aspect of the natural order in Christianity as an enduring component of an astral religion is the continued reference to the fundamental cosmic order: reckoning the time for the most important ‘cultic’ date in the Christian calendar: Easter.


In the early twentieth century new evidence in the form of Cuneiform texts were brought to the attention of western scholars through the discipline of philology. Philologist Franz Cumont stated that “Babylon was the first to erect the edifice of a cosmic religion, based upon science, which brought human activity and human relations with the astral divinities into the general harmony of organised nature.” Again the foundation of a cosmic religion as a fact or truth is termed ‘science’ as the original foundation of an astral religion, revealing the contemporary ideas of what is a fact or truth in an historical sense. Nicholas Campion states that “in pre-modern cultures we may even use ‘nature’ as a synonym for cosmos.” Further, Campion states that “a cosmology is also a conception of the cosmos not of something that encompasses us but an idea that we create” Therefore the creation of a cosmology is a product of a culture in response to various social, historical, environmental, technological and psychological factors.
 However it is not the ‘historical’ temporal category that satisfies the foundational concept of time or an organising principle when considering the cosmology of the Babylonian astral religion (largely constructed through ‘king lists’) but rather concepts or time reckoning that predate and may be revealed in the culture’s ‘creation myth’, considered a component of a society or religion’s orthodoxy or world view.

This is a fake sentence to accommodate a footnote that I have not included in the essay that outlines the study of religion as a science and with reason as if they had contrary meanings.

Anne Taves response to Martin and Weib quotes Durkheim’s ‘things set apart and forbidden’ as ‘intersubjectively recognizable behaviors that mark value in very fundamental ways’.
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