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In what sense are astrology’s origins religious?
Word Count: 3225
Religion and Astrology are two concepts that elude exact definitions, their meaning depends on culture, historical time and can be collective or personal. Human thought has been grappling with the ideas they stand for, since before history. These concepts are intertwined as they are separate at the same time.  Astrology's religious origins are apparent in the English terms used for the planets: Jupiter, Saturn, Mars, Venus and Mercury are the names of Roman gods. This essay will explore how Western Astrology evolved in Babylon within the predominant religion of the time. In the era of Hellenistic Greece, astrology received its philosophical/scientific slant that enabled it to survive into Monotheism. The belief that the stars held power over terrestrial life was unquestioned in those early times, and the role of the astrologer was to communicate with that perceived power and interpret it for human use. A major part of religion is connected to sacred time, and astrology holds the same significance to the idea of better or worse time, that can be translated to sacred or profane timing. Astrology's demise in the 17th century with the age of enlightenment, was also the beginning of the demise of the churches. 

This essay will deal with observations about the nature of religion presented by Emile Durkheim in the introduction to his book The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, the stepping stones that lead up to his definition of religion. Durkheim first describes religion as "a more or less complex system of myths, dogmas, rites and ceremonies".
 When it comes to the Babylonian and Hellenistic religions the myths are related to the stars, the dogma is that the stars are the gods, rites and ceremonies are held in their honour, and their timing is carefully scheduled according to their appearance. In those days astronomy and astrology were one and the same, and therefore astrology on its own is hard to define. In this paper it will be examined in a broad sense, and through a narrow lens, both views are crucial to our understanding of the connection between religion and astrology. Astrology in its broadest sense is defined by Patrick Curry as: 'the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth, and the tradition that has thus been generated’.
 The narrow definition by Claudius Ptolemy proclaim astrology as 'means of prediction through astronomy'.

Babylonian Astrology
Enuma Elish, the Babylonian creation myth, whose main theme is the ascension of Marduk (the planet Jupiter) to the kingship of the gods. Our best source for the Enuma Elish myth comes from tablets uncovered in the library of Ashurbanipal in Ninveh in Assyria, dated to about 7th Century BC. However, researchers of the myth, such as Alexander Heidel suggest that the myth can be dated to the first Babylonian Dynasty: 18-15 centuries BC.
 . In Tablet IV Marduk (the planet Jupiter) emerges as the supreme god, by showing off the power of his command to bring forth and extinguish the constellations: 

"22   Command and bring about annihilation and re-creation.
23   Let the constellation disappear at your utterance,
24   With a second command let the constellation reappear."
25   He gave the command and the constellation disappeared,
26   With a second command the constellation came into being again.
27   When the gods, his fathers, saw (the effect of) his utterance,
28   They rejoiced and offered congratulation: "Marduk is the king!"

Further in Tablet V, Lines 1-46 are devoted to explaining how Marduk set up 'heavenly stations for the great gods', and his creation of the Moon and the Sun to rule the nights and the days. Thus time as we know it was created with the implication that it is not equal – there are better moments, as there are worse moments. 

Durkheim observes that religious systems combine naturism which includes the phenomena of nature, including the sky and the stars, with animism which has spiritual beings as its object, 'animated and conscious agents like man, but distinguished from him'. 
  The Babylonian religion is a great exponent of such a mixed religion. The God Marduk is also the planet (Jupiter), he also holds lightning bolts in his hands and he can bestow favours on kings and his people, or inflict harm upon them. In those days Astrology in the broad sense was a major part of religion and culture. Astral magic was practiced in temples and homes with the belief that "through proper prayers and rituals the stars' influence can avert the portended misfortune and assist the exorcist and the physician in healing illness."
 The narrow form of astrology, deriving astrological omens for what the future holds by meticulous observation and analysis was practiced for the benefit of king and country.  

A collection of some seven thousand celestial omens in a series of seventy tablets known as Enuma Anu Enlil (EAE) were uncovered at the same library of Ashurbanipal.'
 Copies of the EAE astrological omens texts have been uncovered in neighbouring states of Hitti, Elam, Ugarit and more. One function of the star observers was to keep a calendar of twelve lunar months, each containing usually thirty days, and an intercalary month added according to signs. 
  The importance of the calendar and its relation to religion as 'a rhythm of the collective activities' is noted by Durkheim: 'The divisions into days, weeks, months, years, etc., correspond to the periodical recurrence of rites, feasts, and public ceremonies'. 
 Yet, the EAE scribes role was related to foretelling the future from the phenomena of the luminaries and the planets. Their job was to supply news flashes or intelligence reports to the king containing weather forecasts, the possibilities of war, the state of the crops, and the king's mood, as can be seen in the following letter to King Ashurbanipal:    

"(No. 29) When at the Moon's appearance its horns are pointed, the king of Akkad wherever he goes will rule the land, (or) the king of Akkad wherever his face is set will ravage the land. When at the Moon's appearance its face is turned to the left ....dates and ...(?)... When at its appearance a north wind blows (in that month a flood will come). Jupiter passed to the place of sunset; there will be a secure dwelling, welfare lucky for the land. When the Sun reaches its zenith with a perihelion, the king will be angry and there will be war. (Jupiter has remained in the heavens many days.) From Asaridu, the greater, the king's servant."

In the above (typical) example, the scribe Asaridu observes the sky and uses the omens written in EAE according to his findings. Jupiter (Marduk) at the place of sunset apparently means good welfare for the land. We do not know when those omens were first recorded and it is hard to track their development, we only have a final version believed to represent a millennia of observations and omen production.
 We do know that over the course of a long time a branch of mathematical astronomy was established to help in determining future planetary positions.
 The EAE relies on the belief that the planets/gods are better or worse for the king and country when in a specific constellation, and/or within a specific phase within their synodic cycle, or when in relationship with each other in the sky. The EAE testifies to an astrology which is religious and a religion which is astrological. 

Hellenistic Astrology
The Greco-Hellenistic religion in the sense of myths, shared calendar and festivals is represented in Hesiod's Theogeny and the various works of Homer through which most constellations received their current names. The principal God is Zeus 'the father of gods and of men', an equivalent of Marduk, the planet Jupiter with the lightning bolt in his hands.
 All other natural phenomena is linked with deities, similar to the Babylonian scheme. Star observation for the purpose of keeping a civic and ritual calendar is just as important in Greece as it was in Babylon, but the Greeks developed a geometrical system for the calculation of the planetary motion, as opposed to the Babylonian more mathematical approach. Alongside religion, philosophy becomes prominent in Greece as Durkheim observes: "If philosophy and the sciences were born of religion, it is because religion began by taking the place of the sciences and philosophy".
 In Athens in c. 366 BC, Plato writes Timaeus - his account of how the physical universe came into being. 
 Plato discusses our earth as a copy of a rational, eternal model with the planets orbiting in perfect circles according to mathematical harmonics: "on the part of God, with a view to the generation of Time, the sun and moon and five other stars, which bear the appellation of “planets,” came into existence for the determining and preserving of the numbers of Time".
 Plato confirms the importance of astrology when he complains about 'the choric dances of these same stars' with their changes in directions, and the fact that they are not visible when conjunct the Sun 'send upon men unable to calculate alarming portents of the things which shall come to pass hereafter'. 
 He insists on the need of a mathematical model for the accurate calculation of the planetary movements. Plato continues to discuss in Timaeus the four earthly elements (fire, earth, water and air), their composition, and reactions to each other as the basis for the art of medicine. His rational will form the foundation for the medical profession (which relied on astrology) up to the 17-18th centuries. Even though Timaeus features a full cosmology, it did not turn into a religion, but rather was incorporated into the monotheistic religions that were yet to take over. Durkheim stresses that "religion is something eminently social", Timaeus is intellectually demanding, making its appeal to the educated elite, and therefore may not be relevant to the whole society. 

Four centuries after Plato's request for a reliable model of the orbits of the planets, Claudius Ptolemy produced just that. His book, The Almagest (literally meaning the greatest one in Arabic) provided a geo-centric model of the universe with accompanying convenient tables, which could be used to compute the future or past position of the planets. The Almagest became one of the most important science books for the next 1500 years. It was used by astrologers and astronomers until Copernicus published his heliocentric model of the solar system. The Tetrabiblos known as the 'Bible of Astrology' followed and its main focus is to teach forecasting astronomy (astrology).
 The Tetrabiblos is a complex scientific treatise, teaching mundane and personal astrology: "with respect to an individual man, perceive the general quality of his temperament from the ambient at the time of his birth, as for instance that he is such and such in body and such and such in soul, and predict occasional events".
 Much of its contents is of unknown origin. The EAE in its simplicity cannot be considered a direct influence to a treatise that promises to teach how to foretell the future of a person based on his horoscope: his wealth, his marriage/s, his parents' and siblings' fate and more. Ptolemy refers in his work to 'Egyptians', and 'Chaldeans' texts, yet the line of development of the ideas and methods presented in the Tetrabiblos is still unknown today. The Tetrabiblos testifies to an astrology practiced apart from religion. 

The power of the stars

Astrology in its broader definition was part of daily life in ancient times. There is ample evidence from archaeological excavations, texts and spoken language (Saturday-meaning Saturn day) that the belief in the power of the stars on human lives was taken for granted and not debated for thousands of years in the Near East and in Europe. The stars had a dual role in relation to men says Erica Reiner, firstly astral irradiation can be captured and potently used in potions and amulets. Secondly, the stars serve as medium of communication with the divine.
  The ample literature known as the Greek Magical Papyri follows in the Babylonian tradition of astral magic calling upon the divine through its starry representations. The texts teach that the timing of the performance of the ritual is highly important for the effect to take place. To obtain the assistance of the Gods and stars one should purify himself, and start "the first spell of encounter as the sun's orb is disappearing . . ."
. There is a vast collection of literature devoted to astral magic both from Babylon and from Greece, serving first for medicinal purposes, but also addressing every other human need. Plato's more philosophical/scientific approach still holds that the stars have power over men. Ptolemy explains that since the Sun determines day light and the seasons. The moon affect the tides, 'plants and animals in whole or in some part wax and wane with her. Moreover, the passages of the fixed stars and the planets through the sky often signify hot, windy, and snowy conditions of the air'. 
 Thus the belief in the power of the stars is unquestioned, the idea that one can avert bad fortune or increase good fortune is also implied by the sheer number of texts devoted to the subject.  

The Scribes/Astrologers 

Astrology in the narrower definition was limited to an extremely small set of Babylonian literati. 
 Those scribes who held the title Tupšar were connected to the temples. Yet, it is still unclear in what way the 'practice of scholarly divination' was related to religion itself, writes Rochberg. 
 Betz writes that the astral magicians probably were "religious functionaries, in both the Egyptian and the Hellenistic setting".
 Both scholars claim that there is much evidence connecting the early astrologers to religious environment, yet it is not clear that they were priests as we understand the term. When King Ashurbanipal boasts about his god given talents, he counts the following: Wide understanding and broad perception from Marduk, the scribal art from Nabu, physical ﬁtness, manhood and unparalleled strength from Ninurta and Nergal. He then adds 'I can discern celestial and terrestrial portents and deliberate in the assembly of the experts. I am able to discuss the series “If the liver is a mirror image of the sky” with capable scholars… '
 Thus it is clear that knowledge of the astrological omens is also available to the king, raising the possibility of other, non-priests, having access to the knowledge. Yet it is clear that the 'secrets of the great gods,' were guarded as written on one of the tablets indicates: “the knowing (one) may show (the tablet) only to the knowing, not to the ‘un-knowing.’
 By the time Timaeus is written, literacy is far more widespread in Greece, and it is clear from the text itself that the astronomical knowledge was not restricted to the priesthood, but available to anyone who wished to engage with it, and had the means to do so. When Ptolemy is writing his work, he complains about the many astrologers who make mistakes because they were not 'accurately instructed in its practice'.
 Thus it seems that the early astrologers were connected to the religious institutions, but in those days all scholars were connected to either the palace or the temple (or both). In the Hellenistic era when anyone could study in Plato's Academy, anyone could also be an astrologer without holding a specific religious role. 

Sacred Time

Durkheim summarizes his ideas and finally defines religion in the following way: 'A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.'
 This definition emphasizes the idea of the sacred, and the connection of astrology, religion and the sacred can be summarized in the concept of sacred time. Sacred time is determined by the heavenly bodies' position relative to each other or to the Zodiac. Religious festivals are usually connected to equinoxes, solstices, new and full moons, and risings of fixed stars. In Babylon, astrology in its broad definition, was the cause of the sacred, and one cannot imagine the religion without it. In Greece, the sky gave birth to myths: one can sing Hesiod's myth of Orion pointing to the constellation and using the stars as a set for the tale. The occasion for the meeting of Timaeus with his friends is a holiday for the goddess Athena. Plato's narrative is 'a tribute of praise, chanted as it were duly and truly, in honour of the Goddess on this her day of Festival'.
 Astrology in this sense is needed a-priori for the creation of the sacred. In its narrower frame, astrology started off as a thing set apart and forbidden, available only to a small group of Babylonian scribes. Yet, as time elapsed it became widespread and available to anyone who was able to study it and master its techniques. Astrology, though not forbidden, is still set apart from ordinary thinking. Ptolemy stresses the importance of the ability to accurately compute the movements of the planets, and the need of continued study into their nature. These abilities are uncommon, then and now.  

When Christianity and Islam deprived the stars of their godly position, the belief in their power remained. Much of the belief relied on the writings of Plato, Aristotle and Ptolemy. It was with the progress in the makings of better telescopes and microscopes that the Hellenistic theories of the stars and the elements were proved wrong. Campion notes that astrology almost died out in the late 17th century, and that pinning down the causes is hard, though he does link it to the popularity of Newtonian physics that robbed the stars from their soul or divine image.
  One can say that the advancements in science power diminished the power of religion as it did that of astrology. 

Conclusion

Astrology in its broad definition is 'the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth, and the tradition that has thus been generated’, seems to be the cause of religion rather than being caused by religion. In Babylon and Greece, creation myths were connected to the heavenly bodies, and the stars were worshipped and were called upon for personal and collective needs. The planets were seen as the effective agents causing good or bad events on the earth. The early astrologers were connected to religious institutions, their role was part of the overall idea that time is not equal, and that astrology is the way of marking the calendar for sacred times, and knowing when is the better timing for magical practices or mundane tasks. Astrology in its narrower definition as a 'means of prediction through astronomy' was practiced by learned scribes. Initially those sky observers were also part of the clergy, but as time went by, those whose role was the astronomical forecasting were found to come from the intellectual educated elite. It seems almost impossible to separate religion from astrology prior to Plato, but by Ptolemy's time, astrology as a scientific, intellectual pursuit can be seen apart from religion. Durkheim concludes his definition with an emphasis on 'one single moral community called a Church'. When it comes to the individual astrologers, it is clear that they believed in the power of the stars, yet their affiliation with any 'Church' remains unclear. 
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