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1	Introduction

The following essay outlines astral religious narratives attached to the lunar nodes by comparing Jewish and Buddhist writings. For this purpose, in sections 2.1 and 2.2 the terms ‘religion’ and ‘astral religion’ will be defined in accordance with the present scholarly discourses. In section 2.3, the lunar nodes will be described astronomically before they will be discussed in Judaism and Buddhism in sections 3.1 and 3.2. The essay concludes in section 4 by summing up the presented material, revealing differences and communalities between Judaism and Buddhism. Furthermore, the definition of the term ‘astral religion’ will be discussed in accordance with the findings of this essay.

2	Definitions
2.1	Religion

In order to define the term ‘religion’ Schaffalitzky de Muckadell puts forward two main categories of definitions: ‘real’ and ‘nominal’ definitions.[footnoteRef:1] According to her, ‘real’ definitions specify the essence of a thing, while ‘nominal’ definitions aim to provide information about when people use a word and to what it is applied.[footnoteRef:2] In the context of this essay, the focus will be on ‘real’ definitions of the term ‘religion’, concentrating on its essential elements in order to clarify its relation to the term ‘astral religion’ properly (s. section 2.2). [1:  Caroline Schaffalitzky de Muckadell , ‘On Essentialism and Real Definitions of Religion’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 82 (2014), p. 496.]  [2:  Schaffalitzky de Muckadell, ‘On Essentialism and Real Definitions of Religion’, p. 496.] 

When applying ‘real’ definitions to define ‘religion’, one possible way to do that is by referring to its function. So called ‘functional definitions’ of religion can be found within the theories of Emile Durkheim and Clifford Geertz, as outlined by Schaffalitzky de Muckadell.[footnoteRef:3] Durkheim, a nineteenth/twentieth-century sociologist, focused on the social aspect of religion and defined it mainly as a ‘[…] unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things […] which unite in one single moral community […]’.[footnoteRef:4] In a similar way the twentieth-century anthropologist Geertz framed religion i.a. as 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 […]’.[footnoteRef:5] While Durkheim’s definition is sociological and Geertz’s anthropological, both contain functional aspects. However, as Schaffalitzky de Muckadell points out, functional definitions only provide descriptions of what Religion does instead of defining what it is.[footnoteRef:6] What lacks here are criteria for classification that would allow for a classical definition.[footnoteRef:7] Therefore, the seven dimensions of religion of the twentieth-century religious scholar Ninian Smart will be used by the author as a reference for such criteria: (1) the ritual or practical, (2) the doctrinal or philosophical, (3) the mythic or narrative, (4) the experiential or emotional, (5) the ethical or legal, (6) the organizational or social and (7) the material or artistic.  [3:  Schaffalitzky de Muckadell, ‘On Essentialism and Real Definitions of Religion’, p. 497.]  [4:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. by Karen E. Fields (New York: The Free Press, 1995), p. 44.]  [5:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), p. 90. ]  [6:  Schaffalitzky de Muckadell, ‘On Essentialism and Real Definitions of Religion’, pp. 497-498.]  [7:  Schaffalitzky de Muckadell, ‘On Essentialism and Real Definitions of Religion’, p. 498.] 

As in the context of this essay the sociological aspect of religion will not be the main topic, Durheim’s definition will not be followed. Rather, Geertz’ definition of religion as a system of symbols will be used as a foundation, especially focusing thereby on the third of Smart’s seven dimensions (the mythic and narrative). As a result, in the following section the term ‘astral religion’ will be discussed particularly through the lens of Smart’s third dimension and Geertz’ definition of religion. 

2.2	Astral Religion

In accordance with the New Catholic Encyclopedia ‘astral religion’ includes the worship of the stars, which long preceded astrology.[footnoteRef:8] It is further said, that ancient and modern writers have held that ‘[…] astral religion was the beginning of true worship as distinct from magic, and have interpreted the Greek and Egyptian mythology as parables or allegories of the heavenly constellations.’[footnoteRef:9] The mythic elements as parables or allegories coincide with Geertz’ notion of religion being a system of symbols and with Smart’s third dimension, the mythic and narrative. Furthermore, Schoener points out that the astrology of the nineteenth and twentieth century lies completely within the tradition of linking the planets to gods because the Babylonian foundations remain basically unchanged.[footnoteRef:10] Babylonian astrology used the names of gods in order to describe the effects of the planets – e.g., Mars as the star of Nergal proclaimed war and destruction, while Venus, the star of Ishtar, was connected with love.[footnoteRef:11]  [8:  F. C. Grant, ‘Astral Religion’, in New Catholic Encyclopedia, ed. by the Catholic University of America, (Detroit: Thomson/Gale, 2003), p. 809. ]  [9:  Grant, ‘Astral Religion’, p. 809.]  [10:  Gustav-Adolf Schoener, ‘Astrologie zwischen Empirie und Religion‘, Religionswissenschaftlicher Medien- und Informationsdienst (REMID), 9 (2002), p. 6 <https://www.ithrw.uni-hannover.de/fileadmin/theologie/pdf/rewi/ schoener_astrologiezwischenempirieundreligion.pdf> [accessed 29 November 2020].]  [11:  Bartel L. van der Waerden (ed), Science Awakening II (Dordrecht: Springer Science + Business Media, 1974), p. 59. ] 

However, one has to take into account the problems that occur by the usage of the word ‘symbolic’ when using Geertz’ definition of religion as a foundation. As pointed out by Rochberg, a historian on Mesopotamian cosmology, the Mesopotamian diviner understood the gods as immanent to the heavenly bodies.[footnoteRef:12] Rochberg further argues, that the significance of celestial omens for the events on earth was perceived as a function of the gods’ interest in humanity.[footnoteRef:13] The ambiguity of the stars being divine on the one hand and merely being messengers on behalf of gods on the other hand is also put forward by Campion who includes both assumptions, the stars being divine and messenger on behalf of the gods.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Franceska Rochberg, ‘Heaven and Earth: Divine-Human Relations in Mesopotamian Celestial Divination’, in Prayer, Magic, and the Stars in the Ancient and Late Antique World, ed. by Scott Noegel, Joel Walker and Brannon Wheeler (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), p. 169. ]  [13:  Rochberg, ‘Heaven and Earth: Divine-Human Relations in Mesopotamian Celestial Divination’, p. 170.]  [14:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World Religions, p. 12.] 

Concluding the discussion of the term ‘astral religion’, within this essay the term will be used as a description for the veneration of the stars or celestial bodies within a deistic framework, referring to the mythic or narrative component of religion as e.g. in the context of creation stories or mythological/deistic explanations of natural phenomena (e.g. solar eclipses). Therefore, in accordance with Rochberg, in this essay ‘astral religion’ refers to the celestial bodies as divine entities who take direct influence on what is happening in the world. 

2.3	The Lunar Nodes

In this section the lunar nodes will be defined, before their different meaning in Judaism und Buddhism will be analysed. Astronomically speaking, the lunar nodes are built by the two cut points between the ecliptic and the Moon’s orbit.[footnoteRef:15] The cut point at which the Moon rises above the ecliptic is defined as the ‘Dragon’s Head’ (or northern lunar node) and the opposite point the ‘Dragon’s Tail’ (or southern lunar node), both causing eclipses of the Moon or the Sun when the new moon or the full moon occur near to them.[footnoteRef:16] Although the nodes are obviously associated with a dragon within Western culture, in Indian astrology the are linked to Rahu and Ketu.[footnoteRef:17] Nonetheless, beside these differences the analysis of the nodes will show also some similarities across Jewish and Buddhist narratives. In the following sections, the nodes will be first discussed within Jewish (section 3.1) and subsequently within Buddhist (section 3.2) works. [15:  AstroWiki, Descending Moon's Node. <https://www.astro.com/astrowiki/en/Descending_Moon%27s_Node> [accessed 29 November 2020] ]  [16:  AstroWiki, Solar Eclipse. <https://www.astro.com/astrowiki/en/Solar_Eclipse> [accessed 29 November 2020]. ]  [17:  Maharshi Parasara, Brihat Parasara Hora Sastra: Vol. I, trans. by R. Santhanam (New Delhi: Ranjan Publications, 1984), p. 27.] 


3	The Lunar Nodes in Judaism and Buddhism
3.1	The Dragon in Jewish Traditions

In Jewish sources the dragon is a central figure. As Tipvarakankoon points out, the dragon appears in the Old Testament as the snake in Genesis 3 and is described as a Dragon in Revelation 12 by John the Seer.[footnoteRef:18] In the context of Hellenistic Judaism ‘Bel and the Dragon’, a piece of Greek folklore probably written in the second century BCE, consists of two tales cobbled together which became the canonical text of Daniel.[footnoteRef:19] The second of these two stories begins with the king Cyrus who is looking for a (new) deity to revere and bids Daniel to pay homage to the large snake worshipped by the Babylonians.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Wiriya Tipvarakankoon, The Theme of Deception in the Book of Revelation (Claremont: Claremont Press, 2017), pp. 44-45, pp. 49-50. ]  [19:  Erich Gruen, The Construct of Identity in Hellenistic Judaism (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016), p. 51. ]  [20:  Gruen, The Construct of Identity in Hellenistic Judaism, p. 52. ] 

Within Jewish scholarship the dragon is also employed by the Italian polymath Schabbatai Donnolo, who lived in the tenth century.[footnoteRef:21] In his Sefer Hakhmoni Donnolo comments on §55 of Sefer Yetzirah, translating the Hebrew tly as ‘dragon’, while Mancuso points out that other later commentators rather translated it as an axis mundi.[footnoteRef:22] Donnolo describes the dragon i.a. as having a head and a tail, set in the fourth firmament, stretched from end to end as an axis and that it darkens the light of the two luminaries.[footnoteRef:23] Furthermore, he refers to the dragon as being a guiding king, moving the luminaries forward and backward and the planets and constellations from east to west and from west to east.[footnoteRef:24] Based on this descriptions and the fact that tly is also referred to as the axis mundi, the central role of the dragon within Jewish traditions becomes comprehendible. [21:  Piergabriele Mancuso, ‘Cosmological Traditions in Judeo-Byzantine South Italy: A Preliminary Analysis’, in From Māshā’allā to Kepler: Theory and Practice in Medieval and Renaissance Astrology, ed. by Charles Burnett and Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum (Ceredigion: Sophia Centre Press, 2015), p. 311. ]  [22:  Peter A. Hayman, Sefer Yesira: Edition, Translation and Text-Critical Commentary (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), p. 168; Piergabriele Mancuso, Shabbatai Donnolo’s Sefer Hakhmoni: Introduction, Critical Text, and annotated English Translation (Leiden: Brill, 2010), pp. 343-344; Mancuso, Cosmological Traditions in Judeo-Byzantine South Italy, p. 319. ]  [23:  Mancuso, Shabbatai Donnolo’s Sefer Hakhmoni, pp. 343-344. ]  [24:  Mancuso, Shabbatai Donnolo’s Sefer Hakhmoni, p. 344. ] 

As Mancuso points out, Donnolo’s description of the dragon refers to the lunar nodes which were already employed in the eight-century Arabic astrology, as attested by the Great Introduction of Abu Ma’shar.[footnoteRef:25] Abraham Ibn Ezra, a twelfth-century Spanish scholar and astrologer, also uses in §1.6:7 of his The Book of Reasons the term tly in order to refer to the lunar nodes.[footnoteRef:26] As Sela argues, Ibn Ezra could have borrowed the Hebrew tly from a variety of sources, including the Sefer Yetzirah or Donnolo’s Sefer Hakhmoni.[footnoteRef:27] However, Ibn Ezra also draws to Indian concepts of the lunar nodes, although he dismisses their teachings. In §5.3:1-5 of his The Book of Reasons he says that the Indians are not correct in assigning both nodes malefic effects because only the tail of the dragon (or southern lunar node) is malefic.[footnoteRef:28] As Ibn Ezra refers to Indian concepts concerning the nodes, these will be discussed more closely in the following section (3.2). [25:  Mancuso, Shabbatai Donnolo’s Sefer Hakhmoni, p. 345, fn. 158.]  [26:  Abraham Ibn Ezra, The Book of Reasons: A Parallel Hebrew-English Critical Edition of the Two Versions of the Text, ed., trans. and annot. by Shlomo Sela (Leiden: Brill, 2007), p. 37. ]  [27:  Abraham Ibn Ezra, The Book of Reasons, p. 121, §1.6, fn. 2.]  [28:  Abraham Ibn Ezra, The Book of Reasons, p. 85. ] 

In summary, evidence can be drawn that the lunar nodes are linked to essential astral religious or mythic narratives within Judaism that refer to a dragon. The dragon itself is part of Jewish tradition and literature from as early as the Old and New Testament, as pointed out by scholars, and is later linked to the nodes in astrology. This fits with the term ‘astral religion’ as to be understood as the connection between celestial phenomena and the mythic or narrative element within religious traditions, although in this context the dragon can not strictly be seen as a deity rather than a mythological figure within a deistic narrative. 

3.2	Rahu in Buddhism and Indian Astrology

One of the earliest sources in Buddhism that mention Rahu are the Samyutta Nikaya.[footnoteRef:29] The Samyutta Nikaya, which Mun-keat dates to the Sectarian Buddhism of the third century BCE, contains five books of which The Book with Verses or the Sagathavagga will be investigated more closely.[footnoteRef:30] In its second chapter, the Devaputtasamyutta, Rahu is mentioned in the first subchapter or Suriya (I, 10, 285:289).[footnoteRef:31] The verses tell the story of the young deva Suriya who had been seized by Rahu and asks Buddha for refuge.[footnoteRef:32] Then, Buddha says to Rahu: ‘[…] Do not swallow the radiant one, The maker of light in darkness, […]’.[footnoteRef:33] This refers to the Sun (or Suriya) and that Rahu is not supposed to swallow her, rather, he should release her. Later in the verses Rahu justifies his release of Suriya by the fact that otherwise his head would have been split into seven parts.[footnoteRef:34] [29:  Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Samyutta Nikaya, trans. by Bhikkhu Bodhi (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2000).]  [30:  Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, p. 139; Choong Mun-keat, The Fundamental Teachings of Early Buddhism: A Comparative Study based on the Sutranga portion of the Pali Samyutta-Nikaya and the Chinese Samyuktagama (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2000), pp. 2-7. ]  [31:  Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, pp. 145-146.]  [32:  Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, pp. 145-146.]  [33:  Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, p. 146.]  [34:  Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, p. 146.] 

Although Rahu can be traced back at least to the third-century BCE Buddhism, it probably took about eight hundred years that he became connected to the (northern) lunar node. First evidence for this assumption can be found in the earliest known Indian astrological writings, the Yavanajataka by Sphujidhvaja, which shows strong influences of Greek astronomy.[footnoteRef:35] While Pingree postulates that this work was composed in the second century CE, more recent investigations of Mak come to the conclusion that it should rather be dated somewhere between 22 CE and the early seventh century CE.[footnoteRef:36] In the Yavanajataka whether Rahu nor Ketu were mentioned, however, there is another Indian-Greek source which Mak dates in accordance with Pingree to the fourth century CE, the Vrddhayavanajataka of Mionaraja.[footnoteRef:37] In this manuscript, Rahu is mentioned in the context of astrological geography. In chapter 2.10. it is said that Rahu is born ‘in the Great Barbarian Land (mahabarbara)’ and in chapter 2.11. Rahu is mentioned along geographical directions.[footnoteRef:38] However, evidence for the usage of Rahu and Ketu along with the lunar nodes occurs probably not earlier than in the sixth-century astrological work of Varahamihira, Brihat Jataka. In chapter 2.3 he links Rahu and Ketu explicitly to the northern and southern lunar node.[footnoteRef:39] [35:  David Pingree, The Yavanajataka of Sphujidhvaja: Volume II, ed., trans. and annot. by David Pingree (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978). ]  [36:  Bill M. Mak, ‘The Date and Nature of Sphujidhvaja’s Yavanajataka Reconsidered in the Light of Some Newly Discovered Materials’, History of Science in South Asia, 1 (2013), p.17. ]  [37:  Bill M. Mak, ‘The First Two Chapters of Minaraja’s Vrddhayavanajataka’, ZINBUN, 48 (2018), p. 2.]  [38:  Mak, ‘The First Two Chapters of Minaraja’s Vrddhayavanajataka’, pp. 27-28. ]  [39:  Varaha Mihira, The Brihat Jataka, trans. by N. Chidambaram Iyer (Madras: The Foster Press, 1885), p. 15. ] 

Although the deity Rahu can be traced back to the Sectarian Buddhism, Kotyk points out that Rahu became mingled with the dragon within Japanese-Buddhist astrology about the late eighth or early ninth century.[footnoteRef:40] According to Kotyk, Li Miqian incorporated Iranian horoscopy in the Buddhist Qiyao rangzai jue along with Rahu and Ketu.[footnoteRef:41] Furthermore, the transmission of the Tejaprabha cult from China introduced the worship of planetary deities to Japan.[footnoteRef:42] The deities, according to Kotky, were originally Indian, but the elements of the deities also reflect the transition to Iranian(-Mesopotamian) motifs that occurred from the beginning of the ninth century in China.[footnoteRef:43] Within the representations of these deities Rahu is depicted as a demonic four-armed figure atop a dragon.[footnoteRef:44] As Kotyk argues, the dragon in this depiction is based on Iranian sources.[footnoteRef:45] [40:  Jeffrey Kotyk, ‘Japanese Buddhist Astrology and Astral Magic: Mikkyo and Sukuyodo’, Japanese Journal of Religious Studies, 45 (2018), p. 40. ]  [41:  Kotyk, ‘Japanese Buddhist Astrology and Astral Magic’, p. 40.]  [42:  Kotyk, ‘Japanese Buddhist Astrology and Astral Magic’, p. 47. ]  [43:  Kotyk, ‘Japanese Buddhist Astrology and Astral Magic’, p. 47.]  [44:  Kotyk, ‘Japanese Buddhist Astrology and Astral Magic’, pp. 46-47.]  [45:  Kotyk, ‘Japanese Buddhist Astrology and Astral Magic’, p. 47.] 

To conclude, the findings concerning Rahu in Buddhism suggest that Rahu was worshipped as deity in an astral religious context within Japanese-Buddhism in the late eight or early ninth century. Although Rahu was already mentioned within Sectarian Buddhism in the third century BCE, he may not be used for astrological purposes in Indian astrology before the fourth century. Furthermore, the explicit connection between Rahu and the northern lunar node (and between Ketu and the southern Node) was probably first established in the sixth century in the Brihat Jataka. However, evidence drawn by Kotyk suggests that in the ninth century depictions of Rahu became mixed with Iranian illustrations of a dragon, whereby this new depiction of Rahu was transmitted to Japanese Buddhism via the Tejaprabha cult.

4	Conclusion

This essay outlined the different astral religious narratives concerning the lunar nodes in Jewish and Buddhist contexts. As for their association with the head and the tail of a dragon within Judaism, the essay outlined that the dragon (or serpent) is deeply rooted within Jewish traditions.[footnoteRef:46] However, by reference to scholarly work, the connection between the dragon and the lunar nodes was probably first established through the eight-century work The Great Introduction by Abu Ma’shar, as suggested by Mancuso.[footnoteRef:47] The association with the dragon then was continued by the tenth-century scholar Donnolo in his work Sefer Hakhmoni in which he commented on the Hebrew word tly (‘axis mundi’ or ‘dragon’) in Sefer Yetzirah.[footnoteRef:48] In the eleventh/twelfth century the Jewish scholar and astrologer Ibn Ezra followed this tradition and used the terms ‘Dragon Head’ and ‘Dragon Tail’ for the lunar nodes.[footnoteRef:49]  [46:  Tipvarakankoon, The Theme of Deception in the Book of Revelation, pp. 49-50. ]  [47:  Mancuso, Shabbatai Donnolo’s Sefer Hakhmoni, p. 345, fn. 158.]  [48:  Mancuso, Shabbatai Donnolo’s Sefer Hakhmoni, p. 343-344.]  [49:  Abraham Ibn Ezra, The Book of Reasons, p. 85.] 

Concerning Buddhism, the essay was able to show that tales about the sun-swallowing deity Rahu can be traced back at least to the third-century BCE Sectarian Buddhism.[footnoteRef:50] However, it probably took about eight hundred years that Rahu was first associated with the lunar node as evident in the Brihat Jataka which was composed in the sixth century CE.[footnoteRef:51] In addition, the essay also outlined that Iranian depictures which link the dragon with the lunar nodes influenced Japanese-Buddhist astrology in the early ninth century.[footnoteRef:52] As Kotyk suggests, the Iranian depictures of the lunar nodes were mixed with images of the Indian Rahu on the basis of the Chinese Tejaprabha cult, resulting in the depicture of Rahu as a demonic four-armed figure atop a dragon.[footnoteRef:53] [50:  Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, p. 146.]  [51:  Varaha Mihira, The Brihat Jataka, p. 15.]  [52:  Kotyk, ‘Japanese Buddhist Astrology and Astral Magic’, p. 47.]  [53:  Kotyk, ‘Japanese Buddhist Astrology and Astral Magic’, pp. 46-47.] 

As an overall conclusion evidence can be drawn that the narratives of the dragon in Judaism and of Rahu in Buddhism each preceded their association with the lunar nodes. The earliest source for this association found by the author can be traced back to the sixth-century Brihat Jataka of Varahamihira, predating the eight-century Great Introduction by Abu Ma’shar. Finally, relying on Kotky, evidence suggests that Buddhist or Indian images of Rahu (the lunar node) were influenced by the Iranian depictions of the nodes as a dragon. Furthermore, the fact that in Judaism the nodes were associated with a dragon sheds also new light on the definition of the term ‘astral religion’: as opposed to its classical definition as the ‘veneration of the stars as deities’, the discussed material suggests that this definition may be extended to mythological figures which, nonetheless, are included in deistic narratives. 
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