Theory and Methodology for the Study of Ancient Religions (CLCL7003)
Unit 8: Cosmology, Society and Religion


Cosmology, or a reasoned account of the universe, is a subject of great importance for religions. The importance varies from religion to religion. But some generalisation is possible. Many classical and post-classical cosmologies rest on philosophical and mathematical explorations. Aristotle’s treatise On the heavens provides an example. In it, he draws on earlier religious and speculative attempts by pre-Socratic philosophers to understand the totality of the universe. His work is in turn elaborated by Ptolemy, whose Almagest (from the Arabic  al-majistî, المجسطي, which derives in turn from the Greek  Megistê Syntaxis, Μεγίστη Σύνταξις, ‘The Greatest Collection’) established a geocentric model of the universe that persisted until the time of Copernicus. Aristotle for his part included metaphysical contemplations about god as the origin of the universe (see On the heavens 271a33, 284a12, 286a9), though almost incidentally and sometimes with a hint of bemusement at earlier practices (268a15, 270b7). Subsequent authors developed these themes in ways that go well beyond Aristotle’s paradigm. For them, the universe is the field of action for agents of all sorts – humans, gods, daemons, and heroes, to name a few, plus semi-personalised forces. 
Accounts of the origins of the universe (cosmogony) and thus the origins of the agents who populate it are often mythic. Good examples are found in Hesiod’s account of the gods in his Theogony, or the Babylonian cycle Enûma Eliš (itself frequently compared to the Hebrew cosmologies found in the first chapters of Genesis). These legends tend to focus more on their characters and how those characters act and interact with each other, than on the mechanisms of the universe. In that way, they give a foundation for interpreting the myths. And when some philosophers carried forward speculation about the universe as informed by these early cosmogonies, they seemed to expect that knowledge of origins is integral to knowing about the purpose of existence. Sometimes it even discloses the end of the universe, as with the Stoic teaching about the great conflagration (see Hahm 1977, Long 1985). 
Not all of the actors in those ancient cycles are gods. They also feature semi-divine actors of various types and, of course, humans. In this way, the myths about origins are a field in which we can evaluate behaviour (see further Douglas 1996). To put it another way, cosmology can provide a frame of reference for ethics and morality. It can do so by identifying the place of humans within the universe, which has implications for how humans ought to act. In Cicero’s The Dream of Scipio, the implications for morality and politics are explored against the background of a dreaming vision of the universe. (The vision ranges so widely that a medieval commentary on it, by Macrobius, used it as a framework for a little encyclopaedia!) Scipio’s vision of his redoubtable grandfather not only revisits Plato’s myth of Er, it also holds out a promise for those who work in service of country (On the commonwealth VI.13; trans. Yonge 1853: 382): 
Now in order to encourage you, my dear Africanus, continued the shade of my ancestor, to defend the state with the greater cheerfulness, be assured that for all those who have in any way conduced to the preservation, defence, and enlargement of their native country, there is a certain place in heaven, where they shall enjoy an eternity of happiness. For nothing on earth is more agreeable to God, the Supreme Governor of the universe, than the assemblies and societies of men united together by laws, which are called States. It is from heaven their rulers and preservers came, and thither they return.
As a third example we can also note that a reasoned account of the universe can serve as the foundation for mystical experience. These experiences combine an account of the universe (often from a philosophical perspective) with practical disciplines that facilitate personal appropriation of, or engagement with, ultimate reality. As the fourth-century philosopher Sallustius states (Concerning the Gods and the Universe IV, trans. Nock 1988: 7): ‘Theological myths suit philosophers, physical and psychical myths poets; blended myths suit solemn rites, since every rite seeks to give us union with the universe and with the gods.’ That is, cosmologies facilitate mystical encounters. In this domain, the influence of Pythagoras is paramount, as the ancient sources themselves widely acknowledge. Ritual cosmologies can range from rarefied philosophical explorations of interiority and understanding (presented, e.g., in Sallustius’ On the gods and the universe) to syncretistic interweavings of Greek and Egyptian myths and ceremonies (see Plutarch’s On Isis and Osiris). The ancient texts identified for study in this session are complex and their content is not restricted to merely one of the themes I have outlined. Sallustius presupposes moral excellence is basic to mystical knowledge, and Cicero was steeped in philosophy. Even so, the identification of those major themes in ancient religious cosmologies may facilitate an initial approach to them.




