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“Taking one major tradition of astrology or astral religion from outside the western tradition and consider its beliefs and functions in relation to theoretical literature on the Nature of Religion.”

This essay considers the astral religion of the Babylonians along with its functions and beliefs in relation to the theoretical literature on the nature of religion. An astral religion is first considered through the work of classical philologist Franz Cumont and is evidenced in a society’s ritual calendar.
 A short analysis on the development of religious studies in western academia will follow, to give context to religious theorists and the societies they example in their work.
 This study draws on twentieth century sociologist Emile Durkheim for its premise where he stated that “It has long been known that the first systems of representations that man made of himself were religious in origin. There is no religion that is not both a cosmology and a speculation about the divine.”
 Mircea Eliade’s theory on the nature of religion highlights the intimate connection between time and the cosmos where a periodic ritual enactment of a society’s cosmogonic myth “gushes forth with the first appearance of a new category of existents.”
Finally, religious theorist Ninian Smart provides dimensions that are present in religions that are applied in a framework for analysis.
 This analysis aims to reveal how the cosmogonic myth Enuma Elish (800BCE) recited and reenacted at the New Year Akitu festival not only shaped the beliefs and functions of adherents to the Babylonian astral religion but is a vehicle for symbols of time that religious orthodoxy has the power to initiate.


Franz Cumont, in his early twentieth century publication: Astrology among the Greeks and Romans, asserted 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.”
 What Cumont’s interpretation reveals is that the astral religion of Babylon by the time it had developed into astrology, considered astral objects as ‘divine’. Moreover the development of astrology has its foundation in what was understood in the empirical science of astronomy. Twentieth century sociologist Emile Durkheim’s religious theory supports Cumont’s theory on the foundation of belief as: something that could be experienced through the senses and can be found in the natural order of things.
 Late twentieth century Astronomer and Anthropologist; Anthony Aveni explored how prior to the development of human societies the celestial cycles exerted a temporal influence on the biological rhythms of life on earth.
 This category of time will be explored further as a category of existents that predates Babylonian complex astrology that Nicholas Campion concurs was born out of an astral religion.


Cumont constructed what could be termed as an ‘etiology of an astral religion’ that develops over four stages.
 The first stage is: Faith or Belief. The second stage involved the construction of reasons to believe based on the laws of regularity (celestial cycles). The third stage: theories evolved out of the former two - fold conviction intelligence working on faith reduced to formulae where renegotiating the claims for better accuracy in divinatory aspects requires abstract techniques. The fourth stage involved the logical sequence of ‘constructed reasons for believing’ which eventually concealed a radical fallacy.
 Cumont then implies that the astrology of the Chaldeans (Babylonian priests) was at stage four in the development of religious doctrine where it could be assumed that the layers of ‘constructed reasons for believing’ were layers of abstraction (mathematics) along with invariance which concealed ‘the natural order of things’ and led to superstition.
 It could be stated then, in an astral religion the natural order of things observed in the sky were projected as an organising principle for things on earth and through the process of abstraction the celestial realm was elevated in value over what could be empirically verified on earth.

Franz Cumont a late twentieth century classical scholar that studied Eastern influences on Christianity.
 Yet it is important to note that the development of religious studies as a separate category in western scholarship is a recent development.
 It is generally accepted by historians of religion that religious studies developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries when a number of publications inspired the intelligentsia of a growing Western European secular society (a product of modernity) to treat religious beliefs and practices as an object of study rather than an unquestioned way of life.”
 The foundation of the study of comparative religions in western academia is commonly attributed to Max Mueller who used the term ‘science of religions.’
 By the mid nineteenth century western academia had also incorporated the separation of the idea of ‘reason’ and ‘logic’ from religious theology and philosophy.
When considering the world view or in this case the cosmology of the Babylonians in 800BCE, religious knowledge was in no way separate from their cosmology, it was an unquestioned part of everyday life.
 As Nicholas Campion States: “The idea that these two are opposites is a by-product of modern secularism which obscured the manner in which religion can function as an ordering principle”.
 Therefore when considering what could be termed an astral religion of a ‘pre-modern’ society the ordering principles can be analised through both today’s natural sciences (astronomy/ biology) and the humanities. 

Emile Durkheim emerged in the late twentieth century as one of Europe’s first sociologists, with a ‘science positivist’ or functionalist approach to the study of religion.
Unlike Cumont who focused on the development of theologies in an historical approach to the study of religion Durkheim centers the social aspect of a religion where he asserts “at the foundation of all systems of belief and all cults, there must be a number of fundamental representations and modes of ritual conduct.”
When considering the astral religion of the Babylonians the ‘fundamental representations’ is given in this study by Cumont as the empirical observation of the celestial cycles which the category of time is drawn from and can act as mode for ritual conduct. Durkheim however draws his theory form the ‘primitive’ religions of Australia, largely based on ethnographic studies carried out by Herbert Spencer in the early twentieth century on a living culture which he published in Elementary forms of Religious life (1912).
 Durkheim justifies this approach by claiming that the enduring aspects of humanity are more easily observable in ‘less complex’ societies.
 The Babylonian society is considered complex by many scholars. It is through Durkheim’s theories on the function and beliefs of less complex societies that an idea of a different category of time emerges from the natural order that predates the more complex societies.

Religious theorist Ninian Smart’s offers seven dimensions which are present in most religions.
 In this study the dimensions that are relevant is the ritual and the practical: which could also be termed as orthopraxy or what people do, the organisational or social; evidenced in a society’s ritual calendar: drawn from nature’s cycles or periodicities and the mythical or the narrative: evidenced in a society’s creation myth which could be termed as orthodoxy.
 When applied to the Babylonians the ritual is evidenced in the annual Akitu or New Year festival which was timed with the lunar calendar and spring equinox, where the creation or cosmogonic myth: Enuma Elish was recited and enacted over a twelve day period.
 These dimensions are also evidenced in Roman Catholicism and the ritual calendar date of Easter. Roman Catholics can participate in the reenactment of the days leading up to the crucifixion of Jesus Christ and attend mass again on Easter Sunday which date continues to be calculated as the first Sunday after the full moon following the spring equinox in the northern hemisphere.
  Whilst the astral component of the Babylonian calendar endures in the proceeding Jewish religion, Babylonian culture declined from 332CE.
 The enduring power of the Roman Catholic Church is evidenced in the gradual adoption of the Gregorian calendar by much of the western world functioning as both what Ulla Koch-Westonholtz would term as: an administrative and cultic calendar today.
 

Durkheim describes a cosmogonic myth, ritual and calendar that function in Australian Aboriginal societies which resonate with the three dimensions of religion outlined by Ninian Smart.
 Where the “Australian Tribes periodically celebrate rites in honor of fabled ancestors that tradition places at the origin of time…generally these ceremonies consist in a sort of dramatic performance in which are mimed the deeds attributed in myth to those legendary heroes…these ceremonies vary in duration with some lasting weeks and even months.”
An interesting point that Durkheim makes is that Australian Aboriginal tribes did not have a cult of the dead like “more complex societies” or what Cumont would rank as stage four in the development of theology, the heroes were reenacted not because they were dead but because they had a divine characteristic attributed to them and has been down the ages.
 What this ‘divine’ characteristic is Durkheim does not elaborate on but asserts that animals and plants are in the highest rank of sacred things with a focus on seeking similar characteristics and although acknowledged, “the great cosmic phenomena were not deified until fairly recent times.”
 


There seems to be two distinct conditioning factors of Babylonian cosmology and the cosmology of Australian Aboriginal societies that may account for the difference in emphasis of deification. The first is the political system or what Nicholas Campion would term the Cosmic State where the former was based on kingship (historical) and the latter based on kinship (cyclical) and beyond the scope of this study to analise.
 The second conditioning factor and what seems more pertinent to this study is that the Babylonians had a centralised agrarian state whereas the Aboriginal societies did not domesticate their plant and meat supply but lived closely in rhythm with their seasonal cycles and characteristic periodicities. This could explain the emphasis in Aboriginal societies on objects that characterised life as opposed to death. Alexander Marshack’s interpretation of time-factored Ice-Age art in Europe dating between 35,000 to 10,000 BCE suggested that the symbols or art “were time factored and storied images of creatures whose comings and goings and seasonal habits were known, and they represented the birth of the “new year” if not calendrically and arithmetically at least observationally and probably in story.”
 


Historian of Religion Mircea Eliade acknowledged the difference in religious experience explained by differences in economy, culture and social organisation of a society, and made an interesting claim that nomadic hunters and sedentary cultivators were both more similar than different where cosmic sacrality manifested equally in the animal and vegetable world.
Mesopotamia had a polytheistic religion despite the elevation of Marduk as the head of the gods in what survives of the 800 BCE Enuma Elish texts.
 As observed by Nicholas Campion, rituals had to be performed to ensure the gods were happy which suggests that time itself was deified or the characteristic attributed to the gods was of a higher rank than the gods themselves.
 There are two parts of Enuma Elish that make reference to the animal and plant world other than Tiamut being a serpent.
 The first mention of an animal is the horse in tablet IV which is part of Murduk’s preparation to confront Tiamut before killing her:


He mounted the chariot, the storm unequaled for terror,


He harnessed and yoked unto it four horses,


Destructive, ferocious, overwhelming, and swift of pace;


... were their teeth, they were flecked with foam;


They were skilled in... , they had been trained to trample underfoot.


... . mighty in battle,

Following the death and division of Tiamut by Marduk, Tablet VII directly references ‘grain and plants’ and the power of their creation and growth attributed to Marduk by the gods:


O Asari, [Marduk] "Bestower of planting," "Founder of sowing"


"Creator of grain and plants," "who caused the green herb to spring up!"


O Asaru-alim, [Marduk] "who is revered in the house of counsel," "who 




aboundeth in counsel,"


The gods paid homage, fear took hold upon them!



O Asaru-alim-nuna, [Marduk] "the mighty one," 


"the Light of the father who begat him,"


"Who directeth the decrees of Anu Bel, and Ea!"


He was their patron, be ordained their...;


He, whose provision is abundance, goeth forth...


Tutu [Marduk] is "He who created them anew";


If what is proposed by Campion is significant, that the characteristic of time associated with the gods is more important than the god itself then it could be assumed that the characteristic associated with the featured vegetable and animal could be similar to the orthodoxy related in the cosmogonic myth. Where the featured animal and vegetable in the cosmogonic myth has similar characteristics to the timing of the annual festival that as Eliade states: “can bring forth a new category of existents.” These symbols of time being reified in an annual festival are the domesticated crop of wheat, plants and horses. Based on Alexander Marshack’s interpretation of what could be termed religious ice age art and Aveni’s biological temporal rhythms I propose that the significant characteristic of time associated with the horse is its gestation: 11-12 months that would make it similar in a deified characteristic of time as the annual crops that had also been domesticated and celebrated at the annual New Year festival or rebirth where Marduk “created them anew”.
The following question would be why four horses? The killing and division of Tiamut along with the other elements featured in the myth could be of interest for further study into the cosmology of earlier Sumerian and Akkadian societies which the seven tablets are believed to be a combination of and earlier societies in general due to the ease that the myth and ritual was acculturated by later religions.


This short analysis considered the astral religion of the Babylonians along with its functions and beliefs in relation to the theoretical literature on the nature of religion. Through the theory of Franz Cumont the ‘etiology of an astral religion’ was analised where it was found that an astral religion draws its organising principles from the observed natural order of the celestial cycles or astronomy. These concepts of time are evidenced in a society’s ritual calendar and survive in some religions as a guiding element. Through a brief consideration of the recent development of religious studies it was found that the ‘astral religion’ of pre-modern societies can be inquired into by both the natural sciences and the humanities. Three dimensions of religion were chosen to compare the Babylonian comogonic myth, ritual and calendar with Durkheim’s theory on the function of religion in Australian Aboriginal societies. It was revealed that the main difference in the astral religions of Australian Aboriginal societies and the Babylonians were their objects of deification. With the relevant religious theory considered it was found that the fundamental characteristic of Australian Aboriginal astral religions is that they deify characteristics of life as opposed to the Babylonians whose orthodoxy had become so abstract and invariant, unlike the natural order, it deified death. 
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