RELI 2732 - Lecture 4 - Death in the Ancient World + Jewish Perspectives
September 26

(cont.)

-Osiris' domain was in the west: called the "field of reeds/rushes", "Orisian fields", "Elysian fields" 

-it was a fertile place where grain grew 10 feet tall

-the dead were granted a plot of land to work the soil - was really life as we know it

-Shabti were statues placed in the tomb of a rich person

-they were a servant who would follow you and serve you in the next life

-the soul had to be judged by Osiris: pronounced good and worthy for life in the Osirian fields

-the dead would go through a series of tests and trials 

-the last and biggest test was judgement from Osiris

-Dead was referred to as an Osiris through the process in Egyptian writings

-Anubis conducts the soul into the judgement hall 

-a confession is given - not the type of confession we think of. The confession was a declaration of innocence and purity, a justification of why you should be let into the kingdom (*see cuLean for example)

Weighing of the heart

-weighed by Anubis on a scale against a feather (represents righteousness and truth - Goddess Maat)

-Goodness and pureness makes the heart equally light with the feather - the soul would pass into the kingdom of Osiris

-Sin would make the heart heavy - soul would be devoured by crocodile headed Ammit and the soul would undergo a second death of total annihilation

-the second death was a great fear -you had to show yourself as completely pure

-very strong correlation between the continuation of life after death and purity in life

Mesopotamia 
-egpyt is an isolated region - little influence to the culture

-Mesopotamia was very open - many peoples were interested in taking over the fertile crescent where Mesopotamia was located. 

-about 2,000 gods/deities in Mesopotamia - required for protection


-Ishtar (like Isis) was the Goddess of fertility


-Marduk - chief of Babylon and responsible for the creation of the world

-universe was created out of conflict and chaos; Tiamat vs. Marduk 

-Humans were created from a mixture of a sacrificed God and clay

-upon death, the mixture of the human, clay representing the body and the sacrificed god representing the divine is separated: the body becomes inanimate bones and the divine aspect becomes ghost - shadowy, can be helpful or malevolent, aware of whether or not the bones were buried

-ghosts go to the underworld to serve and worship the gods of the underworld

Comparison of Egypt and Mesopotamia

	Egypt
	Mesopotamia

	-many monuments, tombs, artefacts

-preoccupation with death and the rituals involved

-something good after death

-complex view of the human relating to after death continuation

-prepare for life after death in hopes it would be good for them

-highly concerned with life after death

-life after death linked strongly to good conduct in life
	-little evidence for tombs

-interest in afterlife relatively insignificant in comparison

-human life is where all pleasure was

-upon death, human mixture (see above) becomes inanimate bones and the divine aspect becomes ghost 

-fate of everyone; no matter the social class or wealth

-unattractive fate


-Gilgamesh searches for immortality - does not want the ghostly life (*see cuLearn) - learns that you should just enjoy life and have fun while you are alive. Death is inevitable and unattractive (this was a common understanding)
-death is the end of any life you once had, immortality is whatever you leave behind when you die (legacy, children etc)

Jewish Perspectives

(*see cuLearn for Hebrew Bible timeline)

additional notes
-covenant in the Age of the Patriarchs -marked by circumcision


-Abraham's son and grandson all renewed the covenant with God on 
behalf of the people that they lead

-made their way from Ur into Egypt - eventually enslaved by the pharaohs

-Exodus lead by Moses - renewed covenant on mount Sinai


-covenant becomes applicable to all of the people who listened at Sinai - 
no longer a personal contract; more collective

-settled in Cana'an after wandered for 40 years in the Sinai desert

-After Judea was conquered the people were officially recognized as 'Jews'
Jewish notions of death and afterlife

-people were made of dust and God breathed in the breath of life (nishmat hayyim) and the living being (nefesh hayyah) was formed (Gen 2:7)

-Pre-hellenistic texts suggest when a person dies, the body returns to dust where it came from, the breath of life returns to God and the dead goes to Sheol - a gloomy underworld.

-the cosmos had 3 levels - Sky Gods, Humans and the underworld (ancestors)


-humans related to both sides and could be helped and harmed by both 
sides

-Sheol is linked to finality: similar to the Mesopotamian view (blessings and rewards of God to be had in this life, do work to benefit the living not the dead)

-sheol is cut off from god

-Hebrew tribes turned away from worship and help from the sky gods and ancestors and turned to the one god for help 

Rituals

-Corpse buried quickly, not beautified or embalmed - to not hide the reality of death

-Cremation is not traditional - should return the body to god the way it was given

-Body was washed, dressed in shrouds (white cloth), buried in a plain wooden coffin or on a plank -least amount of interference with return to the earth
-mourning was crucial - for 7 days mourners remain at home, do not bathe, change, shave, have sex etc

-for 30 days or longer they avoid public entertainment (see textbook for more info)

-Tahara: washing, purifying of the body by volunteer members.

-women dealt with women and men with men

-seen as spiritual

-provides comfort and well-being for the soul

-3 parts: Cleansing 



-anything extraneous removed from the body


Purification



-continuous flow of water (washes away suffering)


Dressing 



-garments fashioned after those worn by the high priest at Yom 


Kippur



-no hems, no pockets, hand sewn

-wrapped entirely in a white cloth

-Earth from Israel sprinkled in the bottom of the casket, then on the eyes and heart

-forgiveness is asked for the soul

Resurrection

-not present in the early biblical sources but it is present in Judaism 

-Apocalyptic view – a cataclysmic time in history. The wicked will be destroyed and the good will inhabit the perfect earth

-Eschatological views –apocalyptic eschatology: a great apocalypse at the end of time which leads to an eternal heaven or hell

-First clear reference to resurrection comes from Daniel (165 BCE)


-speaks of great upheaval and catastrophe, jews being punished for their faith

-people will be resurrected and face judgment

-this was a time of great persecution 

-God is a just God – behaving ethically in life will earn God’s blessing


-Antiochus outlawed all of Judaism (circumcision, sacrifice, temple etc)


-Maccabees revolted and took back the temple (167 BCE) 

-This was an unprecedented type of persecution – the catastrophic events are God’s punishment for Israel’s sin (ie. worshiping other Gods) 

Evil and Justice

-if justice is not present in this life then how can God be just? – what would happen to the jews who were killed for practicing their faith? (Daniel)

-be cut off from God in Sheol? 

-the doctrine of resurrection answer the question of God’s justice – may have sprouted from Zoroastrian ideas of resurrection

What about the soul?

-biblical creation story outlines a very holistic body with life breath – no mention of a soul

-Jews were exposed to Greek ideas/culture 

-The greek view was the belief in an immortal soul and its destiny for eternal life in some heavenly realm 

-Plato’s idea of the Body and Soul as entirely separate entities 


-Soul associated with knowledge, mind


-Body was a prison that the soul was released from upon death


-Souls went to the “elysian fields” 

-these two entities could have two different destinies 

-Moses Mamonides tried to combine the idea of soul and resurrection 

-the resurrected bodies will be united with the soul, then we will die a second time and have spiritual immortality 


-leaves many questions unanswered

-Judaism does not fall on any specific ideas of the afterlife – many ideas on the specific nature of resurrection, however the idea of resurrection and the world to come is very strong. 
-Jews are primarily concerned with life; maintaining the covenant and relationships with the living

-Death and all that surrounds it is God’s business

Notes from the additional reading

-a person cannot have an idea of the afterlife with God – it is outside our experience

-the body is from God and care for it is a religious command

-our ordinary life and all that happens in it is important to God

-God is just – scales will be balanced

-God is merciful – we rely on his mercy for resurrection. We don’t really deserve it

Jewish Mysticism
-interested in the soul and its journey

-Belief in the pre-existence of souls and the reincarnation – called Gilgul meaning revolving

-following the way of the kabbalah is found in Hasidic Judaism (18th c)
-founded by Rabbi Baal-Shem Tov 

-based on the text called the book of illumination 

Journey of the Soul 

-Creation: God was all before anything was created – God had to limit himself in order to make space for creation

-sent 10 vessels that emanate lights of all of God’s attributes (kindness, understanding etc)

-vessels shatter and scattered – element of disorder, disharmony, brokenness 

-God and his creation become separated – they become the finite (broken pieces) and infinite aspects of God

-man’s exile from God and God’s exile from humanity

Reincarnation

-every soul has countless opportunities to reach the state of perfection 

-The redemption of one person (soul) is the redemption for all previous incarnations of that soul – reunion is called d’vekut (clinging to God)

-exile is over – you are home
















