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liturgy and Cosmogony:

'?Rituil Use of Creation Accounts in the Ancient Near East

Stephen D. Ricks
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In 'gaﬁ}\;n&{lous study of the Egyptim background of the Joseph
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) ?poi in Egyptian religioul literature and 1nl the t.elple
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Th!.l phemmnon vas not, however, restricted to the Egyptians
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-"-""u%.; Plu of the PN-Chl'iltiln Near East.? .\ similar liturgical
\f ats ;".i'; "-q‘ll'

iu'ef the"creit!.on story, ofton in conjunction with tenple wrshj.p.

kgua ;lde_'iﬁ Huopotud.l.. Persia, and in Israel of the Second Temple
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'.“y ;a,_,,‘rha ‘,__O_,gmk or ;um (New Yeu-'a) futiul figures as the central

At LR R
3 enlue ov%nt ’.‘m T.he Halopotmim raligious cl.lendar. It conatituted
.‘“!_-'!‘:,';:." “- :il“ \‘ "_ ]
.,_"t.hu conﬂucnce of every curmt of religious thought, the expression

_ p,f enr:r n_hlds of religious feeling" among the Babylonians and uayrinne._J
'fhe ﬂd.tu f!l.:tiﬂl. Served to reestablish the proper pattern of nature,
with order pmnﬂing over chmu. and to reaffirm the gods, the Iking,
’lndshis[mbjeata in their respective roles in the cosmic order.' Reflec-
tions: of t.he festinl are to be found as early as the third millennium
B.C. 1!! tho yurly rites of the Sumerian city-states of Ur and Erech,
but m extaz:liva evidence exists for its celebrlt.ion until the time
of. tho tho. Alﬁyrlm and Late Babylonian idngdoms (750-612 B.C. and
'650.539 B C. nupocuvely) Among the documents recovered from
this late period are priestly 1itur-gicn commentaries, "order of
service" manuals prepared to guide the priest in the proper per-
formance of the lengthy and complex ritunls of the akitu festival,
vhich lasted through the first twelve dars of Risan, the first month
of the Babylonian calendar.’ On the fourth of Nisan, in '(.Eue temple

of Marduk,(the temple serving as a symbol of the ordered cosmos in



.the ;ﬂcient Near Elat)6 the priest gaslinstructéd to read the Enuma
g&igb,!tha Babylonian crentian myth whicﬁ recounts the:victory of ﬁnrduk
over the powers of chaos personalized in Apsu and fifmnt, his creation
of tgo ﬁprld. and concludes Qith a hymn extolling the kingship of Marduk.”
In the llier‘sttges of the festivai the victory of Marduk over Tiamat |
was fitulllylra;nncted.a |
Among the ancient PQrsimu the ritual recitation of the birth
6fithe gods was customary on uacrificial occasions. Herodotus reports
in?his Ristories that after ihe ﬁhg'uhc was offering sacrifice had cut
the animal victim into pieces and had boiled them, be, Fpeaed ik 95
the softest érq;s."9 Thereu#on a Magian, the Persian priest whose pre-
sence was obligatory at sﬁchiaacrifices, chanted ﬁhe account of‘the =
birth of the gods'(theogonién) "as the Persian tradition relates 1¢,010
It has been suggested that the creation account pf Genesis (1l:1-
2:4a) was used in the temple liturgy of Isracl before the Babylonian
exile at the New Year's Festival, when the enthronement of the Lord
was celébrlted.-and possibly éﬁ other occasions as well.11 The didactic-
liturgiéll nature of the creation accoun% 1t§e}f. with its constant
refrain, "and God saw that it was good."lz.hand thelevening and the
morning ﬂer; the first day,“lj etc;. strengthen thé case for its ritual
‘uge L Although this hypothesis is attractive, in the absence of
order of service" maruals (such as those found in Mesopotamia)
or of descriptions of the Israelite rituals from externmal sources
(such as Herodotus' description of the Persian sacrifices), it mst

15
remain tentative.

Whereas we lack internal and external sources concerning the



havn both for the Second Temple Period. In the Miachnaic txtctate

“ ?HJ o -;*."!.
T_a_'_lp_;l_t; _(ceuuxi.t.ted to writing. along with the rest of the Mishnah, by f
S 1'1' ""l )
.}udlh th? Prince c. 200 A.D.. but probably represanting far older
Lrodt o P

t.udit.im-). where various 1t.ens ‘of information and instruction are
gi'nm rnguding the temple dut.ies of the t.mnty-rour courses of

lay'nen (mshe ma'amad), priest.s. and Levites (mentioned 4in 1 Chronicles

_le')r 1layun are given the responsibility of reading sections of

=
the' Ganesis creation account: while the priests and levites perform

.t ed b

i thsl‘}mﬂfices. 16 The laymen beloritging to the course currently

:.: 's

;.4;

rring 1n the temple who had not Been able to go up to Jerusalem

t j"‘-

'urs oharged with the duty of reading the creation account in

o } .--;-'£=
thuir ‘own towns.l?-- Theophrastus may be referring to the same

prlfct:.tca-in his De Pietate when he remarks that the Jews "now sacrific e
victiu_l-‘gocording to their old. mode of sacrifice...they do it
tastiig on She Likeivmning days.’® During the whole time, being
philosophers by race, they converse with each oth:er about the deity
and at nighttime they make obversations of the stars, gazing at them
and calling upon God" (a possible n.llusion to a recital of the creation
sccount).l? Even in modem Jﬁdliqm the Genesis creation account is
accorded an honored place in the 1iturgy. being mad'in toto on Simhat
Torah (the final day of the Feast ofTabernacles) and in part (Genesis
2:1.3) on Friday evening, twice during the service and once at kiddush,
when the Sabbath is solemly blessed following six days of labor.??
These brief remarks have been confined to the use of the creation

Ls

account as liturgy in the ancient Near Zast. However, 4t is & phenomenon



f_ingnprﬁfgidsspraad thnn that, as the researches of Mireea Fliade amply
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erddl ptrtt&le’fCIelfly. the primnl creative acts (and hence their

o citttton oF ‘reenactment) were viewed by the peoples of the ancient

I! e’ l""

Near. Elst lnd a hcst of others as possessing a dynamic and not a static
1 iy Is r'
qudlity. "tht happened in the beginning." writes Raffaele Pettdoni,
“has an axeuplnry and deFlning value for what is happening today and

vhat uill hlppen in the future. “22 33 becoming a participant in

: thaitha victory of the forces of order and in the creation through '

1
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: rgciting or reenacting it, the individual or community al so becomes -

jtf ;',

l participant in the fruits of that victory.
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2. Nibley has also noted (ibid., pp. 257, 258, 260, 261, 264, 275)
the probable ritual use of the creation account in the/Qumran community
and the liturgical use of the early Christian Odes of Solomon and

Pistis Sophia, each of which contains extended references to the creation.

These documents will not be considered in this study.
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6. L. Re Fisher, "The Creation at Ugarit and in the Old Testament,"
Vetus Testamentum 15 (1965), p. 320: "The temple is symbolic of
orde Cosmos| and at the same time makes it possible to main.
tain order.". Cf. Mircea Fliade, Cosmos and History (New York:
Harper and Row, 1959), p. 17: ."The very conception of the temple
as the imago mundi, the idea that the sanctuary reproduces the
universe in its essence, passed into the religious architecture of

Christian Europe.”

7. P. Thureau-Dangin, Rituels Accadiens (Paris: E.

1921), p. 136, 11. 279-28L. W. G. Lambert, "Myth and ﬁi?ﬂf’

as Conceived by the Babylonians," p. 107, points out that a recently
studied Babylonian liturgical commentary also calls for the reading
of the Eyuma Elish on the fourth of Kislimu, and suggests that it
may have been read on the fourth of each month.

8. The ddte for this rite is variousl

Yy given in the sources a
Ehe eighth, tenth, and eleventh of Nisan, ibid. Sce also W. G? Lambert
"The Great Battle of the Mesopotamian Religious Year. The Conflict s
in the Akitu House," Iraq 25 (1963), pp. 189-190.

9. BHerodotus Histories 1:132, trans. A. D. Godley Loet
. v . . . ey Loeb
S.a;;%cnl Library (London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1960) wol. ;

10. Ibid.
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Inquiry (Leiden: Brill, 196Y), p. 29. .
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i L:E&ﬁo', “text from Ugarit ends each section with the refrain |
" nday dne," "Day two," etc., in @ manner strikingly similar to the
{language of the Genesis creation account.
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50 (1972), p. 290. Moshe Weinfeld, "Sabbath, Temple Building, and
the Enthronement of the Lord," (Hebrew) Bet Migra 69 (1977), .
pp. 18889, points out the striking parallels in language and structure
between the Genesis creation account and the account of the -
construction of the tabernacle in Exodus 39-40, and suggests
- that there was an intimate relationship between the creation and
' the temple (which , as we have noted above, is symbolic of the ordered
cosmos) in the mind of the Hebrews. Similarly, Peter:J. Kearney,
. .WCrestion and Liturgy: the P Redaction of Ex 25-40," Zeitschrift
" fuer die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 89 (1977), pp._JB_—B?S-J? §
. ‘analyzes the close structural relationship between the Genesis:
. ereation record and Exodus 25.31, which contains the divine
instructions for the erection of the desert tabermacle and the
establishment of the cult. v

15, Similarly, there are some striking resemblances in the cult

and mythology of the Hittites; Ugaritians, and Babylomians. However,
the absence of any clear indication of the liturgical use of a.
creation myth amcng the Hittites and people of Ugarit during

their festivals (where evidence exists for the Babylonians' use of
it? mst make us cautious against including them among those who do.

16.. Talanit 4:2.3.

18. This may refer to the practice, recorded'in Ta'anit L4:3 of the

;I.axn (anshe. matamad) fasting on certain days during their week of
se ce.

19, Theophrastus De Pietate, apud Porphyrius De Abstinentia 2:26,
quoted in Menahem Stern, Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism

(Je;uulem Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1974),
Pe °

20,  Arieh Toeg, "Genesis and the Sabbath,",p. 293.

21, Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality (New York: Harper and Row,
1968), pp. 28-3h4..

22, Raffaele Pettdzoni, Essays on the History of Religions (Leiden:
Brill, 1954); p. 256. Ritual repitition of the past is not, however,
restricted to the recitation of the creation account. The Christian
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ord:nmcaa of bapt.‘..sa and the ncruent both irwolve a ritual recollection
of the death and resurrection of Christ. The aL'wstle Paul makes explicit
this cormection when he writes in 1l Corinthians 1'1:26, ."For as often as:
ye eat this bread and drink this cup, ye do shéw the Lord'a death i
t111 he come." Based upon the individual's worthy participation

(and Paul warns in the strongest terms possible #_gainst ugworthily
participating in the sacrament of the Lord' s sup per: "whoscever

shall eat this bread, and drink this cup of the Lord, umworthily,

shall be guilty of the body and blood of the Lori," 1 Corinthians

11:27); these ordinances have a saving value ('t 2at they may always

have his Spirit to be with them."). See S. G. F., Brandon; "Ritual
Perpetuation of the Past," Numen 6 (195), pp. '.L.12..129. for further
examples from other religions.
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