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INTRODUCTION

EACH OF US LONGS to believe that our own life—and all life—is not accidental and meaningless but has value and purpose. Assurance that this is so has come from religion for billions of people since the dawn of history.

Anthropologists have never discovered a group of people who did not harbor some sort of religious beliefs—in gods or goddesses, or in supernatural powers. Religion seems to be as old as our species and no doubt has its origins in human reflection. Who am I? Where did I come from? Why am I here? Where will I end up?

Our word “religion” is from the Latin religio, which meant “respect for what is sacred, awe,” and was rooted in the verb religare, “to bind.” In medieval Europe, the word evolved to mean “a system of sacred beliefs and practices that binds a people together.”

Even the most religious among us tend, over time, to take religion for granted. People have lost sight of the origins of sacred practices and customs, the reasons for religious holidays, rituals, and symbols, the meanings of vestments, sacraments, devotions, and prayers.

Why, for instance, do we pray with hands joined together?

Why are there nine classifications of angels?

Who recited the first rosary?

Who made the first hajj?

When did the first boy become bar mitzvah?

How do certain Christian saints come to be patrons of cyberspace? Of hemorrhoids?

Have all religions recognized a Satan?

Are there differences between the Jewish “Yahweh,” the Christian “God the Father,” and the Islamic “Allah”?

How did millions of people move from the concept of polytheism—the worship of many gods and goddesses—to the adoration of a single male deity?

Why don’t Jews eat pork, why don’t some Muslims eat certain vegetables, and why did Christians once observe meatless Fridays?

Why does Judaism, but not Roman Catholicism, allow divorce?

How did the pope become infallible on issues of faith and morals? Why did papal infallibility become dogma only in the summer of 1870?

What does sacred scripture—the Jewish and Christian Bibles and the Koran—really say about contraception, abortion, certain sexual practices, and homosexuality?

I have written about origins before, in such books as Extraordinary Origins of Everyday Things, which dealt with secular origins. This book deals with sacred origins. I wrote it to clarify the origins of hundreds of religious customs and practices existing in many faiths. I admit to having an obsession with learning about how things started.

It is my hope that by focusing on the fundamental hows and whys underlying religious practices and beliefs, I can rekindle in readers the excitement and awe that we felt when we were first introduced to religion as children.

That awe often dims with the rigors of adult life. Busy with careers and childrearing, we may end up worshiping by rote—and lose out on the magic inherent in the act of worship. Every now and then it is wise and helpful to go back to basics. In these pages you will find the origins of some of the most profound and cherished religious beliefs. Some will be familiar. Others may be shocking.

If, at times, entries seem slightly slanted toward Catholicism that may be due to the fact that I attended Catholic grammar school, high school, and college; for sixteen years I was taught by nuns and priests. I was an altar boy, and I even considered becoming a priest. Writers, it’s said, tend to write about what they know best.

Since the book covers many faiths, Eastern and Western, I’ve used a non-denominational dating system:

B.C.E. = BEFORE THE COMMON ERA (PREVIOUSLY: BEFORE CHRIST).

C.E. = COMMON ERA (PREVIOUSLY: A.D., LATIN, ANNO DOMINI, “IN THE YEAR OF THE LORD”).

Traditional dates are used for Old Testament books.

CHARLES PANATI

New York City
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1

Prayer Postures
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Hands Joined to Heads Covered

WHAT PRAYER IS   [image: ]

“An intimate friendship, a frequent conversation held alone with the Beloved” is how sixteenth-century Spanish mystic Saint Teresa of Ávila defined prayer.

“Elevation of the mind to God” is what prayer was for Saint John of Damascus.

“Ask, and it will be given you” is how Luke in 11:9 summed up petition as a form of prayer.

“Religion’s primary mode of expression,” said philosopher William James, who claimed that religion itself could not exist without the concept of prayer.

An Islamic proverb states that to pray and to be a Muslim are synonymous. In Indian mysticism, prayer is considered as vital as breathing.

Christians pray following the example of Jesus Christ, who throughout his lifetime remained in communication with his Father in Heaven through prayer. Christ prayed at the time of his baptism, on performance of his miracles, and before and after his passion. For Saint Augustine, his autobiographical Confessions is one single long prayer between the saint and his Creator—in prayer’s confessional mode. There are five modes, as we’ll see.

When prayer becomes manipulative in its intent, it harks back to its origin: magic incantation. For ancient peoples, superstitious of thunder and lightning, swarms of locusts and torrential monsoons, magical chant, recited in prescribed rhythm before the sacrificing of a lamb or the deflowering of a virgin, was their way to appease a god. “All good fates are in the hands of god,” says one of the earliest of Egyptian prayers.

In all likelihood, the very first human prayer fervently uttered was a cry for help—a petitional prayer. We have no way of knowing if it was answered.

BIBLICAL ORIGIN OF PRAYER: GENESIS 4:26   [image: ]

The first mention of prayer in the Bible comes early in the Book of Genesis, and indeed donates prayer’s origin. Adam and Eve already have disobeyed God. Cain has killed Abel. Eve has borne another son, Seth, and Seth has named his own son Enosh when we’re told:


At that time men began to call upon the name of the Lord. (Gen. 4:26)



And man would call and call on God. And God makes a promise to hear man’s prayers, and woman’s, too, if not to answer all of them, in Deuteronomy 4:7:


For what great nation is there that has gods so close to it as the Lord, our God, is to us whenever we call upon him?



Thus early in the Bible, through these quotations, the formula is set: Humans ask, God listens. Maybe God answers.

More than a thousand years after Moses wrote the Book of Genesis, Jesus Christ, God the Son, arrives and assures us with filial frankness: “Whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you receive it, and you will … all things are possible to him who believes” (Mark 11:24, 9:23). Thus we feel that if a particular prayer petition is not answered, perhaps our belief was not ardent enough.

The Bible’s Book of Psalms is actually a meditation of biblical history presented in the form of prayer, in which the Word of God becomes his people’s prayer.

Prayer, as we’ll see, is one of the most ancient expressions of religion, cherished in all cultures throughout recorded time. It is a human act of communication with the sacred or holy—with God, or with gods or goddesses, or with any transcendent realm.

FIVE KINDS OF PRAYER: PREHISTORY   [image: ]

Recited either sitting or standing, kneeling or swaying, skull bare or cloaked, eyes closed or cast heavenward, palms joined or arms extended skyward, prayer is divided by theologians into five categories that have existed since primitive times.

ADORATION. This highest form of prayer consists of contemplation of God himself. It is the kind of intense meditation we most accurately associate with the prayers of mystics, and it’s the purest form of prayer. We ask no favors; we just adore our Creator.

The word “adore” is from the Latin adorare, meaning “to worship.”

In Christianity, neither saints nor the Blessed Virgin Mary may be addressed with prayers of adoration. In Islam, adoration is the primary form of prayer.

One of the earliest recorded prayers of adoration in the Bible is the Sanctus or song of Heaven recorded in the prophet Isaiah’s vision: “Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God of hosts, all the earth is full of his glory” (Isa. 6:3).

Intellectually, prayer is communication or talk. Emotionally, though, prayer is inseparable from a sense of a sacred presence in our midst. This is especially true of adoration. “Going out of one’s self” or a “pilgrimage of the spirit” is a unique ingredient of adorational prayer.

All peoples pray alike. And have for all time. In order to appreciate this cross-cultural uniformity in adorational prayer over the ages, here are several examples, each dated, striking in their similarities, diverse in their deities.


Creator of the germ in woman,

Maker of the seed in man,

Giver of breath to animate everyone he maketh!

O sole God, whose powers no other possesseth.

Thou didst create earth according to thy heart.

TO THE SUN GOD, ATON, EGYPT, FOURTEENTH CENTURY B.C.E.




There is a Spirit which was before heaven and earth were.

The One dwelling in silence beyond earthly forms, never changing, omnipresent. I do not know its name.

I call it Tao. I call it the Supreme.

TAOISM, FIFTH CENTURY B.C.E.




There is a light that shines beyond all things.

All the universe is in truth Brahman. He is the beginning and the end and life of all.

As such, in silence, give unto him adoration.

EIGHTH CENTURY B.C.E. HINDU UPANISHAD,




I address myself to Thee, to Whom all worship is due.

My heart yearns for thee with a yearning that is never stilled. Let me live before Thee, with Thee,

Live in Thy sight, I humbly pray.

AHURA MAZDA, ZOROASTRIAN GOD, SIXTH CENTURY B.C.E.




Ho! Great Spirit, Grandfather, you made everything and are in everything, guide everything,

Provide everything and protest everything because

Everything belongs to you.

ANCIENT SIOUX PRAYER




Great and holy is the Lord, the holiest of holy ones.

Majesty precedes him,

Grace and truth surround his presence,

Blessed be he who makes the earth by his power.

DEAD SEA SCROLLS, C. 150 B.C.E.–68 C.E.




To God belongs the praise, Lord of Heaven and Earth,

Lord of all being. His is the dominion in the heavens and in the earth.

He is the Almighty, the everwise.

SEVENTH-CENTURY ISLAMIC PRAYER TO ALLAH



CONFESSION. This is the personal acknowledgment that the believer has sinned and seeks forgiveness. It is a prayer of self-examination, usually recited in private. Many a Christian saint previously a sinner has titled his autobiography Confession.

The general form of a confession includes an expression of sorrow for past transgression, a petition for God’s forgiveness, and, in some cases, the expression of resolve to amend one’s ways.

The word “confess” is from the Latin confiteri, meaning “to acknowledge.”

Psalm 51, the Miserere, or Prayer of Repentance, is a perfect example of the confessional mode: “Have mercy on me O God…. Thoroughly wash me of my guilt [petition] … I acknowledge my offense [sorrow] … teach me wisdom [resolve].”

Roman Catholicism has elevated confession to the status of a sacrament; a mortal sin can be forgiven only through a formal act of contrition before a priest. Sacramental confession is optional in Anglican churches and many Protestant denominations. (See Penance.)

Here is a beautiful ancient Persian prayer of confession, recited today by Muslims; notice how, like many Old Testament psalms, it employs repetition to cast its spell.


All that we ought to have thought and have not thought,

All that we ought to have said and have not said,
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“To pray” means “to beg.” Petitioning is the most common form of prayer.


All that we ought to have done and have not done,

All that we ought not to have thought but thought,

All that we ought not to have spoken but have spoken,

All that we ought not to have done but have done,

For thoughts, words, and deeds we pray, God, for forgiveness.



PETITION. Not surprisingly, this is the most common form of prayer, also known as supplication. It is asking God for something we desire, for ourselves, or for others. Mystics have always regarded petition as the lowest form of prayer. But Jesus Christ himself petitioned God in the Garden of Gethsemane that the cup of suffering might pass from him.

In fact, our word “prayer” comes from the Latin precarius, meaning “to obtain by begging.”

For most peoples, to pray is to beg. Assyrian kings, Babylonian peasants, Hebrew scholars, all petitioned God or gods for good health, long life, prosperity, and victorious battle. “Man is a beggar before God,” taught Saint Augustine.

Matthew tells us that petitionary prayer, especially in terms of healing, has the best chance of being answered if it is combined with fasting: “This kind [of illness] can be cast out only by prayer and fasting” (Matt. 17:20).

An early biblical petition comes from the lips of Abraham when he begs God to spare the city of Sodom from total destruction, then humbly concludes: “I have ventured to speak to the Lord though I am but dust and ashes” (Gen. 18:27). This is also an example of a petition that goes ungranted. Jesus’ petition in Gethsemane demonstrates the way all petitionary prayer has to be modified by humility: “Thy will be done.”

Islamic prayer is unique in that it is an act of pure adoration of God or Allah and it is therefore unsuitable to petition while praising. Muslims do not mix worship with solicitation.

An ancient Hindu prayer of pure petition:


From the unreal lead me to the real!

From darkness lead me to light!

From death lead me to immortality!



PRAISE. Here the focus of praise is not only upon God himself, as in adoration, but also, above all, on his many acts of creation in nature. From earliest times, praise involved a recital of God’s greatest deeds, beginning with such words as “Praise be to thee, O Lord, who made …” The ancient hymn of praise Te Deum Laudamus begins with an adoration of God but includes his many wonderworks.

Hymns of praise are a common feature of all church liturgies. And many prayers, as we’ll see in the next chapter, contain some expression of praise, as in the Lord’s Prayer: “Hallowed by thy name.”

From the Te Deum Laudamus in the Book of Common Prayer:


We praise thee, O God; we acknowledge thee to be the Lord …

The glorious company of the Apostles, praise thee.

The goodly fellowship of the Prophets, praise thee.

The noble army of Martyrs, praise thee.

The holy Church worldwide doth acknowledge thee.



THANKSGIVING. One of the oldest known hymns, dating from the twelfth century B.C.E., is an act of thanksgiving to the Babylonian sun god Marduk, creator of Heaven and earth, for victorious defeat of an enemy. In ancient Egypt, extant prayers of thanksgiving are preserved as engravings on the backs of scarabs, those large, horned, stout-bodied beetles, brightly colored; especially the black-winged dung beetle, sacred to Egyptians.

Thanksgiving Day, first celebrated in 1621 in Plymouth, Massachusetts, was in effect a prayer of thanks to God for an abundance of food. The custom was ancient and universal. The Greeks honored Demeter, goddess of agriculture, with a day of thanksgiving; the Romans paid tribute to Ceres, the goddess of corn; the Hebrews offered thanks to Yahweh for abundant harvests with the eight-day Feast of Tabernacles. Thanks has a way of expressing itself in festivals. (See Feast Days.)

The Roman Catholic grace before meals is typical in form to the most ancient prayers of thanks ever discovered:


Bless us, O Lord, and these Thy gifts,

which we are about to receive from Thy bounty,

Through Christ Our Lord, Amen.



PHYSICAL MOVEMENT IN RELIGIOUS EXPRESSION   [image: ]

Hand gestures, body postures, and dance steps of all kinds have long been part of the religious expression accompanying prayer. The intentions of some of these acts are obvious; others spring from superstitions. Let’s examine their origins.

ARMS EXTENDED: NEAR EAST, PREHISTORY   [image: ]

For our ancestors, one of the most ancient and reverential gestures that accompanied prayer was the spreading heavenward of arms and hands, as if to collect a shower of gifts. This was followed by folding the arms across the breast, wrists intersecting above the heart, as if to shield the heart. Both gestures possess an intrinsic logic and obvious intent: God, or gods, resided in the sky, and the heart is the seat of emotion.

A variation on this devotional posture was known to Greeks and Romans as the orant position, often captured in art of the period, in which the arms are bent at the elbows but still held upward, forming a W. The orant motif is found most commonly in the Christian frescoes that decorated the catacombs from the second century to the sixth century C.E. The W posture was used not merely to depict a supplicant in prayer, but also to represent a deceased person’s soul ascending into Heaven.

As early as the third century C.E., Christians had modified the orant posture to one of arms fully extended from the shoulders, torso and arms now forming a cross. When the rigid stance was held for hours or days without end by fasting monks, the painful, self-inflicted penance was called the “vigil of the cross” and was capable of inducing visions. Pain and sensory deprivation were ancient means for achieving religious highs.

HANDS JOINED: CHRISTIANITY, NINTH CENTURY   [image: ]

Less clear is the origin of the gesture of palms and fingers joined in a kind of steeple.

The familiar practice is mentioned nowhere in the Bible. It appeared in the Christian Church only in the ninth century and did not become widely accepted until the thirteenth century. Later sculptors and painters incorporated the joined-hands gesture into religious scenes whose subject matter predates the origin of the gesture.

Religious historians trace the gesture back to the act of shackling a prisoner’s hands with vine or rope; joined hands came to symbolize a man’s submission to his master. Or Creator. In Roman times, a captured soldier could avert immediate slaughter simply by affecting the joined-hands pose. “I surrender,” it graphically shouted. “I’m your humbled servant.” The gesture was handy in lieu of a white flag.

[image: ]

Joining hands to pray is a gesture of submission that had its origin in the practice of shackling the hands of prisoners.

Centuries later, European feudal lords adopted the joining of hands as an action by which their vassals did homage and pledged fealty. In taking an oath of loyalty, a serf sandwiched his hands between those of his lord as an expression of subjection and ownership.

From such diverse practices, all with a common intent, Christianity assumed the gesture as a sign of a follower’s total obedience to divine authority. Later, many writers within the Christian Church offered, and encouraged, a more pious and picturesque origin: joined hands represent a church’s pointed steeple. In Colonial America, pastors often affixed a disciplinary origin: palms locked in prayer prevented children from fidgeting during long services—a form of self-shackling, of self-control.

BODY SWAYING: EARLY JUDAISM   [image: ]

Swaying the body back and forth is an ancient Hebrew custom, with one explanation for its origin found in the Zohar, a mystical commentary on the Five Books of Moses, or the Pentateuch, begun in the second century C.E. by scholar Rabbi Simon bar Yochai. A humble person, as depicted in Proverbs 20:27, is a “candle of the Lord,” the light of whose wick flickers harmoniously with the glow from the Torah. In fact, the Hebrew word zohar literally means “brightness.”

One explanation for full torso bobbing from the waist up is given by twelfth-century Spanish philosopher Yehuda Halevi in The Kuzari. This custom originated before the printing press, at a time when many people read in sequence from a single handwritten text. Each person, says Halevi, “was compelled to bend down in order to read a passage and to then straighten himself out again. This resulted in continual bending forward and moving backward, the book being on the ground.” By the time printed prayer books were plentiful, the practice of bobbing was ingrained.

Yet another explanation for devotional swaying, and/or bobbing, stems from the time when Moses revealed to his followers the Ten Commandments, and the awestruck crowd trembled and shook in prayerful reverence.

Modern psychologists offer a simpler explanation for rhythmic body movement during prayer—a sort of dance still found among primitive tribes: the poetic meter of prayer, or chant, invites the body to beat time through repetitive motion. Swaying and bobbing are thus viewed as ritual dance pared down to minimal movement.

BOWED HEAD AND WAVING HANDS   [image: ]

The bowed head in prayer has for centuries been a symbol of humility, a pagan posture originating in the earliest days of religion, when earthly kings claimed divine lineage and demanded shows of subservience.

Waving hands in the air is a devotional practice mentioned in the Jewish Talmud, and it is among the oldest gestures employed to scare off evil spirits. It harks back to such other ancient pagan good luck gestures as crossed fingers and “thumbs up.”

KNEELING: LATE JUDAISM, EARLY CHRISTIANITY   [image: ]

This stance during prayer is a sign of servitude. Christians of many denominations believe that the body and blood of Jesus Christ is present in the Eucharist and kneel in reverence to the Lord’s Real Presence.

In the Temples of Jerusalem, kneeling was an integral part of ceremonies. But when Christians adopted kneeling as a prayer posture, rabbis prohibited it in Jewish worship. The only exception was on Yom Kippur, when cantor and congregants, during the reading of an account of ancient Temple services, mimic the kneeling (and prostration) once practiced by high priests.

Traditionally, in services, some prayers are recited while standing, others while sitting. Whereas the practice varies from religion to religion, for Jews there is a general rule of thumb: Prayers selected from the Bible and meant to be studied are recited while sitting, that being the position for study.

In early Christianity, kneeling was not a common prayer stance; standing was. The shift came about in Western Church services when it became customary after the Gloria in Excelsis for people to engage in a moment of private contemplation; the priest’s order to kneel was Flectamus genua, “Bend your knees”—Latin flectere + genu = “to bend” + “knee”; the origin of our word “genuflect.”

[image: ]

“To genuflect” means “to bend the knee.” Kneeling is an act of adoration.

As Christianity splintered into different denominations, favoring different doctrines, kneeling practices varied. The 1552 version of the Book of Common Prayer contains a Declaration on Kneeling which makes clear that kneeling does not imply Christ’s Real Presence in the Eucharist and no adoration is called for; rather, kneeling during the Communion part of Mass merely signifies humility. (See Real Presence.)

In June of 1995, a group of American Catholic bishops proposed making kneeling optional during Communion, but the innovation was voted down by other bishops and rejected by Rome.

EYES CLOSED: PREHISTORY   [image: ]

The act of praying with eyes closed may have one of the simplest and least superstitious of all explanations: to shut out distractions. The custom is ancient and found in all faiths.

Prayer, purposeful and intense, demands complete concentration, and visual distractions cause the mind to wander, thus disrupting communications with the divine. In the Middle Ages, Christian monks, in prayer and fasting, were known to shut their eyes for days or weeks at a time so that no earthly diversion would sideline their contact with God. This practice of sensory deprivation often evoked apparitions of Jesus Christ, the Blessed Virgin Mary, and one’s favorite patron saints.

We do not always obtain what we pray for, and the reasons given throughout time, in various faiths, are many. We have not prayed devoutly enough. We have, unwittingly, asked for something God foresees is not in our best interest. We have not prayed long enough, perseverance being the key to success.

BEATING THE BREAST: EARLY CHRISTIANITY   [image: ]

Striking the breast with the right hand just above the heart is a prayer gesture of penance, one no longer intended to inflict pain, though its ancient antecedent, flagellation, was. Confessional phrases such as “I have sinned” and “through my fault” (mea culpa) are the appropriate moments for breast-beating atonement.

The practice has very curious and sexually contradictory roots. In many parts of Europe and Asia, flogging the body with a rough vine, stick, or whip, often drawing blood, is an extremely old gesture of atonement, once inflicted by a priest, later by the penitent himself. The stern noun “discipline” and humble proper noun “disciple” are both rooted in the Latin verb discere, “to learn well.”

Many clerics, Saint Augustine for one, cautioned congregants not to flagellate themselves too enthusiastically, or too frequently. In the Middle Ages, chaste nuns and monks favored birch rods or knotted leather whips for self-flogging, and Cardinal Peter Damian in the eleventh century acquired fame, and a following, because of his manual in praise of flagellation: sinners were advised to strip to the waist and let themselves be beaten by more pious individuals. Flagellation, in fact, remained a common and often secretive aspect of many religious orders well into the 1960s. In some parts of the world, notably in South America and Central Asia, days of atonement are still marked by lay penitents beating themselves bloody.

It’s ironic that the primitive gesture of whipping, which stings and engorges the flesh with blood, was—and remains—a form of sexual stimulation. In the brain, the centers for pain and pleasure cozy side by side to make curious neighbors. Tribes in the past employed flagellation in male sexual initiation rites; saints are known to have beaten themselves into religious frenzies indistinguishable from sexual release; and today a significant segment of the pornography industry focuses on flagellation.

Perhaps we should not be surprised to find sexual practices ritualized into religious gestures. People’s oldest religions included sacred prostitutes and phallic worship, mixing ecstasy and procreation in ways we find unacceptable today. Whipping is the dark side of worship.

AMEN: EGYPT, 2500 B.C.E.   [image: ]

One of the most common religious utterances, “amen” makes 13 appearances in the Hebrew Bible, 119 in the New Testament, and is plentiful in Islamic writings.

To the Hebrews, the word meant “so it is,” expressing assent or agreement, and also signifying truth. Thus, a Hebrew scholar terminating a speech or sermon with “amen” assured his audience that his statements were trustworthy and reliable. Also, in early times, many congregants were unable to read and thus join their spiritual leader in prayer; “amen” became the illiterate’s contribution to, and participation in, textual recitation. Sort of like signing one’s name with an X.

The Talmud claims that “amen” is an acrostic, that is, an arrangement of words in which certain letters in each line, such as the first or last, are used to spell out a motto. “Amen,” it turns out, is an acrostic formed from the first letters of the Hebrew phrase El Melech Ne’eman, “the Lord is a trustworthy King.”

In the Bible, “amen” first appears in the Book of Numbers, in the “Ordeal for a suspected adulteress”:


May the Lord make you an example of malediction…. May this water, then, that brings a curse, enter your body and make your belly swell and your thighs waste away! And the woman shall say, “Amen, amen!” (Num. 5:21–22)



Thus, the adulteress gives her assent to the curse.

The word then makes twelve appearances in Deuteronomy (chapter 27), as assent to “the twelve curses.” For example: “Cursed be he who dishonors his father or his mother! And all the people shall answer, ‘Amen!’ ” (Deut. 27:16).
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Amun, the Egyptian god of reproduction. His name means “hidden one,” and is the root of the word “amen.”

Actually, the word has pagan roots and originated in Egypt around 2500 B.C.E. To the Egyptians, Amun meant “hidden one” and was the name of their highest deity, at one time worshiped throughout the Middle East. As later cultures invoked the god Jupiter with the exclamation “By Jove!,” the Egyptians called on their deity, “By Amun!” The Hebrews adopted the affirmation, imbued it with fresh meaning, and passed it on to Christians.

At the conclusion to the Our Father, it is customary to add “Amen.” But as the Lord’s Prayer is given in early versions of Matthew (6:9–13), the “so be it” response does not appear. (See Lord’s Prayer.)

HALLELUJAH:
ANCIENT ISRAELITES, OLD TESTAMENT TIMES   [image: ]

One of the richest words in religious liturgy, “hallelujah,” meaning “praise ye the Lord,” is an ancient Hebrew term that appears in the Old Testament only in the Psalms, where it usually lies outside the main body of text.

The Hebrew spelling of the word reveals its meaning and origin: halelu! Yah, literally “praise!” + “Lord,” where Yah is an abbreviated form of “Yahweh,” God’s personal name to the Israelites. The verb “praise” is in the plural imperative, clearly implying that the phrase is a command to the entire congregation: All of you praise the Lord! The use of the plural imperative was typical of Israelite worship.

“Hallelujah” (this spelling of the word is an Old English translation of the Hebrew) most likely was a liturgical cry independent of any particular prayer, and this is probably why it exists outside the text of the Psalms. It may stand at the beginning of a Psalm, as in 111–12; or at the end, as in 104, 105, 115–17; or in both positions, as in 106, 113, 135, and 146–50.

The joyous cry also appears in the Apocrypha: in the Greek Book of Tobit 13:17, where it is a cry of praise for the New Jerusalem; and in 2 Maccabees 7:13, where rescued Jews erupt into rejoicing. John uses the word several times in the Book of Revelation.

Christians prefer the spelling “Alleluia,” which is a second-century B.C.E. Greek, and later Latin, transliteration of the Hebrew halelu Yah. Pope Gregory the Great (590–604) suggested that the word was particularly suited for Easter services, and he laid out its use in Roman rite worship.

FACING EAST: NEAR EAST, PREHISTORY   [image: ]

In the earliest days of Christianity, congregants prayed while facing east, in the direction of the rising sun. The custom is pagan and ancient, harking back to an era when a sun worshiper was not someone bent on getting a tan. Early stone altars were set up so the officiating high priest faced east.

For Christians, Jesus Christ was the “sun of righteousness.” The east-facing position for the priest remained the norm throughout the Middle Ages. In Roman Catholicism, just a few decades ago, the altar was turned so that the priest faces the congregation; his back might or might not face the rising sun. The use of solar orientation in setting up altars has passed from ritual form to practical function.

Jews face east, toward Jerusalem, the Holy City, as a token of respect. The Ark of synagogues in the Western world is deliberately placed on the eastern wall so the congregation faces east as it prays. (See Mecca.)

PRAYING THROUGH SAINTS: NEW TESTAMENT   [image: ]

“If you ask anything of the Father in my name,” Jesus instructs his apostles in John 16:23, “he will give it to you.” This quotation is often given as the origin of Christians’ recitation of prayers “in the name of Jesus Christ.” It marks the beginning of the use of intermediaries between people and God.

In time, many Christians dispensed with the use of Jesus as intermediary, preferring to make their appeal through the Blessed Virgin Mary, or their favorite patron saints. The reason is more superstitious than religious, having to do with purity of soul and proximity of personage. Many people, feeling themselves sinners, assume God will more readily fulfill their requests if presented by someone already pure and conveniently close to him in Heaven. In effect, we’re saying: These people have God’s ear. This type of prayer through intermediary is particularly common among Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox Christians, who chose to communicate through Mary or any of the hundreds of canonized patron saints.

Support for the notion of saints holding God’s ear can be found in the New Testament. In the Gospel of Matthew, we’re assured that Jesus’ disciples will sit with him in judgment; and the Book of Revelation pictures saints standing in front of God’s heavenly throne.

Praying through saints also brings up the issue of specialization, which, of course, marks the age in which we live. Antony of Padua is the patron saint of childless women. Martha, the patron of cooks. Saint Eligius, the patron of coin collectors. Thomas, the patron of construction workers. Luke, the patron of butchers. Vitus, the saint for dancers. Hairdressers turn to a duo of male saints, Cosmas and Damian. Even as people seek out medical specialists for specific ailments, so, too, many people will turn to patron saints. (See Patron Saints.)

Although statistics are hard to come by, it is commonly claimed in religious journals and from the pulpit that people who petition God through patrons have a better chance of having their prayers answered.

Many Protestant denominations oppose “indirect prayer.” The practice, they say, runs counter to biblical teaching; indeed, sixteenth-century Protestant reformers emphasized the concept of the “individual priesthood of all believers.” In stressing that any person can petition the Christian Triune Godhead without an intermediary, reformers pointed to the New Testament words of Paul: “There is one mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 2:5).

SIGN OF THE CROSS: THIRD CENTURY C.E.   [image: ]

Christian prayer often begins and ends with the making of the “sign of the cross,” a touching of the forehead, heart, left, then right, shoulders with the first three fingers of the right hand.

It is commonly held that the three fingers—thumb, index, and middle finger—symbolize the three persons of the Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Whereas the remaining two fingers, joined together and tucked inward toward the palm, signify Christ’s dual nature: divine and human. No symbol is wasted.

Tertullian (160–250), Latin Church father from Carthage, makes early mention of the “sign of the Lord,” tracing a cross on the forehead: “When we put on our clothes and shoes, when we bathe, when we sit at table, when we light our lamps, in all ordinary actions of life, we trace upon the forehead the sign of the Lord.”

Oil or ash was sometimes used, and Saint John Chrysostom speaks eloquently of the practice: “Each day people carry around the sign formed on their foreheads as if it were a trophy on a column. Anyone could see a whole chorus of these signs of the cross in houses, in the marketplaces … in bridal chambers.”

When the Romans began a wide-scale persecution of Christians, believers used the sign of the cross as a secret code for quick identification of each other. A rapid stroking of forehead, and perhaps the breast and shoulders, silently assured that “I’m one of you.”

Saint Augustine is emphatic on the importance of the symbol in receiving the sacraments: “Unless that sign be applied, whether it be to the foreheads of believers, or to the very water out of which they are regenerated, or to the oil with which they receive the anointing charism, none of them is properly administered.”

Over the centuries, Roman Catholics resorted to making the sign of the cross not once but three times in succession (with three fingers) as an additional symbol of the Trinity. For a time following the Reformation, Protestants shunned the gesture completely, regarding it as an unwanted reminder of their days under the yoke of Roman Catholicism and the pope. Furthermore, Protestants argued that the cross was a torturous reminder of Christ’s cruel death. Only in recent times, and not entirely without reluctance, have more and more Protestants, especially Lutherans and Episcopalians, returned to making the sign of the cross.

COVERING THE HEAD: EXODUS 28:4, 1 CORINTHIANS 11   [image: ]

Since biblical times, women were required to cover their heads with scarves or veils in churches and temples, as a sign of chastity and modesty, and as an expression of guilt for the sin of Eve. Men, who made the rules, occasionally adopted head coverings for themselves.

IN CHRISTIANITY. The practice of requiring a Christian woman to cover her head in church and during prayer originates with a sexist slight made by Saint Paul in his First Letter to the Corinthians, written about 56 C.E.:


A man indeed ought not to cover his head, because he is the image and glory of God. But woman is the glory of man…. This is why the woman ought to have a sign of authority over her head. (1 Cor. 11:7–10)



Paul goes on to say that a woman without a head covering is an insult to the angels.

IN JUDAISM. The earliest Jewish reference to a head covering exists in Exodus 28:4, which lists the vestments that set the priest apart from the congregation: “a breastpiece, an ephod [a richly embroidered outer garment], a robe, a brocaded tunic, a miter [turban or headband], and a sash.”

The miter was called a mitznefet and was the tonsorial crown of the priest’s wardrobe. Whereas several biblical references view a head covering as a sign of mourning the dead, the Talmud associates headgear with the concept of reverence toward God and a gesture of respect by the faithful.

A full-headed wig or shaytl (Yiddish for “wig”) in time became a popular head covering for Jewish women, its intent being to make a woman’s natural hair less of a sexual stimulus for men. On the other hand, a tichl is a large scarf used today by ultra-Orthodox women to cover their shaved heads. Men have always found women’s hair erotic.

YARMULKE: TALMUDIC PERIOD Today, Orthodox Jews and many Conservative Jews believe that covering the head with a yarmulke or skullcap is an expression of “reverence for God,” yirat Shama’yim. Orthodoxy demands that the head be kept covered at all times, while most Conservative Jews believe the head should be covered during prayer, study, and at mealtime.

The word “yarmulke” is Yiddish, but of uncertain meaning. One view is that the word derives from a medieval head covering called a armucella, worn by clergy. An alternative view is that “yarmulke” is related to the French arme (Latin arma), a round medieval helmet with a movable visor.

A less-used Yiddish word for “yarmulke” is koppel, from the Latin capitalis, “of the head.”

Perhaps the most traditional view is that “yarmulke” is a mispronunciation of the Hebrew phrase yaray may’Elokim, “in awe of God.” This idea is based in part on the words of fifth-century Talmudic scholar Huna ben Joshua: “I never walked four cubits with uncovered head because God dwells over my head.”

PHYLACTERIES To fulfill God’s command to bind his laws on the hands and head of man—“And thou shalt bind them for a sign upon thine hand, and they shall be as frontlets between thine eyes” (Deut. 6:8)—some Jewish men began wearing phylacteries, tefillin in Hebrew.

Phylacteries are two small leather cases holding slips inscribed with scriptural passages: one box is fastened with leather thongs to the forehead, one to the left arm; a practice followed today by many Orthodox Jews during morning prayer. The word tefillin is related to tefillah, Hebrew for “prayer.”
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Mezuzah (left), means “doorpost.” Phylactery (on forehead) and prayer shawl.

The English word “phylactery” comes from the Greek phylax, meaning “a watchman.”


MEZUZAH [image: ] Parchment inscribed with rolled-up Scripture is also contained in the familiar cylindrical mezuzah.

In Hebrew, the word means “doorpost,” and the Bible mandates that doorposts of Jewish homes bear a mezuzah: “And thou shalt write them [the commandments] upon the doorposts of thy house and upon thy gates” (Deut. 6:9). The mezuzah was to remind the homeowner of God’s laws, and to serve as a visible symbol of one’s Jewish identity as well as membership in the Jewish community.

Today, many Jews continue to observe this tradition by hanging mezuzot (plural) on the doorframes of their homes or apartments. In Israel, they hang from entrances of public buildings. In the United States, a custom has arisen among some Jews of wearing small charmlike mezuzot on neck chains.



PRAYER SHAWL: NUMBERS 15:37–41   [image: ]

Of all the ritual garments associated with Jewish religious life, the fringed prayer shawl—tallit, Hebrew for “cloak” or “cover”—is perhaps the most important to Jews, and the most familiar to non-Jews.

Like the tefillin, it—or at least its fringe—also has a biblical source. In Numbers (15:37–41), God instructs Moses to “speak to the Children of Israel and bid them to affix fringes [zizith] to the corners of their garments.” Whenever fringes are seen, people will be reminded of God’s Ten Commandments to Moses. Thus, the prayer shawl exists to support and display the fringes.

Since the biblical mandate requires that the fringes be visible—“a fringe that you may look upon, and remember all the commandments of the Lord”—prayer shawls are not worn at night, only during daylight hours when the fringes are easily seen. The only exception to this law is on the eve of the holy Yom Kippur, though even then a man must don his prayer shawl before nightfall.

The color blue, which the Talmud relates as the favorite color of Jews—since the blue Mediterranean was the largest body of water near Israel—is the preferred color for embroidery on the tallit. This color preference also originates from a reference in Numbers: “Put with the fringe of each corner of the garment a thread of blue.” At one time, blue thread was woven through the fringes; today, blue is often the color of the prayer shawl’s stripes.

CROSS-DRESSING PROHIBITION. Today, we think of sartorial fringe as delicate feminine adornment, but in ancient times, only men wore fringed garments. Thus, the fringed tallit is never worn by women, whom the Bible prohibits from wearing men’s clothing. Indeed, the Old Testament specifically prohibits cross-dressing by either gender: “A woman shall not wear an article proper to a man, nor shall a man put on a woman’s dress; for anyone who does such things is an abomination to the Lord” (Deut. 22:5).

HYMN AND LITANY: EAST AND WEST   [image: ]

Benediction (“a blessing”), litany (alternating phrases), hymns (praises), doxologies (declarations of glorification)—these have been from ancient times the major types of devotion, in the West and in the East.

From the third millennium B.C.E. to the time of Jesus Christ, forms of prayer changed very little from the oldest hymns and litanies unearthed among Assyrians and Babylonian peoples. A hymn (Greek hymnos, meaning “festive song”) is a song of praise, whereas a litany (Greek litanos, “a pledge”) is an alternation between clergy and congregation of titles of deities, or of petitions. Numerous ancient battle hymns are preserved in libraries throughout the Middle East.

The ancient Greeks, who prized poetry, couched many prayers in the form of hymns, such as the prayer of Diomedes to the goddess Athena in Homer’s Iliad. One of the oldest-known Greek hymns is that of women devotees of Dionysus, god of wine and fertility; such songs of praise were not always pure and sublime. “If the people did not hold a procession and sing a hymn to the genitals,” wrote a Greek philosopher six centuries before Christ, “it would be an outrageous performance.”

By Roman times, the pantheon of gods and goddesses was so overpopulated that a worshiper had to take pains not to invoke the wrong deity and incur a god’s wrath. To avoid this error, Romans consulted litanies of gods and goddesses, a Who’s Who of the heavens, in order to offer thanksgiving or make a petition. At that time, a popular form of personal prayer was the votum or “vow,” in which the suppliant strikes a mutual bargain with a deity for exchange of divine favor: “I’ll build you a temple, if you grant me victory in battle.” This swapping of favors, a sacred quid pro quo, mushroomed in Roman times, bequeathing to history a wealth of devotional architecture and artifacts.

For a Roman military commander, the most solemn and extreme form of the votum was the devotio, or personal “act of devotion,” in which he offered his own life to a deity in order to secure a battle victory for his people.

The form of prayer called litany reaches its fullest extent in the East, in Hinduism, where repetition, and progressive absorption in devotion, lead through monotony to ecstasy. In the prayer known as the Thousand Names of Shiva, or the Sivasahasranaman, 1,008 titles of the “destroyer god” are invoked, each strophe ending with the same refrain. Recited with concentration and a pure heart, the litany is said to wipe out sin, as well as all sense of self.

In the West, early Christians preserved the hymns, doxologies, and benedictions composed by Jewish scribes. They also adhered to the Hebrew custom of praying three times a day. Christians particularly cherished one of the world’s best-known collections of prayer: the Old Testament’s 150 Psalms, the Bible’s hymnal. These are songs of praise, wisdom, and puzzlement over life’s many pitfalls, and remain as relevant today as when they were composed, many as early as the tenth century B.C.E. (See Psalms.)

In the seventh century, Islamic liturgy added a ritual daily prayer called the salat, which displays both Jewish and Christian influences. This minutely detailed prayer ritual is recited while the suppliant turns toward Mecca, in Saudi Arabia, five times a day. Since, as mentioned, Islamic prayer is an act of adoration of Allah, it does not accommodate the kind of petitioning for personal wants and desires typical of Christian and Jewish prayer. (See Pillars of Islam.)

Prayer, in its long history, has not evolved in any progressive social or personal sense, unlike the people who pray. Then and now, East and West, prayer, in the presence of life’s mysteries, seeks a dialogue with the divine.

In the next chapter, we’ll examine the origins of some of the best-loved prayers of several faiths.


CHAPTER
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Best-Loved Prayers
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Apostles’ Creed to Agnus Dei

LORD’S PRAYER: MATTHEW 6:9–13, 65–75 C.E.   [image: ]

Although the Lord’s Prayer is a unifying bond in Christianity, it is thoroughly Jewish in structure, containing common Hebrew elements of praise and petition, and a yearning for the coming of the Kingdom of God. Technically, the prayer consists of an introductory address, followed by six elements: three praises concerning God’s glory, and three petitions acknowledging the human need for sustenance, forgiveness, and deliverance from evil. They are:




	ADDRESS:
	Our Father who art in heaven.



	PRAISES:
	1. Hallowed be thy name.
2. Thy kingdom come.
3. Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.



	PETITIONS:
	4. Give us this day our daily bread.
5. And forgive us our debts [or trespasses], as we also have forgiven our debtors.
6. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.






This is the version traditionally used in the Roman Catholic Church. Other churches added a doxology (Greek doxa, “exalted praise”) that has gained acceptance among Catholics as well in recent decades: “For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory, forever.” These words of sheer exaltation exist in many old manuscripts, and in several Jewish prayers composed in Christ’s time, but they are clearly later additions and not part of the original.

Authorship of the original, of course, is traditionally taken to be Jesus Christ himself, in the Sermon on the Mount, delivered somewhere between the years 27 to 30 C.E. The words were first recorded some thirty-five years later by Matthew, who gives the full prayer; Luke (11:2–4) gives an abbreviated version.
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The Sermon on the Mount. The Lord’s Prayer (the Catholic’s “Our Father”) is Christ’s example of a perfect prayer.

That the Lord’s Prayer is distinctly Jewish is made abundantly clear by Jesus Christ when he suggests to his listeners how they should pray:

“In praying, do not multiply words as the Gentiles do; for they think that by saying a great deal, they will be heard…. Your Father knows what you need before you ask him” (Matt. 6:7–9).

Then Christ provides instructions on the ideal parsimonious prayer: “In this manner you shall pray: ‘Our Father who art in heaven….’ ”

Early Christians took Our Lord’s command—“In this manner you shall pray”—quite seriously, some clergy reciting three hundred Our Fathers a day, keeping tabs by tossing pebbles into a pile. The earliest commentary on the prayer was that by Tertullian, around 198 C.E., who called it the “epitome of the whole gospel.”

Saint Jerome in the fourth century tampered with the wording a bit, changing “give us this day our daily [quotidianum] bread” to “supernatural [supersubstantialem] bread,” but no one liked that at all. Around the same time, Saint Augustine, who felt that the Lord’s Prayer was the source of all other prayers, instructed that it be the oratio quotidiana, the prayer recited three times a day—a Jewish formula.

For centuries, the Lord’s Prayer was taught to simple illiterate folk only in Latin as the Pater Noster, which they recited by rote, probably not comprehending individual words and phrases. Amazingly, although English versions of the prayer exist before the Reformation, there was before that century no single, hallowed text; the first authoritative prayer appeared in the 1539 Manuall of Prayers of the Prymer in Englysh.

EIGHT BEATITUDES:
SERMON ON THE MOUNT, MATTHEW 5:3–12   [image: ]

The word “beatitude” is from the Latin beatitudo, suggesting a state of “perfect happiness” or “perfect blessedness.”

Traditionally, Jesus Christ is credited with composing the Lord’s Prayer and the Beatitudes, as well as the Golden Rule, all delivered in a single lengthy sermon. But the text that we take today to be the Sermon on the Mount was most likely not a single homily delivered on a single day. Rather, the long passage in Matthew is undoubtedly a compilation by the Gospel writer of Christ’s essential teachings.

A shorter passage in the Gospel of Luke presents many of the same ideas, often in similar language, and has Jesus delivering the sermon on level ground. While Matthew lists eight Beatitudes, Luke gives four, in slightly different form (Luke 6:20–22). Biblical scholars suspect that Luke’s Gospel passage, shorter and less detailed, may well be closer to an actual sermon delivered by Christ in Aramaic.

The Beatitudes are promises by Christ of specific rewards to those who cultivate certain spiritual qualities or who perform particular good works. As Matthew lists Christ’s guarantees:


	Blessed are the poor in spirit; for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.

	Blessed are the meek; for they shall possess the earth.

	Blessed are they that mourn; for they shall be comforted.

	Blessed are they that hunger and thirst after justice; for they shall have their fill.

	Blessed are the merciful; for they shall obtain mercy.

	Blessed are the clean of heart; for they shall see God.

	Blessed are the peacemakers; for they shall be called the children of God.

	Blessed are they that suffer persecution for justice’s sake; for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.



The origins of other phrases composed by Jesus Christ that have great spiritual meaning for all Christians:




	IN GETHSEMANE:
	“Abba, Father, all things are possible to thee. Remove this cup from me; yet not what I will, but what thou willest” (Mark 14:36). “Abba” is Aramaic for “father.”



	ON THE CROSS:
	“Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34).



	IN AGONY:
	“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34).



	AT THE MOMENT OF DEATH:
	“Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit!” (Luke 23:46).






HAIL MARY: SIXTEENTH CENTURY C.E.   [image: ]

Whereas the Our Father is called a liturgical prayer, straight from the Bible, the Hail Mary is known as a devotional prayer that evolved over time from the pious practices of monks, nuns, and lay Christians. The Lord’s Prayer was voiced by followers in Christ’s own time, but Mary’s devotion did not become the popular form of prayer we know today until the sixteenth century.

This homage to the Virgin, assembled piecemeal, is divided into two major parts: the salutation and the petition.

SALUTATION. The first salutation, “Hail, full of Grace; the Lord is with thee,” is the angel Gabriel’s greeting to Mary at the time of the Annunciation of Christ’s conception. The words are out of Luke (1:28), to which the Church, for clarity, inserted the proper name “Mary.”

“Blessed art thou amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb” is also from Scripture (Luke 1:42), and the phrase is Elizabeth’s salutation to Mary at the Visitation. Again, for clarity, the Church added the proper “Jesus” after “womb” so there could be no mistaking whom Mary was carrying.

During the early Middle Ages, the sentence from the mouth of Gabriel was recommended by priests as a form of physical penance: one genuflected and recited the line scores of times, or hundreds of times, depending on the severity of one’s sin.
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The Annunciation to Mary by the angel Gabriel opens the Hail Mary.

Most Christians today might be surprised to learn that these two salutations were the Hail Mary in its entirety in the twelfth century. In fact, that’s the first time both passages were combined to form a devotional prayer to Mary.

PETITIONS. The first petitionary part of the prayer, “Holy Mary, Mother of God,” is a phrase that dates specifically from the Council of Ephesus in 431 C.E.

Ephesus was the ancient Ionian Greek city in what is now Turkey. It was important in Greek and Roman times as the site of the Temple of Artemis (Diana, to the Romans), goddess of the moon, wild beasts, and patron of hunters. Ephesus is suspected by some scholars to be where Mary lived out her earthly days.

The Greek city, which the Goths sacked and virtually destroyed in 262, became the location in 431 for Pope Celestine I’s ecumenical council. The gathering of bishops debated whether Christ, from the moment of conception, had two distinct natures, human and divine. That is, was Mary the mother of only a human fetus, who after his birth became divine? Or was Mary the mother of God himself? Supporters of the latter proposition rioted for days, literally running through the streets of Ephesus shouting, “Holy Mary! Mother of God!”

When council bishops broke the news that Christ was, from the moment of his conception, divine, and that Mary was indeed the Mother of God, Christians began to pray to her with a new phrase: “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners.”

In the sixteenth century, the Church created the full devotional prayer we know today by augmenting the above petition to read: “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death, Amen.”

By this point in history, Mary had become a major figure of Christian devotion, personally appearing around the world in apparitions, and her perpetual virginity had become the heated focus of Reformation debate. The Church felt Mary needed a prayer that spelled out her theology. (See Virginity; Visions.)

Had Mary, Christ’s mother, really resided in Ephesus? It’s known that Saint John, whom Christ charged with his mother’s care, lived in Ephesus. The Temple of Artemis was rediscovered in 1869, and the city has been extensively excavated in our own century. There exists the remains of a “house of the Virgin,” though whether Mary lived out her earthly days there, or whether the house is merely a shrine erected in her memory, may never be known for certain.


ORIGIN OF THE BLACK MADONNA [image: ] The phrase refers to more than 150 images of the Virgin Mary found throughout Europe, at several major shrines, which portray her as black.

Why a black-faced Virgin?

In most of the images studied, the facial color seems to be an accident of art. For instance, age and a patina of soot account for some darkenings. In other cases, silver plate or paint has oxidized; or the ripened wooden surface beneath the painting has discolored and bled through.

But there may be more to the mystery. Mary may have lived in Ephesus, and it is known that Greek artists often depicted the moon goddess Artemis of Ephesus as black, as Roman painters occasionally colored their own huntress Diana of Ephesus black—perhaps for the superstitious reason that black females were thought from ancient times to be more potent miracle workers. The cult of Mary is thought to spring from the cult of Diana, and it’s possible that early worshipers of the Blessed Virgin Mary felt that a black-faced Madonna would bring them better luck.



APOSTLES’ CREED: LATE SIXTH CENTURY C.E.   [image: ]

A creed is a precise statement of beliefs, and all religions cherish their own creeds. The word “creed” is from the Latin credo, meaning “I believe.”

The major creed used by Roman Catholics, Anglicans, and many Protestants begins with quick affirmations of central truths—the Trinity, the Annunciation, the Virgin Birth, the Crucifixion, the Harrowing of Hell, the Resurrection, the Ascension:


I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth; and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, Our Lord; who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried. He descended into hell; the third day He arose again from the dead; He ascended into heaven….
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A creed, from credo, Latin for “I believe,” is composed by clerics as an affirmation of central religious truths.

According to tradition, this manifesto of twelve beliefs was penned by the twelve Apostles, each man contributing one article of faith; hence its name. But, actually, the creed came together piecemeal, springing from a list of questions converts had to answer in order to be baptized into the faith.

Typically, a bishop would ask a catechumen (person to be baptized): “Dost thou believe in God the Father almighty?” … “Dost thou believe Our Lord was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary?” The convert would respond: “I believe.” In fact, an example of such interrogation used to baptize Romans about 200 C.E. is preserved in the Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus.

Such lists of beliefs were then known as baptismal creeds. For Roman Catholics, perhaps the earliest formula is given by Luke in Acts 8:37, in the Confraternity Bible, when Philip converts the Ethiopian. Philip says: “If thou dost believe with all thy heart …” And the convert answers: “I believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” (This verse 37 is not found in Greek and Vulgate manuscripts, nor is it recognized by other authorities.)

What is recited today as the Apostles’ Creed reached its final form late in the sixth century in southwestern France. Gradually, its string of affirmations—I believe in the Holy Catholic Church, the communion of saints, the remission of sins, the resurrection of the flesh … —replaced earlier baptismal creeds. During the thirteenth-century reign of Pope Innocent III, it became the official creed of the entire Catholic Church in the West. To this day, the prayer is not recognized by Eastern Orthodox churches.

Into its few sentences, the creed packs a wealth of beliefs, points an accusing finger at Pontius Pilate, and seats the risen Christ on the right hand of God the Father. The Apostles’ Creed is a concise summary of faith from Creation to Final Judgment.

NICENE CREED: LATE FOURTH CENTURY C.E.   [image: ]

This Christian creed (examined in detail elsewhere in this book) sets forth the official Church teaching on the Trinitarian Godhead. The word Filioque, Latin for “and from the Son,” was later added to the passage: “I believe in the Holy Spirit, who proceeds from the Father and from the Son.” The all-important word gave the Holy Spirit equal Godhead status.

CREED OF PIUS IV: SIXTEENTH CENTURY   [image: ]

Called the Profession of Faith of the Council of Trent, this important Christian creed was promulgated in the papal bull Injunction Nobis, issued on November 13, 1564, as Reformation rhetoric heated up. Countering Martin Luther’s many charges against Rome, it is a concise summary of Christian doctrines concerning Scripture, original sin, faith, the Mass and sacraments, veneration of saints, indulgences, and the primacy of the papacy at Rome. It was Pius’s “Take that, Luther!” fired back at the Reformer.

EASTERN CREEDS   [image: ]

Asian religions have parallels to Christian creeds. Some chanted mantras in Buddhism and Hinduism are actually professions of beliefs not unlike the Apostles’ Creed. Observe the structural similarities between the terse affirmations in the Apostles’ Creed and the thrice-repeated mantra: “I take refuge in the Buddha. I take refuge in the teachings. I take refuge in the community.”

ISLAMIC CREEDS: SEVENTH CENTURY C.E.   [image: ]

The primary Islamic creed is known as the shahada, or “profession of faith,” and consists of two short statements: “There is no god but God” and “Muhammad is the Messenger of God.” Both occur in the sacred Koran, but not combined.

Just as the Apostles’ Creed is a baptismal formula for acceptance into the Christian faith, the shahada is recited by converts to Islam as part of the ceremony for becoming a Muslim. The shahada is the first of the so-called Five Pillars of Islam, which sum up the religious duties of all Muslims.

Since Christians, Jews, and Muslims all agree on the first expression of the shahada, “There is no god but God,” it is the second credo that defines a Muslim; and the phrase “Muhammad is the Messenger of God” is intended to imply that Muhammad was the final and supreme prophet of all those in the three faiths God honored with prophecy.

The Koran’s prologue or Al-Fatihah is a solemn prayer to the God of all three faiths:


All praise be to Allah, Lord of all the worlds,

Most beneficent, ever-merciful,

King of the Day of Judgment.

You alone we worship, and to You alone turn for help.

Guide us to the path that is straight,

The path of those You have blessed,

Not of those who have earned Your anger, not those who have gone astray.




JUDAISM [image: ] It is interesting that Judaism, from which both Christianity and Islam sprang, has, among world religions, a paucity of creeds. The reason is that Jewish identity and beliefs traditionally have been defined in terms of the observance of the commandments and of oral law, not by a tidy enumeration of doctrines summed up in a single creed.

On the other hand, Christianity has over 150 officially recognized creeds (and confessions), since membership in the faith began through a profession of doctrinal beliefs; a bishop’s baptismal interrogation of catechumens.

The essence of any religion’s creed is summed up best in a classic phrase by the twelfth-century theologian Anselm: “Credo ut intelligam,” “I believe in order that I may understand.”



CONFITEOR: FOURTEENTH CENTURY C.E.   [image: ]

The word “Confiteor” is from the Latin for “I confess.” Just as it was customary at the time of baptism to make a credo, “I believe,” at the time of the sacrifice of the Mass, it was customary for Christians to make a confession, with a prayer that began with the words “I confess.”

This custom is ancient and grounded in the Israelites’ practice of making a confession before sacrificing a burnt offering to the Lord.

The Catholic Confiteor opens with a Who’s Who of the Heavens:


I confess to Almighty God, to Blessed Mary ever Virgin, to blessed Michael the Archangel, to blessed John the Baptist, to the holy Apostles Peter and Paul, and to all the saints, that I have sinned exceedingly in thought, word, and deed….



Its wording has changed considerably over the centuries; and in different Christian countries, where locals substitute for the names of angels and saints their own national favorites.

In the earliest form of the confessional prayer, the sinner



















































































OPS/images/1-1.jpg





OPS/images/common1.jpg





OPS/images/19-1.png





OPS/images/14-1.png





OPS/images/7-1.jpg





OPS/images/v-1.png





OPS/images/bullet.png





OPS/images/10-1.jpg





OPS/images/12-1.jpg





OPS/images/28-1.jpg





OPS/images/ch.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
Sacred
c@rigins
of
?rofound
@hings

CHARLES PANATI

uuuuuuu






OPS/images/ii-1.png





OPS/images/24-1.jpg





OPS/images/26-1.jpg





OPS/images/t1.png
PENGUIN

1]





OPS/images/t2.jpg





