NEAL A. MAXWELL

— INSTITUTE for
RELIGIOUS SCHOLARSHIP

BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY « PROVO, UTAH

FARMS Preliminary Reports

The Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies
(FARMS) was founded in 1979 as a clearinghouse to distribute
scholarly articles focused on Latter-day Saint scripture. Within

a few years, FARMS began collecting and distributing its own
“Preliminary Reports.” These were said to consist of “tentative
papers reflecting substantial research [that was] not yet ready for
final publication.” FARMS made them available “to be critiqued
and improved and to stimulate further research.”

Having since absorbed FARMS into the Willes Center for Book

of Mormon Studies, the Maxwell Institute offers the FARMS
Preliminary Reports here in that same spirit. Although their
quality is uneven, they represent the energy and zeal of those who
sought to enrich our understanding of LDS scripture.

If you possess copies of Preliminary Reports that are not included
on our website, please contact us at maxwell_institute@byu.edu to
help us provide the most complete collection possible.
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Liturgy and Cosmogony

The Ritual Use of Creation Accounts
in the Ancient Near East

The creation of the earth was repetitiously celebrated in rituals in civiliza-
tions of the ancient Near East—Babylon, Assyria, Persia, and Israel. Sources
suggest that in Israel, perhaps as early as the Second Temple period, laymen
recited the Genesis creation story while priests were offering sacrifices. The
laymen were expected to recite the account in towns far away from Jerusalem
for the benefit of those who could not go to the holy city. Hearing about the
creation enabled listeners to experience a renewal of creation in their own
setting.
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In his luminous study of the Egyptian background of the Jqseph
Smith papyri, Hugh Nibiey notes that the creation story constitutes
a focal point in Egyptian religious literature and in the temple
ritual.l This phenomenon was not, however, restricted to the Egyptians
among the peorles of the prg-Cﬁristian Near Bast.? A similar liturgical
use of the creation story, often in conjunction with temple wership,
was made in Mesopotamia, Persia, and in Israel of the Se;ond Temple
period.,

The zagmuk or akitu (New Year's) festival figures as the central

cultic event in the Mesopotamian religious calendar. It constituted
_."the confluence of every current of religious thought, the expression

of every shade of religious feeling! among the Babylonians and Assyrians.3
The skitu festival served to reestablish the proper pattern of nature,
with order prevailing over chaos, and to reaffirm the gods, the Kking,
and his subjects in their respective roles in the cosmic order. Reflec-
tions of the festival are to be found as early as the third millennium
B.C. in the yearly rites of the Sumerian city-states of Ur and Erech.
but no extensive evidence exists for its celebration until the time

of the Late Assyrian and Late Babylonian kingdoms (750-612 B.C. and
650-539 B.C. respectiVely).u Among the documents recovered from

this late period are priestly liturgical commentaries, "order of
service" manuals prepared to gulde the priest in the proper per-
formance of the lengthy and complex rituals of the akitu festival,

which lasted through the first twelve days of Nisan, the first month

of the Babylenian calendar.5 On the fourth of Nisan, in the iemple

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



the ancient Near East)é, the priest was instructed to read the Enuma
Elish, the Babylonlan creation myth which recounts the victory of Marduk
over the powers of chaos personalized in ﬁpsu and Tiamat, his creation
of the world, 4nd concludes with a hymn extolling the kingship of Marduk.’
In the later stages of the festival the victory of Marduk over Tiamat
was ritually reenacted.8
Among the ancient Persians the ritual recitation of the birth
of the gods was customary on sacrificial occasions. Herodotus reports
in his Histories that after the one who was offering sacrifice had cut
the animal victim into pieces and had boiled them, he spread them "on
the softest grass."9 Thereupon a Magian, the Persian priest whose pre-
sence was obligatory at such sacrifices, chanted the account of the
birth of the gods (theogonien) "as the Persian tradition relates it.n"
It has been suggested that the creation account of Genesis (1l:1l-
2:4a) was used in the temple liturgy of Israel before the Babylonian
exile at the New Year's Festival, when the enthronement of the Lord
was celebrated, and.possibly on other occasions as well.11 The didactic-
liturgical nature of the creation account itself, with its constant

refrain, "and God saw that it was good,"12

“and the evening and the
morming were the first day,“13 etc., strengthen the case for its ritual
use.14 Although this hypqthesis is attractive, in the absence of
"order of service" marmals {such as have been found in Mesopotamia)

or of descriptions of the Israeiiﬁe rituals from externai sources
(sueh as Her;dotus' description of the Persian sacrifices), it must

remain tentatiVe.15

Whereas we lack internal and external sources concerning the



liturgical use of the creation account in pre-Exilic Israel, we
have both for the Second Temple Period. In the Mischnaic tractate
Tatanit (committed to writing, along with the rest of the Mishnah, by
Judsh the Prince c. 200 A.D., but probably representing far older
traditions), where various items of information and instruction are
given regarding the temple duties of the twenty-four courses of

laymen (anshe ma'amad), priests, and Levites (mentioned in 1 Chronicles

24), the laymen are given the responsibility of reading sections of

the Genesis creation account while the prﬁests and Levites perform

Vthe sacrifices.16 The laymen belonging to the course cufrently

serving in the temple who had not been able to go up to Jerusalem

were charged with the duty of reading fhe creation account in

their own towns.l? Theophrastus may be referring to the same

practice in his De Pietate when he remarks that the Jews "now sacrific e
victims according to fheir 0ld mode of sacrifice...they do it

fasting on the intervening days.18

During the whole time, being
philosophers by race, they converse with each other about the deity
and at nighttime they make obversations of the stars, pgazing at them ~
and calling upon God" (a possible allusion to a recital of the ereation
account);lg Even in modern Judaism the Genesis creation account is
acéorded an honored place in the liturgy, being read in toto on Simhat
Torzh (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

account as liturgy in the Ancient Near East. However, it is a phenomenon



far more widespread than that, as the researches of Mircea Eliade amply
illustrate.zl Clearly, the primai creative acts (and hence thelr
recitation or reenactment) were viewed by the peoples of the Anclent
Near East and a host of others as possessing a dynamic and not a static
;[uality. "What happened in the beginning," writes Raffacle Pettazoni,
"has an exemplary and defining value for what is happening today and
fhat will happen in the future."zz By becoming a participant in

the the v;ctory of the forces of order and in the creation through
reciting or ;eenacting it, the individual or commnity also becomes '

a participant in the fruits of that victory.
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