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Text and Ritual: The Meaning of the
Media for the History of Religion
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ary phenomenon everywhere. They arise seamlessly from trib-
branch out into the complex and complicated polytheisms of
carly high cultures, and can still be found in the Asiatic world down
¢ day, frequently in a state of peaceful coexistence with reli-
gians that stand on a very different footing, Book-based religions, on the
other hand, all arise from a radical rupture with tradition. We may follow
Theo Sundermeier in characterizing religions at this stage as “secondary re-
ligioﬁs-"3 This concept includes all religions that do not trace their origins

back to the mists of time, but claim to be the product of historical acts of
revelation and creation. They include the three Western monotheisms, Ju-

daism, Christianity, and Islam, as well as Buddhism, Jainism, and the Sikh

religion. All secondary religions are book-based religions. They are found-

ed on a canon of sacred writings, such as the Hebrew Bible, the Christian

Bible, the Koran, the Jain canon, the Pali canon, and the Adi Granth.*The

change of medium chat formed our point of departure has its corollary in

4 sructural change in the nature of religion. On the side of the secondary
religions we find writing and cranscendence, while on that of primary reli-
gion we find ritual and immanence.

" This transformarion is accompanied by a transformation of “cultur-
al memory.” In the cult religions, the “connective structures” that ensured
the identical reproduction f the culture down through the generations
were based primarily on the principle of ritual repetition. In the case of
book-based religions, they are founded on the principle of interpreting the
canonical texts. 1 would like to make three additional points in support of
this assertion: first, with regard to the distinction between cultural and ca-
nonical texts; second, in relation to the “expanded context” and its insti-
cutionalization in the oral and written craditions; and third, with reference
to the change that takes place in the question of who participates in the re-
ligion, a situation that changes drastically in the development from ritual

are the pl’lm
| religions
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w the o

to textual coherence.
By “cultural texts” we understand all sign complexes, that is, not just

texts, but also dances, rites, symbols, and the rest, that possess a particu-
lar normative and formative authority in the establishment of meaning
and identity? Cultural texts lay claim to an authority that embraces soci-
ety as a whole; they determine its identity and coherence. They structure
the world of meaning in which society imakes itself understood, and also
the sense of unity, belonging, and individuality that can be handed down -
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through the generations, thus enabling a society to reproduce ;
recognizable group. prochee iudry p
Cu%tural texts change with the changing context of a ch
ent, ax‘ud it is precisely the cultural texrs that are subject to the :
editorial modifications.® This is because it is they, above all ?OSt g
c.erned to adapt themselves to a changed reality. It ’is the tha; i
tinually added to and accommodated because they hav); w0 bem e
.from one generati?n to the next and because they keep ﬁndingt:f;lelsponed
in a changing environment. Such monvance, to use Paul Zumtho fnsel\’e,s
is the fate of texts destined for repeated use; it is the form in h'rS g
ae adapted for constant reuse, and the typical form of organiz 5 e
stream of tradition” (in the sense used by Leo Oppenheirgn) inaIt\l/F o
mia and-Egypt. The earliest and most widespread form of the cu.i3 "
of meaning consists in alterations to the text, Such alterations aret;valil'on
dEil wherever the literal word is sacrosanct and where neither . l'd-
tle” can be altered. That is the step that we call canonization e
As notﬁed earlier, we owe the concept of an “expande::l co 2
Konrad Ehlich, who applies it to a communication situation i??}ii;}u
,

Bging preg.

sible alw ” -co. icati ol
sole an z?yfl'?:l). frfecall communications that have been stored. Thereff:)re
‘principal difference between the oral and written transmission of sucI—i

v e,
com i iei
munications or cultural texts does not lie in the medium and the rech

nology of s i
gy of storage, but in the way the expanded contexr is institutionalized, *

M R P
! p smo; with oral transmission is thar the extended context calls fora
ar mot i i i
I e éa. ical shaping process than is required in,developed written cul
ures i ; -
» and it normally takes the form of ritual. As we have seen festivals
3

" sand rit i i i ieti
uals are the typical ways in which societies without writing institu-

tionali
R ize the e}.(panded context of cultural texes. Ritual ensures that a com
unica ;1 '
" nole will be recalled; it guarantees the communicative presence of
T i '
the rext anf thus the ritual coherence of the culture, Despite the growing
quantity of written matter, early wri
» early written cultures are decisi
; cisivel
such ritual coherence, v
The possibili iti i
- literalpfsmbllity created by writing of storing linguistic utterances in
e ;)rm, so that they could be reproduced subsequently without
eed t -
o ;Jl earn t‘hem by heart, was a development that liberated peo-
i ] . :
E m c;l repetition compulsion of ritual coherence, Whar mattered
ow i is i
was understanding. This is the place where Hans-Georg Gadamer'
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Anciple of “merging horizons” comes into its own. This principle repre-
sents the unio mystica of text and reader, a process of merging achieved in
the realm of ritual coherence by ritual irself. The classical example is the
«jream time” of the Australian Aborigines. With every new celebration
mythical ime comes into being yet again, and the clock of everyday, linear
fime is put back once more. In the realm of textual coherence, such mysti-
cal fusion can only be achieved with the aid of an elaborate art of interpre-
ation. The hermeneutics of the merging horizon described by Gadamer
is only valid in the framework of canonical texts, and then only for this
exceptional case of the expanded context. Admittedly, it provides an out-
sranding description of this context. However, far more is called for sim-
ply than “intrinsic textual markers,” to which Gadamer ascribes “eternal
expressive power.” What is needed is the entire apparatus of a culture of
learning, exegesis, understanding, and internalization with all of its highly
complex set of assumptions.

The transformarion from ritual to textual coherence implies a change
in the structure of participation. For textual coherence to exist, knowledge of
the text has to be as widely disseminated as possible. Ideally, every member
of society should be able to read the texts, and even learn them by heart,
2s well as having access to an interpreter from whom he or she can seck
advice. In the case of ritual coherence, the opposite participation structure
obrains, one based on the principle of secrecy. Cult religions are religions
concerned with mysteries, just as book-based religions are religions of rev-
elation. They are dominated by the pathos of proclamation and explana-
tion; cult religions, in contrast, are dominated by the opposite pathos of
keeping secrets, exclusivity, and esotericism. I shall discuss this in greater
detail in Section 3. The increased participation of the entire nation made
possible by the book-based religions implies that the sacred is constantly
present and accessible. In the primary religions, the sacred was much more
evident to the senses, in a variety of ways. In exchange, however, the sa-
cred occasions when the holy made its appearance were spread much more
abstemiously over the whole year. Flavius Josephus, the Jewish historian,
drew attention to this important distinction between pagan cult religion
and Jewish book-based_religion in his polemic Contra Apionem.

Can any government (says he) be more holy than this? Or any religion better
adapted to the nature of the Deity? Where in any place but in this, are the whole
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P_‘cop.le, by the special diligence of the Priests, to whom the care o
tion is committed, accurately taught the principles of true piety? So th

po]ll-IlC seems, as it were, one great Assembly, constandy kepe tog-ether far ‘he bud!
bration of some sacred Mysteries? For those things which the Gcntiles’k o e
few da‘ys only, chat is, during those solemniries they call MySTERIES and o
we, with vast delight, and a plenitude of knowledge, which agimi ITTIATIUNJ'
fully enjoy, and perpetually contemplare through the whole coursts Of o
If you ask (continues he) the nature of those things, which in our se wed
Ienjomed and forbidden, I answer, they are simple and easily undurstacrzd oy
lnstr.uction relates to the DErry, and ceaches that Gop CONTAINS ALL TC:IIN. b i
a Belr‘lg every way petfect and happy: that he is self-existent, and the 50
all existence; the beginning, the middle and the end of all things, etc ’:
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2. Ritual and Immanence: The Changing Structure

of the Sacred

The principle of ritual coherence is combined with the idea of th

need to maintain the world. Ritual cultures or cult religions typicall 5
sume that the universe would suffer or even collapse if the ritualsp wi %
performed in.an orderly manner. The ritual always serves to maiml:e ¥,
overall unity that is threatened by decay. The emphasis on textual 2:}11 3
ence grows-as this idea fades. For the Bible, this change is brought ab o
by the gmergence of a theology of creation and a theology of the will "I?Et
wo.rlf{ does not owe its existence to rituals, but to the sustaining wili aui
activity of a transcendent God. For the tradition of classical humanisr]n
the Platonic theory of the world-soul (as formulited in the Timaeus) nd,
tbe .Afristotefian idea of the unmoved mover signify a comparable revj}u-
tion in the relationship between man and the world. These philosophies
likewise remove from man the burden of keeping the world going andpre -
resent the cosmos as an ordered, living totality that exists independentl if
man. This did not indeed have any further implications in the pracdce}sr of
the Greek cults, but it did for Greek culture which, unlike that of ancient
Egypt, did not disappear along with the rituals, but survived in the Lexts.

' The principle of ritual coherence and the need to mainain the world
is conn‘ected further with the social type of the priest, much as the notion
of text-interpretation implies the social types of the interpreter, the scholar.
and the priest. The priest is separated from the community b;r strict rule;
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shout purity; he becomes qualified by virtue of a ritual cleanliness that is
achie"ecl by means of washing, fasting, sexual abstinence, and other forms
Jfwhat Max Weber terms “magical asceticism.” Priestly competence is in
he first instance a physical matter; the body is much more directly in-
wolved than in the case of book religions. With the institution of-celibacy,
dhis was given such decisive form in Roman Catholicism that even today
we tend to talk more of priests than of parsons and pastors. In addition,
of course, there is an emphasis on knowledge in the shape of ritual and li-
qrgical competence. The priest has to know how, when and where spe-
cific actions are to be performed, and which words have to be spoken or
chanted. The whole business of keeping the world going, with all its as-
sumptions, can only succeed if a plethora of rules are followed all of which
have to be known and mastered. Success or failure are proved through the
direct interaction with nature, through the fact that the sun rises or sets,
thar it rains, that the seed blossoms, the cattle thrive, the army is victori-
ous, the storm passes or the calm comes to an end, the pregnant woman
gives birch or the invalid recovers, etc., etc. The sacred realm with which
the priest is concerned and for whose sake he must purify himself exists
within this world; it is attached to a particular location or is vividly pres-
ent to the senses, and it is separated from the profane world of everyday
by very high barriers. This contrasts starkly with the situation of the inter-
preter or preacher. The sacred realm with which the latter is concerned is
radically separated from this world. Within this world it is present exclu-
sively in written form. For this reason both in Judaism and Islam, writing
is invested with ideas and regulations that have manifestly been imported
from the world of #itual. Thus a Jew may not put a Bible on the foor, and
a Muslim is forbidden to destroy any piece of writing in the Arabic script
or language. He may not even take it to read in unsuitable places, even if it
is only the newspaper. Christianity, and especially Protestantism, has done
away with even this vestige of ritual. The interpreter or preacher becomes
qualified for his office through his knowledge of the scriptures. He knows
how to read them and to read them aloud, he knows them by heart and is
able to use one passage to shed light on another. Above all, he knows how
to make them relevant to particular situations in the present. Here, there
is no direct interaction with nature. The success of his calling is measured
by the degree to which his sermon is taken to heart, that is, by the transla-

tion from text to practical life.
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The transition from cult religion to book religion is ac
a structural change in the nature of the sacred o which th o
ist Albrecht Dihle has drawn our artention on the basis OE -
Sbserrations.s Greek and Latin distinguish berween wo cSema
holy” that exist in only one form in Hebrew as wellas in 0:11 e
es. The first term, hierosin Greek, and sacer in Latin c:lf:sim 1(1) em“lan %
ness thar exists objectively in many places in the w01'£d ; Tgh oy
/yom:?:r or sanctus, signifies “the qualification of a peréon .or ofec'seco
that is necessary for dealing with the holy.”™ Primary or cultj - i
concerned with the holiness that exists visibly in the worll:i (1; _fdlgmns 3
l)f d?alings with this holiness call for holiness in the sense EZM}: ey
snsn{ﬁes a condition that is segregated from the profane s heor S"”‘l‘- e
religions, on the other hand, abolish this distinction becaﬁse hec;l' eCOn-dary
longer to be found anywhere in the world. The only thing th co 4
pass afr ﬁzc’ms or sanctus is the holy scripture, biblia sacra _—
- Onedelxpulsm; of .the h‘oly ﬁ'm?n. the world, into a transcendeng,|
he one and, and into scripture on the other leads
damental redirection of attention, Previously, all eyes v)vere k il
'thc phenomena of this world and the holiness that was manifes(::i‘:seg A
i:l;fff-rt-h’- a‘?’t’e‘grion‘ jifpggggtrated exclusively on scripture. Ever;thi;ng.
stigmarized as idolatry."The things of this world, images ab

are snaresand pitfalls thar distract attention fro oMo
free himse‘lf from any entanglement with themﬁjf‘ﬁleeci:;liz?;:;lM? e
and thﬁ" visual in general is accompanied by a form of discours : limages
sensualizes religion and dismantles the theatricalivy of ritual. M > ?\t/[de-
c'lefssohn, incidentally, saw the danger here with particular cl'ari Osi;(f i
hter;fl people,” he complains, “our entire nature depends on ]et?c:rs ”'fAare
cordingly, he praises Judaisim for prescribing so many rituals becau.s hc_
enable the aestheric dimension of religion to be preserved even he ol
text of a book religion. B

paﬂied b‘_
ek SPeci).

Slolog;

nd term,
mstam;es

3. Ritual, Text, and Mystery

T o P y

n h:{ p_r1nc1p[e of ritual coherence is based on the media that make
€ sac i ifest i

red visibly manifest in the world. These media include holy places

trees, s ,

> Sources, stones, grottos, groves, but also and above all, images, star

3 3 5

Text and Ritual 129

E. symbols, and buildings such as temples, pyramids, and stupas. The

fiest has to adapt himself to these evidences of the sacred. “Puc off thy
chs from off thy feet,” it says in Exodus 3:5, “for the place whereon thou
qandest is holy ground.” Where the holy is present in corporeal and visible

other laws obtain and to ignore them can be fatal. This holds good

form;
the purpose

Jlso for the sacred texts that are embedded in the rituals for
Jfrecitation or already in recitable form. They too make the holy present.
To have them recited correctly in the right place, at the right time, and by
the right speaker unleashes cosmic energies that keep the world in order. In
Jare Egyptian civilization, these texts were brought together under the ge-
neric title “The Powet of Ré,” which means somethingtike “solar energy.”
The Egyptian priest had to chew sodium and cleanse his mouth before re-
ciring these texts. These utterances had to be protected from profanation
just like the holy places, images, and symbols, and hedged around by all
the rules of secrecy.

T would like to illustrate this with a number of examples from Egypt.

Ancient Egypt can be regarded as the prototype of a religion based on mys-
tery." In a text from the Middle Kingdom, “The Admonitions of Ipuwer,”

we hear the following lament:

Lo, the private chamber, its books are stolen,
The secrets in it are laid bare.

Lo, magic spells are divulged,
Spells are made worthless through being repeated by people.”

See, the secret of the land, its limits are unknown,
If the residence is stripped, it will collapse in a moment.

See the serpent is taken from its hole,

The secrets of Egypt’s kings are bared.”

Thus great emphasis is placed on extreme confidentiality in ritual texts:

You shall accomplish this without allowing any man to watch,
Apart from your true confidant and a lector-priest.
Let no other person watch and let no servant enter from without.

This seripr is truly secret.
Profane persons may not watch
At any place and any time."
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Or again: “Now when this is recited the place is to be com
ed, not seen and not heard by anyone except the chief lecro
setem-priest.”* In the crypts of the temple of Hathor in D
that entrance is forbidden to foreigners in particular:

Pletely seclyg,

I-priest apq
endarg

3 it lssﬁld

The hidden place of the powerful in the sistra house
If the destroyers invade Egypr.

The Asiatics do not enter there,

The Bedouins do not harm i,

The profane do not walk around there.

Whoever recites a spell against i,

May the milk of Sekhmet be in his body.

The place whose secret is hidden

Against the day that the Asiatics invade the fortress,
The Phoenicians do not approach ir,

The Aegeans do nor enter,

The lizards do not crawl around there.

A magician does not perform his rites.

Iis gates are nor opened to those without authority.”

sciibéd as-follows:

L o'

A ritual booli’ﬁbm-thé‘Lagg“’I&’eriod with the tide 7he End of Work is de-

~C ; ; .
On this day (1 Achat 20), the book entitled The End of Work is examined. This is
a secret book that foils magic, that formulates the incantations, establishes the jp-
cantations and keeps the whole universe in check.

It contains life and death. Do not make it knoWn, since whoever makes it
known will die a sudden death and will be murdered

on the spot. Keep away from
it, for it contains life and death.

Itis (only) the scribe of the administration of the house of life who recites ir."*
The ritual takes place in the house of life, of which it is said:

It shall be very, very hidden.
No one shall know it, no one see it
Apart from the sundial thar gazes on its secrer.,

The officiating priests . . . shall enter silently, their bodies veiled,
So that they shall be protected against a sudden death.
The Asiatic may not enter, he may not see anything.”
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The priest who is able with his words to release cosn}ic energies ZSZ:
1 the cosmos in a supportivz way, |:>u}t1 hetm?; ilj:r;:;erTvilzlf; 1;; e
ituati i crisis has to ; :
s Ly Sillt l]l.:[tllc:: Izilrlli i); tlltn:l I:;urjl in its tracks if a particular p.atieltnt is
;hreflteﬂ tol iured This is discussed by Porphyry, the Neoplatonic think-
E milt?snlte{ter te-.thE Egyp;ian priest Anebo, know{: bto L;ls f;om }tlhe trli;
B ichus. Porphyry is scandalized by the idea that i
P ?nse WL:;IC}:;IZ ;r?r:fl;ilct on the fosfnj(f)s simply through the act of r‘ecu;—
.ﬂcs{‘%oor the reciter threatens to shatter ?he heavens, to rrﬁake Publ:ec)ttz
. f Isis, to reveal what is hidden in the abyss. (of the universe), y
mYSfe“esl(; k : a standstill, to cast the limbs of Osiris before Typhon an
- th? - ; Oh‘ ort.” Such texts do in fact exist in large numbers. It
. t:‘“ﬁsr(; :o 1:: roi:luce more precisely Egyptian notions of the pow-
P ] y Porphyry has in mind threats of the kind that occur
- la”guag?' ook « f spells,” but it also gives 2 much broader
B et Sf ic language in general. The sacred
sense of the performative power of cultic languag R
ble to generate such effects—effects that are als : wed 1
tIiXE; ::: ;rofaned if they fall into the wrong hands and their mystlf::ne:; Liicrh
. “por i e have said, the generic name for
re"ealzdt';:;f tEZ:V l:l\:efiebel S[;:(jtlted and kepr secret because they con-
e

venes i

“sacr

i1 cosmic knowledge. The ritual incantation of this knowledge keeps the
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4. The Foreign-Language Dimension
of Sacred Texts

In his reply to Porphyry’s accusing the priest of blasphe.my, I};ar?};i;
chus too turns out to be extremely well informed. For he writes tha
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priest or magician does not utter such threats in his own inte
his own responsibility, but that he moves onto the same plane o
assumes the identity of a god, and only resorts to such extre -
while acting in this role, and not in his own person.* Nor (;iiclm;le e
create havoc; on the contrary, his intention was to ward it off, The e
were intended apotropaically, to ward off evil demons. The rn.a i:se .
to the gods as a god, and in"the last analysis it is their cause he i c{a? T
since they too want to prevent evil demons from gaining the o
This brilliantly encapsulates the principle of cultic langua ulgl)er
however, lamblichus discusses this principle even more efpligiet.l 3
I 'am thinking here of the famous chaprer in which Iam);lich
.sponds to the question Porphyry had posed abour the meaning of -
ingless formulas or names.” 77 gar bouletai ta onomata asema? Wh o
purpose of invocations without meaning? What are being re:ferrc:lt .
the -so-called onomata barbara or magic words that are o be found t(l);» k-
all‘, in the Greco-Egyptian magic papyri. These formulas, Iamblicili -
plied, are not actually meaningless; they only seem so to us becau -
have forgotten their meaning. They are not meaningless to the Sde 4
a whom they are addressed. What we find here is a divine languace %}? .
ha\:e gorgo_l:t?mt whiehthe gods still understand. Even if 1gt his bea[ 2
estrangedhf:_r’c“)‘m us, when we speak it, it is still able to raise us to the | COlme
Fhe gods. Thus lamblichus conceives of the language of the Egypri i IOF
in a mysrical sense: it is less concerned with the impact of sgggzha: Cuhts
hearer than on the speaker. By speaking the divine Ianguagfej he hifr;st l?
.becon‘qes a g?d, even though, or rather because, he does not,underst cd
it. Th.ls mystical interpretation of cultic language is of course a misu ;m
standing. Nevertheless, lamblichus correctly understands the divine :h::

1 PC h 1 t 1S own ldelltlty but
acter 0[ Cult CS CC]!, W lC}l the pf €St recites not in h
S
g

T and b)’

€ gods,

ﬂding,
hand,

Where,

_ lamblichus’s theory of a mystical language of the gods is so interest
ing, for all it? misunderstanding, that I would like briefly o summaril::i;
her.e. A‘ccordmg to Iamblichus, we harbor in our souls mystical and mys-
terious images of the gods. This internal iconography is activated when f
utter the foreign-language formulas, helping us to raise our souls ro t‘;Z
gods and thus to approach them as closely as we can. The very fact that

do not understand these formulas is what makes them seem Zublime P::f
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disely because we do notunderstand them our uttering them brings about
our inner transformation. It is their foreignness and their foreign-language
pature that helps us to transcend our own nature. 5

Tamblichuss mystical .account of the -effect of the speech on the
speaker is precisely the principle that underlies the Egyptian cult. It con-
ists in the ability to encounter the gods not as man but as a god, to com-
municate with them on the same plane. This presupposes that in his com-
merce with the gods the priest makes use of the language of the gods, and
not that of man. For its part, the language of Egyptian cult recitation is
ofen obscure, but for quite different reasons. We are not concerned here
with foreign-language formulas or senseless abracadabras. The cultic reci-
cations are couched in a divine language, not in the sense of a foreign lan-
guage, but as divine language mediated by masks and roles. This speech

has a transformative power, a power not concerned, or less concerned, with

wransforming the speaker than with transforming the listener.

What is crucial is that the priest encounters the gods not as a man,
but in the role of a god. lamblichus rightly insists “that the workings of
the gods are not achieved by two different parties confronting one anoth-
er (man and god), but thac this kind of divine activity is brought about in
agreement, unity and consent” (4.3).%“The theurgist issues his commands
to the cosmic forces by virtue of the power of the secret symbols, no lon-
ger as a man and no longer as exercising power over a merely human soul,
but as if he now belonged in the ranks of the gods. These commands are
more powerful than those available to him by virtue of his own actual na-
wre” (6.6).% The fundamental idea of the ritual practices of the ancient

Egyptians could not be formulated with greater clarity. This “theurgical”

principle applies to action and in particular to language that cannot be

separated from action. The recitation accompanying the actions contains
the transformarive, transfiguring power. This explains why the priest is al-
ways on hand with his scroll. He administers the linguistic side of action,
the reciration that becomes divine speech in the mouth of the priest at the
moment of the cultic act. When the priest speaks, one god speaks to an-
other, and the words unfold their transformative, performative, and “pre-

sentificatory” power.
By its_meaning and nature,. :
speech, stored in the medium of writing and realized in the context of cul-

therefore,. sacred recitation is divine
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tic role play. The priest does not speak in his own person;
counter a divine image as a human being. Instead he sli,
the conext of a combined divine and worldly “constellar
guage is language of the gods,” a language that also trears
ing to the gods. The Egyptian word for hieroglyph mean
word.s. " The failure to distinguish between script and la
pression mdt nir, “God’s words,” for hieroglyphic script

the -c%ose link between script and cult in the Egyprian H’l
decisive for modern theories about hieroglyphs. Giordai

‘ ) 10 Brung’
standing of hieroglyphs evidently was inspired by Iamblichus-unos e

hﬁ does not en.
ps Into 2 role g
1on.. Culic lan.
SCript as belgpg,
S roughly “Godss
‘ﬂguage in the ex-
1§ Symptomatic of
ind and remaine

The . . . “sacred letters” used among the Epyptians :
instead of individual signs [deszgrzngda] Wef: Ep;?;lzzz;:lfjk;e;z?[ypgs wl-aich
of nature, or their parts. By using such writings and voices (voces) tlin ;:‘, ; thfngs
used to capture with marvellous skill the language of the gods Aft’cr . 'f)’Ptlans
letters of the kind which we now use with another kind of indL;strY w‘::el ir:;rWhe*dn
ente

by Theuth i i
y Theuch or some other, this brought abour a great rift both in memor i
the divine and magical sciences.” &
]

fﬁdmit.tedly, thi turning point did not come, as Bruno believed, with

HEHEion Ko'f the alphaber, but with the shift of emphasis from’s ; clthe
méaning in the definition of sacred texts, from expression to contezunf 3
ricual performance to the need to heed the texts as a guide to livi =
from cultic theatricality to hermeneutics. This turning point is ;E, alllgd
ject of the correspondence between Porphyry and lamblickus, in wlsllilcl;

the older man is already reasoning on this side ofhe threshold, while th
younger man persists in the older view. - :

5. Mysteries of Reading and Intellectual Rituals

ual_»zshl: wlrits chhard Lang who coined the concept of “intellectual rit-
: ollowing up Robert Ranulph Marett’s claim that “primitive reli-
gions are danced rather than thought,” he draws atention to a fund

tal chan‘ge thar leads from rites that are danced to rites in which “onalmefn ]
?zvord suI% dances,” while the participants devote themselves to recitin yatr:;
interpreting, listening to the word and taking it to heart. His thesis isgthat
this change first ook place in early Judaism, during the Babylonian exile.
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hese origins, it spread throughout the entire ancient world, togeth-
or with 2 prehistory in the rejection by the prophets of orgiastic cults and
sacrameﬂtal magic, and a long posthistory in the religion of what Loren-
; termed the “bookkeepers.” Lang has the same change in mind here
we have described in terms of the conceprs cult religion / book religion,
simary/secondary religion, and ritual/textual coherence. Lang, too, places
the invention of paganism and idolatry in the same context. Moses’ anger
o the sight of the orgiastic dance round the Golden Calf captures this po-
jarity with the succinctness of a primal scene. The scriptures in his hands
(the cablets with the Ten Commandments) and the scene before his very
eyes prove to be incompatible. This script and #4is cule form an irreconcil-
able antithesis.
The Egypt of the Prolemaic and Roman periods provides us with a
Jate illustration of the primary, cult-oriented religious experience and of a
culture given coherence by ritual. The cult here produced more and more
writing, so that it ended up with a whole library of sacred writings in and
around itself. Even so, the library remained subordinate to the cult, and
he shift from a cult religion to a book religion did not take place. Clem-
ent of Alexandria describes not just the structure and composition of such
2 library, but also the mode of its cultic integration in the shape of a pro-
cession that we might describe as the typical Egyptian form of an “intel-
Jectual ritual.” In Chapter 3 I gave a detailed account of Clement’s descrip-
ton. It consists of the solemn procession of five priests or representatives
of five different categories of priest: singers, astrologers, scribes, stole-keep-
ers, and prophets (high priests). A particular group of books is assigned to
each ofthese priests or priestly orders, whose task is to learn them by heart
and master them perfectly. This gives rise to a canon of books whose in-
ternal arrangement and hierarchical structure reflects precisely the hierar-
chy of the priests in the temple. Thus the procession of the priests makes
visible the hierarchic ordering of the canon of sacred books. In total, the
books to be mastered by the priests or priestly orders amount to thirty-
six—the number of the decan stars, that is, the torality of time. In addi-
tion, there are a furcher six medical books to be mastered by the image
bearers, the pastophoroi, which brings the total up to forey-two, the num-
ber of Egyptian provinces and at the same time, the number of the limbs
of Osiris’s body that had been torn in pieces and scattered throughout

From
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thn.e provinces. This latter, then, is the totality of space. The procesg

erests demonstrates in impressive fashion the interconnectimcel:mon !
ritual, script, and memory that characterize the Egyptian cult "Is‘h o
murﬁt be learned by heart; they are not meant for reading, but ;15 he Pooks
dations of a specialized priestly memory. The entire canon whicht e
and activated by means of a procession, in its turn prm.fide; the fi . Staged
for the ritual process of sustaining the world. .

6. Writing and Revelation

In Judaism the relationship between writing and cult is turned op ;

head. .The scriptures, ceasing to act as something that precedes or f cI}ln y
a (fuluc act, are the heart of the marter. The cultic act is reduced too 5
thing that comes after the scriprures, in the form of communal rea:l?me-
memory, internalization, and interpretatién. This amounts to a co “llgs'
.reversal. The scriptures do not give permanence to the ritual, the in Plete
it. Tt is one of the most remarkable coincidences of history t,hat t)L e’? 3
ple of the Jews was destroyed at the very moment when the internaled em]-
opment of the religion had rendered it superfluous and underminecf "i‘
me’ﬁnm§ of the rituals. This'was when Titus destroyed the Temple in b
70. TheJesus movement was just one of a number of Jewish (alr::d G A‘E'
trends that sought to do away with the fundamental idea of the cult nmc i
ly b%ood sacrifice and ritual killing, and replace it with a process c:f si:;)ll?-
marion, moralization, and internalization. If Titus had not destroyed thl-
Templff thcy Would ha\c’e had to ClDSC i'[—or ClSCDJudaiSm Would nev};f ha\‘:
come into being, and Christianity and Islam along with it. The Temple
bad in a sense outlived its usefulness, since the culr had long since ﬁ)upd
its death in the scriptures. g :

‘ There is much to be said in favor of the idea that Jewish monothe-
fsm, the principle of revelation, and, arising from it, the constantly increas-
}ng loathing of traditional cult forms, were born from the spirif of writ-
ing, or at least were bound up with the medium of writing in a profound
way, very much in the spirit of Moses Mendelssohn, who more than two
centuries ago postulated a link between media revolutions and religious
transformations. The step to a transcendental religion was a step out of the
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orld—we are tempted to speak of an emigration, an exodus—into the
world of writing.”” Ultimately, the canonized scriptures replace art, public
jife, and the world. The world is itself declared to be an object of idolatry
and is thus discredited. The reverence now being paid to the Creator must
qot be allowed to become ensnared in His creation. God’s radical position-
ing outside the world goes hand in hand with the radically scriptural na-
ure of His revelation.

With this we touch upon a link between writing and transcendence
that Friedrich Kittler has summed up with inimitable succinctness. “With-
out cultural techniques, . . . no one would know that there is anything
apart from what there is. The sky would just be sky, the earth earth and
so-called human beings would simply be men and women. But the revela-
dion of the sacred leads to knowledge or (to put it more precisely) to arti-
ficial intelligence.”* Kittler establishes a link between the “artificiality” of
writing, in which the sacred becomes revealed, and the principle of the
asemanticity of the rexts that we discussed in connection with Tamblichus.
Kittler, too, is thinking of the onomata asema of the Greco-Egyptian magic
rexts.” Admittedly, the very distinctions I am concerned to draw become
confused here. The sacred texts of which Tamblichus speaks are quite dif-
ferent from the Bible and the Koran texts which Kittler has in mind, and
the boundary that separates these worlds is the question of meaning. In
Jamblichus, meaning plays no role atall because the texts are not supposed
1o be understood by men, but by gods, and the less meaningful they ap-
pear to men the more divine they are. In the Bible and the Koran, in con-
trast, meaning plays the central role. This explains why there are no com-=
mentaries on the Egyptian “ransfigurations” and “demonstrations of solar
power,” while a vast, even limitless tradition of commentary exists about
the Bible and the Koran. This is why we have priests and cultic communi-
ties on the one side and teachers (rabbis, mullahs) and learning commumni-
ties on the other. The Bible and the Koran did not grow out of cultic for-
mulas, but out of laws and narratives. The norms that govern them have
their ultimate roots not in theurgy, butin morality and law. They form the
basis for human conduct, not cult practices. It is in this context that we
must view the writing that opposed the cult and led to its overthrow.

Nevertheless, I would like to express my agreement with Kittler on
the point of the writing-based “artificiality” of revelation. Without the

{
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techniques of writing and hermeneuticsﬁit wr.;)led bel'm?lp;?s;l;lj tt(l)l szrglliflz?
of what the eighteenth century called posmvei-rt? 1g1<3f ol el
as something artificial, in contrast to na.turai re .lgllon. S
evidence in favor of propheric anIlOthf!len', 'WhIC 1, a:l ) a.lt[ested vl
by faith not by sight. Faith is based on writing, on t esed o
and the law. Cults are based on the act, tfhe Per.forme}nf:? " g

leads to a de-ritualization and de-theatricalization o religion.

Officium Memoriae: Ritual as the
Medium of Thought

1. Cosmology and Religion: The Case of Akhenaten

god, the sun. This is the first occurrence of the foundation of 4 religion

— that we hear of in the archives of human history. Akhenaten appears as the
e TN first in a line chat continues in Moses, Zoroaster, Buddha, Jesus, and Mo-
er., hammed. However, when we look at the texts in which this new theology

conduct their fivesiacc_(_)‘r@_ing t0 a new set of rules, bur a new cosmology,

a theory of origins and fundamencal principles, or “archai,” as the Greeks
would have called them, op which the world is based. Akhenaten made
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