#96
Religion in Ancient Greece


Last class, we learned about the Golden Age of Ancient Greece and some of the people and things that made it great.  We learned that the Golden Age of Greece was spilt into two parts; first during the height of Athens with the leadership of Pericles, and second, the Hellenistic Golden Age when Alexander the Great united the empire and many important thinkers made important contributions to the world.  Some of these great thinkers included Socrates, Aristotle, Plato, Homer, Hippocrates, Pythagoras, and Euclid.  Another major contribution of the Golden Age were the Olympic Games that took place every 4 years to honor the Greek god named Zeus (chief god/the god of the sky and weather).  Today, we will be learning all about the Religion in Greece.  Religion was the center of life in Ancient Greece.  Religion was a huge part of Greek culture, philosophy, thought process, and daily life.  Before we begin, let’s make an inference.  Was Greek religion monotheistic or polytheistic?  (Circle one):

MONOTHESITIC      or      POLYTHEISTIC

I. Major Beliefs:  The Greeks believed in many gods.  Therefore, they were polytheistic.  The religion of Ancient Greece does not have a specific name (like Hinduism or Judaism) because Greeks did not really think of it as a religion.  Instead, they believed their gods simply explained the realties of the world they lived in.  They believed the gods actually lived amongst them.  In Greek religion, the activities of gods and goddesses explained why people behaved the way they did and why their lives took a certain direction.  By having lots of different gods, Greeks could explain all sorts of problems.  Back in ancient Greece, people did not know many of the things we know today.  They did not know why sometimes the skies were clear, and sometimes it rained.  They did not understand what lighting was, or what volcanoes were, or why some women gave birth to many babies while others could not get pregnant.  They did not know why some people fell in love, or died too soon, or became ill.  However, the existence of gods explained all this.  It made sense that some god was controlling all these different aspects of their lives.  Since they did not know why it rained and thundered, they figured that someone must be controlling the sky.  The named the god of the sky Zeus.  Since thunder and lightening seem so scary and loud, they figured that Zeus must be angry when lightening fell from the sky.  They would pray to Zeus for good weather (which often included rain so their plants could grow) and they thought they must have done something terribly wrong to anger Zeus when thunder and lightning began.   In their belief system, the Greeks divided the universe into 4 parts: the Earth, the Underworld, the Ocean, and the Gods.  


Earth is where the humans lived. Sometimes gods visited Earth, and often fell in love with a human on Earth. Sometimes they would have children who would be half human/half god. Many strange and dangerous creatures roamed Earth and heroes had to slaughter them. 


The Underworld was a place inside the earth where humans went when they died.  The underworld was ruled by a god named Hades (who was the brother of Zeus).  Hades ruled over the dead. He was a greedy god who was greatly concerned with increasing the number of dead so that he would have more people to rule.  


The Ocean surrounded the Earth. The Ocean was ruled by the god named Poseidon.  Poseidon was the god of the Ocean and therefore controlled the wind and the waves. Sailors often made sacrifices to him so they would have smooth sailing.  Do you know why the ocean and sea were such a big deal to people in Greece?  Why does this make sense considering their geographic features?  


The fourth and last part of the universe was the Gods.  The gods were each associated with specific aspects of life.  For example, Aphrodite was the goddess of love and beauty, Ares was the god of war, Hades the god of the dead, and Athena the goddess of wisdom and courage. The 12 most important gods were believed to live on top of Mt. Olympus (a mountain in Greece) and were called the Olympians (sound familiar?).  All the Olympians are related in some way (brothers, sisters, wives, mothers) but that didn't stop them from getting it on with each other on top of Mt. Olympus (ex. Zeus married his sister).  


More than other civilizations, the Greeks humanized their gods, meaning they created gods with human characteristics and human flaws.  For example, even though Zeus was the god who ruled all the other gods, he was still a cheater.  He cheated on his wife all over the place with other gods as well as human women.  Even though Zeus was a great god, he had very human flaws and problems.
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What do you notice about how these gods look compared to the Hindu gods?

II. Myths and Gods:


There were no sacred books in Greek religion.  Instead, Greeks learned about the gods, their functions, and their stories from oral stories called myths.  These myths, or stories about the gods, were developed slowly over years.  Mythology was at the heart of everyday life in ancient Greece.  Greeks believed that these myths were part of their history.  They used myths to explain the natural word, cultural differences, relationships, and their place in the world.  Greek families who could trace their family heritage to one of the gods were highly respected.  Often, Greek rulers claimed to be directly related to one of the gods or a hero from a common myth.  
Myth about Beginning of the Earth


In the beginning there was an empty darkness. The only thing in this void was Nyx, a bird with black wings. With the wind she laid a golden egg and for ages she sat upon this egg. Finally life began to stir in the egg and out of it rose Eros, the god of love. One half of the shell rose into the air and became the sky and the other became the Earth. Eros named the sky Uranus and the Earth he named Gaia. Then Eros made them fall in love.


Uranus and Gaia had many children together and eventually they had grandchildren. Some of their children become afraid of the power of their children. Kronus, in an effort to protect himself, swallowed his children while they were still infants. However, his wife Rhea hid their youngest child. She gave him a rock wrapped in swaddling clothes, which he swallowed, thinking it was his son.


Once the child, Zeus, had reached manhood his mother instructed him on how to trick his father to give up his brothers and sisters. Once this was accomplished the children fought a mighty war against their father. After much fighting the younger generation won. With Zeus as their leader, they began to furnish Gaia with life and Uranus with stars.


Soon the Earth lacked only two things: man and animals. Zeus summoned his sons Prometheus (fore-thought) and Epimetheus (after-thought). He told them to go to Earth and create men and animals and give them each a gift…. (The story continues… look it up online if you want to read more… it’s a good one).  

III. Effect on Daily Life: 


As Greek civilization developed, certain religious festivals became part of Greek life, including the Olympic Games (a celebration of athleticism) – to honor Zeus.  Another example are drama and plays, which were a celebration of Dionysus, the god of wine and fertility (yes, the Greeks knew how to party).  Greeks would also build buildings to honor their gods.  Greeks understood their world in relation to these beliefs and they talked about the gods constantly.  Next class, we will begin to learn about Rome and we will learn that they had similar religious views and practices.  This concludes our study of Greece but don't forget anything!  Greece and Rome were very similar in many ways and we will spend lots of time comparing them.  
THE OLYMPIANS
	THE OLYMPIANS are a group of 12 gods who ruled after the overthrow of the Titans. All the Olympians are related in some way. They are named after their dwelling place, Mount Olympus. 

	THE OLYMPIANS 
	DESCRIPTION
	

	ZEUS
	Zeus overthrew his Father Cronus. He then drew lots with his brothers Poseidon and Hades. Zeus won the draw and became the supreme ruler of the gods. He is lord of the sky, the rain god. His weapon is a thunderbolt which he hurls at those who displease him. He is married to Hera but, is famous for his many affairs. He is also known to punish those that lie or break oaths. 
	

	POSEIDON
	Poseidon is the brother of Zeus. After the overthrow of their Father Cronus he drew lots with Zeus and Hades, another brother, for shares of the world. His prize was to become lord of the sea. He was widely worshiped by seamen. He is second only to Zeus in power amongst the gods. He has a difficult quarrelsome personality.
	

	HADES
	Hades is the brother of Zeus. After the overthrow of their Father Cronus he drew lots with Zeus and Poseidon, another brother, for shares of the world. He had the worst draw and was made lord of the underworld, ruling over the dead. He is a greedy god who is greatly concerned with increasing his subjects. 
	

	HERA
	Hera is Zeus wife and sister.  She is the protector of marriage and takes special care of married women. 
	

	ARES
	Ares is the son of Zeus and Hera. He was disliked by both parents. He is the god of war. He is considered murderous and bloodstained but, also a coward. 
	

	ATHENA
	Athena is the daughter of Zeus.  She is fierce and brave in battle but, only fights to protect the state and home from outside enemies. She is the goddess of the city.  She is the embodiment of wisdom.
	

	APOLLO
	Apollo is the son of Zeus and Leto. He is the god of music, playing a golden lyre. The Archer, far shooting with a silver bow. The god of healing who taught man medicine. The god of light. The god of truth, who can not speak a lie. One of Apollo's more important daily tasks is to harness his chariot with four horses an drive the Sun across the sky. 
	

	APHRODITE
	Aphrodite is the goddess of love, desire and beauty 
	

	HERMES
	Hermes is the son of Zeus and Maia. He is Zeus messenger. He is the fastest of the gods. He wears winged sandals, a winged hat, and carries a magic wand.  He is the guide for the dead to go to the underworld.
	


[image: image5.png]



