Animism and Polytheism

A. Definition of Animism 

Although animism has been practiced for thousands of years, a concrete definition of this phenomenon appeared only in the 19th century.  In his 1873 publication, Religion in Primitive Culture, E. B. Taylor wrote, “Animism, in its full development, includes belief in souls and in a future state, in controlling deities and subordinate spirits,… resulting in some kind of active worship.”
  Van Rheenen offers a more expanded definition:  

Animism is “the belief that personal spiritual beings and impersonal spiritual forces have power over human affairs and, consequently, that human beings must discover what beings and forces are influencing them in order to determine future actions and, frequently, to manipulate their power.

Animists believe that hidden spiritual powers control the course of life and nature.  It is felt that spiritual powers stand behind nearly all natural phenomena and determine their activity.  Animists associate these powers with the earth, moon, sun, grains, trees, rivers, animals, etc.
  Consequently, the natural and supernatural are basically indistinguishable.  Some spirits are good, while others cause harm.

Animists often acknowledge the existence of a supreme god, who is above all other gods.
  They often consider him the creator and one who observes human behavior.  They also feel this supreme god decides the fate of the dead.  Some animists believe both in a supreme god, and in a pantheon of lower gods, who carry out his will.
   

However, animists pay little attention to this supreme god, since he is detached from earthly affairs.  They speak of him as “a distant, unapproachable Creator,” “the Supreme Being who reflects his nature in lower spiritual beings,” or “the impersonal power that permeates all of nature.”
  Nevertheless, at times they bring him propitiatory sacrifices for sins.  Animists prefer to deal with the lower, mediatorial spirits, i.e. with those who direct the forces of nature, as well as with the spirits of departed ancestors.
   

Clodd notes that paying reverence to departed ancestors is a universal practice among animists.  It is felt that after death, people obtain greater powers.  Yet, as a rule, their powers are less than the spirits in nature.  Departed ancestors take an interest in the living and are able to assist them.  For this reason, animists decorate their tombs and offer presents.
    

In summary, animists believe that one’s happiness and well-being depends on the disposition of departed ancestors and spirits in nature.  To ward off evil effects from the above, animists perform various rituals and sacrifices, along with observing taboos and other forms of superstition.
  Risley masterfully describes the animist’s mentality: 

The idea that lies at the root of their religion is that of power, or rather many powers.  What the Animist worships and seeks by all means to influence and conciliate is the shifting and shadowy company of unknown powers or influences making for evil rather than good, which resides in the primeval forest, in the srumbling hills, in the rushing river, in the spreading tree; which gives its spring to the tiger, its venom to the snake, which generates jungle fever, and walks abroad in the terrible guise of cholera, smallpox, or murrain.
 

By means of rituals, animists seek not so much to appease these spirits, as to manipulate them.  On the one hand, they do indeed worship them, but, on the other hand, they attempt to manipulate them by means of magic.  They feel that natural forces, and the spirits associated with them, operate in a mechanical way, much like electricity.  If, by means of rituals and incantations, someone is able to manipulate the spirits and secure access to the energy of nature, then he/she can use it for his/her own benefit, or the benefit of a “client.”
   

Van Rheenen concurs, “Magic is the use of rituals and paraphernalia to manipulate spiritual powers.”
  In addition, animists feel the words of the incantation itself contain power to accomplish its intent.  To protect themselves from the “evil eye,” animists utilize amulets and charms.
  

A key figure in the system of animism is the witchdoctor or shaman.  Van Rheenen describes him as follows: “A shaman is a diviner who seeks to discern what spiritual being or impersonal force is causing sickness, discord, or catastrophe in order to prescribe some remedy.”
  A shaman works in divination, performs rituals and serves as a medium for communication with spirits.
  A shaman often undergoes throughout training before assuming his religious role.  Some feel this “art” is passed on by heredity.  In order to fulfill their role, shamans must be possessed by a spirit.  Van Rheenen comments, 

These illustrations from throughout the world demonstrate that joining with the spiritual beings in some type of ecstatic experience, especially through possessions and dreams, is a prerequisite to becoming a shaman.

Divination, supposedly, serves several goals: to aid in future planning, to discover the source of a problem, to avoid dangers, to choose leaders, to expose guilt.  Shamans work divination in various ways: observation of certain natural phenomena, astrology, rituals, Taro cards, interpretation of dreams and visions, communication with departed ancestors or other spirits.
  

At times, spiritual power is associated with concrete objects, especially idols, which become objects of worship.  Idols sometime adopt the form of “totems,” which is a figure of an animal connected in some way with the given tribe.  Clodd reports that animists worship idols not in a symbolic sense, but believe that spirits really do inhabit them and manifest their power through them.
  On the relationship of spiritual power and the idol Shart comments that in ancient Mesopotamia people could easily distinguish a statue from a god, yet they felt that the god could fully incarnate itself in the idol.  This resulted from the performance of the required ritual and depended on the will of the gods.
 

Ethical standards among animistic peoples show similarities, yet they vary in their application.  Concerning the concept of sin, Van Rheenen states, “Sin in animistic contexts is understood to destroy the balance and harmony of life.  When harmony is disrupted, people experience suffering and misfortune.”

As a rule, animistic religions revere no sacred texts.  The animistic faith is either passed down by oral tradition, or revealed in personal mystical experience with spirits.  These mystical experiences may include visions, dreams, voices, apparitions, or spiritual impressions.
  

Often scholars of religion errantly assume that the first humans were animists, and that, later on, humanity developed more advanced notions about God, leading to the monotheistic view embraced by most people today.  This view of religion is known as the “History of Religion” approach, and works off the evolutionary model.  Let us look more closely at this theory.

It is assumed that cave people encountered powers in nature that they could not control, yet these powers affected their quality of life.  Clodd writes that from this fear of nature’s powers “spring the feelings of inferiority, helplessness and dependence which man’s surroundings quicken, and which are the raw material of theologies and rituals.”
  Yet in time, Clodd feels, with the advancement of religion, such fear “has declined as knowledge has advanced.”
 

Consequently, people began to worship these powers and their corresponding manifestations in nature in an effort to appease them and, thereby, gain security and success.  In time, people started to assign names to these powers, like Mars, Jupiter, etc.  

Next, as the theory goes, people began to acknowledge some chief god, who served as patron for their clan.  Proponents of the History of Religion approach suppose that Israel acknowledged the existence of many gods, yet considered Yahweh their patron.  Finally, in the course of time, Israel “invented” monotheism, i.e. faith in only one God.  In the second volume of this series, in chapter 1 and section C, we discuss and refute the History of Religion approach.

In conclusion, we note that although at present the number of animists is relatively small (135 million), their number is increasing.  Van Rheenen states, “Generally animism is not dying but rather reshaping itself into new, contemporary forms.”
  Animism exerts a powerful influence on adherents of other religions, as we note in section B.5 below.  Stephen Neill reports that 40% of the world’s population “base their lives on animistic thinking.”
  Van Rheenen insightfully observes, 

The average person in an animistic society may wear Western clothes, desire education, listen to the radio, and travel long distances… However, when he is sick or his wife is barren, he consults the medium or diviner.
 

B. Animism in Various Contexts

It appears that in antiquity animism prevailed in most countries of the world, yet traces of animistic superstition persist among many people groups even today.  Even though certain characteristics of animism are common in animistic religions in general, each culture may express these features in unique ways.
  In this section, we will investigate the persistence of animistic thinking in various cultures of the world. 

1. Animism in China

From a historical point of view (except for the influence of atheistic communism), the dominant philosophical-religious worldview of China has been shaped by Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism.  At the same time, we observe certain features of indigenous Chinese religious practice that do not coincide with these ideologies.  These features we can define as “Chinese animism.”  Specifically, in indigenous Chinese religion, we observe reverence for departed ancestors, exorcisms, and special rituals for the dead.  In additions, certain pagan festivals are celebrated, and shamans practice their magic arts.
  

A survey taken in Chinese villages in 2008 revealed that one-third of the surveyed population believed in supernatural powers that dominate or strongly influence the fate of people, and that people’s fate can be altered by offering sacrifices to the gods and to departed ancestors.  These convictions and practices are deeply rooted in traditional Chinese culture and customs.
 

In the ancient cosmology of China, there existed a pantheon of gods headed by the “Jade Emperor,” who is also one of the gods of Taoism.  He directs the activity of the lesser gods.  One example of a lesser god is the “household spirit,” who supervises the behavior of the family at home.  Another god lives within humans and marks their personal behavior.  Other lesser gods oversee the underworld.  The Chinese emperor, although only a mortal, was nonetheless a “son of heaven,” and served as a mediator between gods and people.
 

Furthermore, Chinese animists believe that the universe evolved from nothing and is a living organism.  Additionally, the universe has an inherent energy, called qi, which sustains all things.
 

The most remarkable element of native Chinese religion, which is also present in Taoism, is the concepts of ying and yang.  These are contrasting forces present in the universe that create between themselves a certain balance or harmony.  Yang represents the male gender, bright light, creativity, the sun, and the East.  Ying represents the female gender, warmth, passivity, the moon, and the West.
  Disharmony between ying and yang leads to disease.  Acupuncture, supposedly, restores this balance in the human body.  When a person dies, ying remains in the corpse and may become a ghost.  Yang, however, arises to heaven and is then reincarnated.
  

Since qi permeates the entire universe and expresses itself in ying and yang, everything, in essence, is part of the spiritual world.  Thus the demarcation between the natural and supernatural is wiped away, which, in fact, is the basic tenet of animism.
   

2. Animism in Japan (Shintoism)

Animism has existed a long time in Japan and is known under the title of Shintoism or Shinto.  In 2010, it boasted 2-3 million followers.  In the history of Japan, Shinto frequently intermingled with Buddhism and Confucianism, creating a syncretic faith unique only to Japan.  Consequently, some of the Buddhists gods were adopted by Shinto and vice versa.  Buddhist monks could even be found serving in Shinto temples.
  

Tracing the origins of Shinto presents some difficulties.  Nigosian relates, “Shinto is a collective term, referring to a multitude of varying Japanese religious and national practices, including folklore, magic, ancestral spirits, ritualism and nationalism.”

The earliest manifestation of indigenous Japanese religion was a rudimentary form of animism, where shamans worked to ward off evil spirits.  In addition, each Japanese clan had their own “patron-god.”  In the fourth century AD, worship of the goddess of the Yamato clan, Amaterasu, goddess of the sun, became dominant.  The term “Shinto,” which means “the way of the gods/spirits,” appeared later, in the sixth century AD.
  

In its mature form, Shinto shares many qualities with animism in general.  Melton writes, “Shinto views the world as alive with divinity.”
  Nigosian adds, “Shinto has recognized no firm dividing line between the mortal and immortal, the human and divine, the spiritual and material worlds.”
  Gods that direct the cosmos are called kami.  They fill, it is claimed, the entire universe.  Melton writes about them, “Anything above the ordinary or that might awaken a sense of awe or mystery in the human mind may be listed as a kami.”
 

Nonetheless, Shinto cosmology highlights three original and self-created kami: (1) Ame-no-Minakanushi, the “Kami Master of the Center of Heaven,” (2) Takamimusubi, the “High Sacred Creating King,” and (3) Kamimusubi, the “Sacred Creating Kami.”  They created the world from chaos and also created the “primal parents,” namely, Izanagi (male) and Izanami (female).  These two, in turn, founded the Japanese islands, the Japanese people, and other kami, including the famed Amaterasu (see below).  Another god highly respected is Hachiman, the kami of war and the defender of Japan.
   

The figure Amaterasu deserves more elaboration.  As noted above, she was the chief kami of the Yamato clan and thought to be an ancestor of both the clan’s leader, and the emperor of Japan.  So then, in the cosmology of Shinto, the Japanese emperor comes from divine lineage.  By 1868, Shinto became the state religion of Japan, and the head of state, the emperor, was thought divine.  In 1889 he was proclaimed “sacred, inviolable, and a manifestation of the Absolute.”
  All Japanese were required to participate in State Shinto, as Nigosian states, “The test of loyalty to the government was acceptance of State Shinto.”
 

After World War II, State Shinto was banned by the American occupying forces.  From then on, State Shinto was reformulated as “Temple Shinto,” which operated separately from the government apparatus.  At present, Temple Shinto is the most prominent branch of Shintoism.
  

Although in early Shinto devotees performed their religious rituals in various places, now the cult is more centralized in temples.  Yet, household devotions are still held at personal shrines, or kami-dana.  Mt. Fujiyama also hosts some special ceremonies.  On New Years, the great feast day of Japan, about 80% of the population visit a temple.
   

Other devotees to Shinto belong to “Sect Shinto”, which arose in the 19th century.  This term designates a group of sects, whose founders claim special spiritual status.  These sects became popular after World War II, when participation in State Shinto was forbidden.  Some sects are termed “Pure Shinto,” since they resist syncretic mixing with other religions and emphasize the basic tenets of the native faith.  “Confucian Shinto” combines Shintoism with Confucianism.  In “mountain sects,” worshippers worship mountains.  “Purification sects” focus on ritual purification.
  “Redemptive sects” are unique in that they are theistic and emphasize faith in God.  In them, divine healing is practiced.  The most unique sect is Konko-kyo.  Nigosian describes it as follows:

Adherents of Konko-kyo hold that all people should have faith in this Great Father of the Universe, love each other, fulfill their respective responsibilities, and pray for peace, happiness and prosperity in the world… They reject all occult activities, ascetic practices, and religious austerities.

Shinto temples number about 100,000.  They serve as centers for the worship of the kami, offerings of food, and ritual purifications.  Both Shinto and Buddhists worship there, and some Shinto kami are identified with Buddhist bodhisattvas.  In 1868, the emperor Meiji officially separated Shinto and Buddhism, but overlap persists.
  In addition, during the reign of Meiji, the “Great Teaching” was advanced, which enjoins followers to, as Bocking relates, “(1) revere the deities and love your country, (2) make clear the principles of heaven and the way of man, (3) reverence the emperor and abide by the will of the court.”

Although devotees of Shinto do not hold to any canon of sacred writings, nevertheless they greatly respect two works: Kojiki (712 AD) and Nihon Shoki (720 AD).  These publications relate a mythological history of the appearance of the Japanese islands and the kami, yet the latter also contains a factual history of Japan.  Finally, Shinto practices situational ethics.
 

3. Animism in Oceania 

The appearance of animism in Melanesia is especially interesting.  There the concept of mana predominates, which is an impersonal force that directs all things, both good and bad.  One must “accumulate” mana in order to achieve success in life.  One can obtain it through a soldier fallen in battle, a departed ancestor, a special tooth or stone, or an amulet, which has touched a person filled with mana.  For example, the king of Hawaii was allegedly full of mana.  Van Rheenen states, “Mana provides the Melanesian with the power to be successful; the absence of such power explains failure.”

Mana can bring benefit or harm.  Therefore, it is expedient to control it by performing the proper rituals and observing prescribed taboos.  Those having experience with mana can advise as to its proper use.  Curiously, a concept similar to mana exists among other tribes.  Among Sioux Indians, it is wakan, among pigmies – oudah, in Indonesia – toh, in Tanzania – bugota.
 

Among some tribes in Oceania, we find faith in a Creator God.  Yet few worship him, considering him too detached from affairs on earth.  Animists in Oceania, as in other parts of the world, believe that spirits of departed ancestors are active in our lives.
  A curious group among the Melanesian aborigines, the “Cargo Cult,” awaits the arrival of some ancestor on a boat or in an airplane, bringing manufactured goods and inaugurating a time of great prosperity without death.
 

4. Animism in Russia

Prior to the Kievan Rus’ accepting Christianity in the 10th century under Vladimir the Great, a polytheistic-animistic system of worship prevailed.
  Even after the conversion of the Rus, a remnant of paganism persisted in their Christian faith.  Lupan describes the situation as follows: 

It is amazing that in spite of the frequent sound of church bells under gold-plated cupolas, in the villages we encounter people, when entering a home, appeasing the household spirit, or when entering the woods, appealing to the spirit of the forest… A religious festival hardly passes, except that people visit the graves of departed ancestors, arranging a meal and inviting their presence.
  

The paganism of the ancient Rus is more similar to polytheism than animism, since gods with specific names are thought to oversee certain aspects of life.  Scholars debate about the identity of the chief god of the Slavic peoples.  Some say it was Perun, others – Svarog, Rod or Svetovit.  Certain gods, reportedly, fulfilled specific functions: Yarilo – the god of vegetation and spring, Morana (the sister and wife of Yarilo) – the goddess of death and winter, Dazhbog – the sun god, and others.
  
Indigenous Slavic religion also recognized an evil god, Veles, who stands in contrast to the chief god.  Other lesser gods, subject to Veles, are barabashki (mischevious household spirits), domovoy (the chief household spirit), vodyanoy (the spirit of watery disasters), leshiy (the spirit of the forest), kikimora (the spirit of the swamp), and apparitions of the departed.
  

Lupan reports that in contemporary Slavic society a revival of animism is taking place.
  Neo-pagan religious organizations exist, such as “Union of the Veneti,” “Veles Circle,” “Union of Slavic Native Belief Communities,” and “Ukrainian Neo-pagans.”  The neo-pagan movement as a whole has a “nationalistic-patriotic flavor,” and attracts those who are “tired of the turmoil of the present” and desire to “return to their roots.”  This movement employs ritual, ceremonial worship, pagan priests, idols, and the like.  

Even outside of formal neo-pagan organizations, traces of animistic superstition are present in modern Slavic society.  Lupan reveals; 

They are engrossed in superstition: spitting over the left shoulder, rising up on the correct leg, avoiding black cats, not shaking hands across a threshold, not borrowing money on a Monday, leaving food for the domovoy.  If one sleeps on his back, he may suffocate… If one does not appease vodyanoy, there may be a flood.  If one does not appease leshiy, one may get lost in the woods.  Fear and superstition engulf all of life.

Finally, shamans are active in Russia, especially in Siberia.  They practice all kinds of sorcery and occult arts, and people appeal to them for help in resolving personal problems.
 

5. Animism in Other Religions

Animism is not only a feature of primitive tribes located in faraway places, but exerts its influence on more advanced, contemporary faiths.  Clodd claims that, although more advanced religions may satisfy their followers intellectually, animism has a greater appeal to the heart.  He states, “Animism remains the distinctive feature of the highest religions… Animists, to the core, we remain.”

1) Eastern Orthodoxy and Catholicism. 

In his critique of Russian Orthodoxy, Lupan feels that some features of contemporary Russian Orthodoxy derive from pagan traditions.”
  Additionally, a devotee of modern animism in Russia writes concerning the Orthodox Church: 

Orthodoxy and cultural customs recognize certain rituals and feast days, which trace back to paganism: the feasts of Koliada, Kupala, Maslenitsa, Kuzminki, Saturday of Souls, the consecration of special festival foods, and many others.”

Furthermore, Lupan draws a parallel between appealing to Orthodox saints and pagan gods:

Each saint is designated for a certain earthly task.  If one’s cow is sick, pray to Saint Blaise.  If your horse is barren, pray to Saints Florus and Laurus.  The patrons of chicken husbandry are Saints Cosmas and Damian, for sheep – Saint Mamont or Saint Anastasius, for pigs –Saint Vasily, for bees – Saint Zosimus.  If you are ill, pray to Saint Pantaleon…

Finally, Lupan feels that the persistence of animism in Orthodoxy resulted from the forced conversion of the Kievan Rus to Christianity in the 10th century.  Their conversion to Christianity was formal and superficial.  Consequently, in heart they remained animists.  In time, their indigenous faith found expression in Orthodoxy and remains there to the present day.
 

Animism in Catholicism follows a similar line, especially in its practice among common people.  Catholics revere statues, appeal to specific saints for specific needs, utilize relics in worship, etc.  Furthermore, 70% of the South African tribe “Zulus” consider themselves Christians, yet still believe that the spirits of deceased ancestors influence life on earth.
  

2) Islam

Animism exerts its influence on Islamic faith as well.
  There we encounter the concept baraka, which is an impersonal spiritual force.  Van Rheenen describes it as follows: Baraka is “divine blessing, grace and mercy… protection from danger and trouble, charisma for leadership, and power to protect and heal.”
  Orthodox Muslims believe that baraka comes as a blessing from Allah, but that one cannot transfer it to others.  In popular Islam, though, baraka is a magical power, which one can transfer to others. 

Muslims also believe that one may “accumulate” baraka for oneself by observing the “Five Pillars” of Islam, including the pilgrimage to Mecca and touching the Kabba.  Sufism, the mystical branch of Islam, recognizes “pirs,” who are spiritual leaders possessing much baraka, received directly from Allah. 

The Quran, supposedly, contains much baraka as well.  Orthodox Muslims seek to obtain it by reading the Quran, but in popular Islam – by physically touching the book.  Another animistic practice connected to the Quran is opening it to a random passage and accepting what is written there as a personal word from Allah.  Still another – some dissolve the words of the Quran in a liquid and administrate it to the ill as medicine.  

As in manifestations of animism in other religions, in popular Islam devotees appeal to departed ancestors.  They adorn their graves and bring them food in order to avoid receiving curses from them.  It is claimed that departed ancestors may contact the living through dreams or direct revelations.

Finally, Islam accepts the existence of jinn (genies), who occupy a place in Islamic cosmology between people and angels.  As a rule, they are evil, but some are good.  They cause illness, especially to newborns and their mothers, newlyweds and fearful people.  One may appease jinn by offering food, or wart them off with light, powder, or reading from the Quran.

3) New Age

Although we have already discussed the New Age Movement in the context of pantheism, we may note that it also demonstrates strong animistic tendencies.
  Followers of New Age believe in “universal life energy,” which lies at the basis of all existence.  Van Rheenen writes, “It is the energy that flows from the universe into living creatures and circulates within them in an orderly manner.”

Followers of New Age believe that hindering the flow of this “life” results in illness.  Healing comes by administering a “dose” of this energy.  One may activate this energy through meditation, especially as a group.  A “miracle,” then, is a manifestation of this life force. 

4) Pentecostal and Charismatic Christians

In conclusion, we need to touch on the question of animistic tendencies in the Pentecostal-Charismatic Movement of Christianity.  First, we often encounter the claim that proclamation of words releases spiritual power, resident in the words themselves, to affect one’s life for good or for ill.  The verse cited in support of this is Proverbs 18:21: “Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruit.”  

This interpretation, however, is inconsistent with conventional biblical faith.  It fails to take into account the Proverbs’ teaching on human speech in general.  In the context of the entire book, it is clear that the words “death and life” refer not to releasing spiritual power, but the effect speech has on ourselves and others in a moral sense.   

For example, “death” in a moral sense can result from a “perverted tongue,” (Prov 10:31), a “lying tongue,” (Prov 12:19), a “backbiting tongue,” (Prov 25:23), a “destructive tongue,” (Prov 15:4), or a “smooth tongue” (Prov 6:24).  A tongue that gives “life” is the “tongue of the righteous” (Prov 10:20), the “soft tongue,” (Prov 25:15), the wise tongue (Prov 31:26), or the “soothing tongue” (Prov 15:4).  In fact, the final verse specifically states, “A soothing tongue is a tree of life.”

At the same time, the Christian scriptures teach that the proclamation of God’s Word does play a role in releasing God’s power.  Jesus said, “Whoever says to this mountain, 'Be taken up and cast into the sea,' and does not doubt in his heart, but believes that what he says is going to happen, it will be granted him.”  Both Jesus and His apostles released God’s power by verbal declarations (see Mk 4:39; Matt 8:8; Acts 9:34, 40; 14:10). 

However, closer examination reveals that God’s power is released not by the words believers speak, but as a result of their faith.  Throughout the Bible, faith in God and His Word leads to a manifestation of His power.  The words believers speak should be understood as simply one way to express that faith.  The Bible does not confirm that words themselves contain supernatural power.  They simply serve as instruments to express faith in God, who releases His power in response to a person’s faith and in accordance with His will.

If one claims that the words themselves contain power and can actualize themselves, then that individual is already flirting with animism (more specifically, with incantations), where one can control and manipulate the power of words independently of God.  Whenever one separates the person of God from His power and understands that power as autonomous and self-actualizing, that individual is in danger of practicing animism.

Next, sometimes Pentecostal or Charismatic Christians speak of the “anointing,” which God gives for ministry.  In so speaking, they sometimes give the impression that this “anointing” is a spiritual power from the Holy Spirit that operates independently from Him and leads to success in ministry.  Yet, here again an affinity with animism is apparent, since God’s power is supposedly operating autonomously.  

According to New Testament teaching, the word χρῖσμα (hrisma), i.e. “anointing,” relates not to the power of the Holy Spirit, but to the Holy Spirit Himself.  In the New Testament, the word occurs only in 1 John 2:20 and 27, where we read, “But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and you all know … the anointing which you received from Him abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things…”  The “teaching” anointing corresponds to the description of the Holy Spirit in John’s gospel: “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things.”  So then, the “teaching” anointing is the person of the Spirit. 

Acts 10:38 confirms this view, where we see the verbal form of χρῖσμα (hrisma), that is χρίω (hrio): “You know of Jesus of Nazareth, how God anointed Him with the Holy Spirit and with power.”  First, we note that God anointed Jesus with the Holy Spirit, which shows that the anointing and the Spirit are the same.  Second, the phrase “with power” points to the activity that the Spirit was to personally accomplish in the miracle ministry of Jesus (see Matt 12:28).  

Paul writes on this theme as well.  In 1 Corinthians 12:7 we read, “But to each one is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”  Again, the power of God is connected with the person of the Spirit.  Spiritual gifts are a “manifestation” of the Spirit.  The “anointing,” just like spiritual gifts, does not operate independently from God’s Spirit, like a magical power, but is a manifestation of the person of the Holy Spirit through the believer.  Whenever one separates God’s power from His person, he/she is in danger of sliding off into animism. 

C. Polytheism in Antiquity and Today

Animism and polytheism in many respects overlap.  The main difference is that in polytheism natural forces are personalized and receive names.  The animist appeases impersonal natural forces and nameless spirits, but the polytheist recognizes personal gods, who require worship and receive it.  Consequently, polytheists direct their energies to building temples and offer appeasing sacrifices to their gods.
  The practice of polytheism has not totally died out.  Even today, several small movements exist to restore the worship of many gods.  

Polytheistic religions nearly always recognized a chief god, often accompanied by a cohort.  Other gods make up a hierarchy under his headship.  Sumerians worshipped the chief god Anu, the god of heaven, whose cohort was Inanna.  Under Anu we find Enlil, the god of the atmosphere, Enki, the god of fresh water, the sun god, Utu, the moon god, Nanna, and others.

The Akkadians and the Canaanites worshipped as their chief god El.  The Canaanites worshipped along with El his cohort Asherah, who bore not only other gods, but people as well.  The god of the Assyrians was Ashur, of Babylon – Marduk, of Moab – Chemosh, of Edom – Qaus, of Ammon – Milcom, of Damascus – Hadad.
 

In Egypt, the primer god was Re, who Ruffle describes as the “Sun-god, the great state-god of ancient Egypt, king of the gods, father of mankind and protector of kings.”
  At the same time, Egyptians also recognized an unnamed high god of a different type, of whom Ruffle writes, “There are also references to ‘God’ or “The God,’ who seems to have been an unnamed universal divine power who controlled the universe and upheld good against evil.”

The pantheons of Greek and Rome are well known.  The gods they recognize in many respects overlap each other.  Their head is Zeus (or Jupiter), who is described by Smith as “the father of the gods and people, though not the creator-god.  Also god of the sky and weather.”
  Other members of these pantheons include:

· Ares = Mars – god of war

· Aphrodite = Venus – god of love

· Artemis = Diana – god of fertility

· Athena = Minerva – god of wisdom, war, art

· Hermes = Mercury – messenger god

· Poseidon = Neptune – god of the sea

At times, ancient peoples considered their emperor a god, or the emperor filled the role of high priest.
 
So then, various gods fulfilled various functions in the world order and corresponded to natural phenomena or human experience.  Millard cites the following example: “The gods of the Sumerians were the powers of nature as revealed in the world.”  He also writes, “The gods were restricted to their own sphere.”

Since the gods of antiquity were all connected with natural phenomena or human experience, it is not surprising that not only the gods of Rome and Greece overlap, but also that the pantheons of all cultures share commonalities.  Walls relates the following words of Caesar: “Caesar assumed the Gallic Celts worshipped the same gods as the Romans, though under different names.  ‘Of these deities’ he says, ‘they have almost the same idea as all other nations.’”

It is curious to note that the ancients often believed in an impersonal force, “fate,” that stood above all the gods and determined the future for all.
  As far as the gods’ behavior, Smith comments on the Greek gods of Olympus that they “were scarcely model examples of ethical behavior.”
  Millard adds that the behavior of the gods was capricious and unpredictable.  He also comments, 

They fight to hold their place against evil powers that want to break down their ordered way of life, they quarrel over their areas of influence, they engage in trickery and show every kind of human emotion and vice.

The pagan priesthood held the exclusive right to offer sacrifices to appease the gods – the laity did not participate in the rituals, yet they could perform certain animistic practices at home.  In the temple, the priests catered to idols of the gods by offering them food, washing them, and dressing them.  It was thought that the gods created people to raise food for them.  Devotees worshipped the gods in order to receive material benefits.  Every city boasted its own “patron god.”
 

As noted above, polytheism has not totally died out, but actually is experiencing a certain revival.  For example, in his book, The New Polytheism: Rebirth of the Gods and Goddesses, David Miller defends in detail polytheistic faith.
  His gives the following description of the gods:

The Gods and Goddesses are the names of powers, of forces, which have autonomy and are not conditioned or affected by social and historical events, by human will or reason, or by personal and individual factors.

Miller’s defense rests on the idea that monotheism cannot adequately account for all the phenomena in the world or fully encompass all of human experience.  The existence of variety in the world testifies to the existence of more than one divine essence.  The monotheist, in Miller’s opinion, unjustifiably limits his/her perception of reality: “It is this monotheistic thinking that fails a people in a time when experience becomes self-consciously pluralistic, radically both/and.”

Miller supposes that people experience such a variety of life experience, encounter such a plentitude of ideas, and hold to such varying values that one cannot ascribe all these aspects of human experience to only one divine essence.  They must indicate the existence of many gods. 

Furthermore, Miller contrasts the concepts of “logic” and “experience.”  He claims that in defense of their view, monotheists appeal to logical deduction, since logic rules out contradiction and points to a single, logically consistent, monotheistic worldview.  Miller responds, though, that life is not so simple.  In everyday life, people encounter logical inconsistencies and seemingly unsolvable dilemmas.  He claims that monotheism makes sense from a theological (logical) point of view, but from a sociological (existential) point of view, it does not. 

At the same time, Miller makes room for a modified approach.  He allows a “functional monotheism,” where someone can devote oneself to one God, yet concede that the existence of only one God cannot explain all of life experience.  This means that a person can practice monotheism, but in theory embrace polytheism.  In addition, one can feel free to “try” different gods at different times.  

Moreover, Miller draws support from the philosophies of relativism and pluralism, which dominate modern society.  The fact that no philosophical system to date has been able to precisely define truth indicates that there is more than one truth, that is, more than one god.  Additionally, polytheism can enhance tolerance among people. 

Next, Miller cites the Copernican revolution in science.  In the Ptolemaic system, the earth was the center of the universe.  Copernicus showed that the universe has no center.  In a similar way, we should not seek in the religious world an organizing center, i.e. a single God.  At the same time, Miller is ready to concede the existence of unifying factors that relate to all the gods and goddesses.  He feels that two forces permeate the entire universe, represented by the Greek gods Moira (Fate) and Dike (Righteousness), which are “pervading elements.”
 

In formulating polytheistic theology, proponents of this theory focus on literature containing narrative.  Narrative focuses exclusively on the story of one god or goddess and is a self-contained unit.  Therefore, there is no need to coordinate the narrative of one god with the narrative of another.  Contradictions are allowed between narratives. 

Finally, contemporary polytheists see the influence of gods and goddesses in modern society in the following ways: growth in technology from Prometheus, Hephaestus and Asclepius, political control from Apollo, conservatism from Cronus, apathy from Hestia, social science from Hera, militarization from Hera-Heracles-Hephaestus, activism from Heracles, urbanization from Athena, irrational violence from Pan, erotic love from Eros, Aphrodite and Hermes.
  

Miller concludes, 

We are the playground of a veritable theater full of Gods and Goddesses.  What do the Gods and Goddesses want with us?  Our task is to incarnate them, become aware of their presence, acknowledge and celebrate their forms.

D. Evaluation

How should one respond to the claims of animism?  First, thanks to scientific discoveries, we now explain natural phenomena not by the activity of spiritual powers, but by the operation of natural laws.  

In addition, several features caution us about adopting an animistic worldview.  What, exactly, is the nature of the spiritual forces behind it?  Indications point to the conclusion that animists contact dark powers.  For example, animists practice various occult arts like sorcery, voodoo, divination, and, at times, even human sacrifice.  Such features should make one wary of considering animism as a viable option for religious devotion. 
Moreover, the primary motivation in this system is fear.
  Animists live in constant fear of powers that may at any moment cause them harm, and that they must either control or appease.  Lupan points out the following contradiction.  If a person during his/her life was evil, how can they become divinized after death and thus counted worthy of reverence?
  

Also, animists in general are pragmatists.  They are willing to solicit the help of some god or power on the condition that the approach will “work,” that is, immediately bring the desired results.  Van Rheenen writes, “Animists tend to follow whatever power, whether personal or impersonal, that works.  Instead of patiently waiting for creator God to work, animists impatiently seek whatever power might solve their immediate problem.”
  In chapter 1 of this volume, we already discussed the defects of pragmatism as a guide for living.  Moreover, when one devotes all his/her attention to receiving material benefit, one may neglect the weightier question of one’s eternal destiny.

Concerning polytheism, we may begin by citing David Miller, a supporter of this worldview, who admits the following defect in this system: “A pluralistic society, with subcultures, countercultures, generation gaps, and relativized moral codes, is ripe for the next overarching ideology that comes along.”
  In other words, a polytheist lacks a solid foundation for his/her life and is easily enticed by every new movement or ideology.  He/she may conclude that this new movement is the manifestation of still another god! 

The Greek philosopher Xenophanes (6th-5th century BC), although he was raised in a polytheistic culture, nevertheless criticized his native faith.  He wrote, “As long as men create Gods in the human image, there will be as many Gods as there are men.”  We should “recognize the ‘One who is greatest,’ the One all men have in common.”

Another, more contemporary critic of polytheism, H. Richard Niebuhr (1894-1962), warns that the absence in polytheism of a center of focus, which is present in monotheism, “divides us within ourselves and from our fellow man.”
  Polytheism cannot provide humanity with this center of focus, because the benefits and values offered by each individual god of polytheism can never fully satisfy the human need for wholeness.  As a result, each of the “gods” of polytheism will eventually disillusion his/her devotees.  Miller describes Niebuhr’s position:
Niebuhr does his best to persuade us that one after another of the polytheistic gods will let us down; thus the only answer to the problem of enduring human meaning is to ground our being in the principle of value that is radically monotheistic.

Martin Gardner offers his critique as well.
  First, he notes that polytheistic systems nearly always recognize a high god: “We see this impulse toward monotheism operating even in the great polytheisms of the past.  There are many gods, but almost always One among them towers over all the others.”
 

Second, Gardner borrows the following argument from Thomas Aquinas.  If more than one God exists, then they must differ from one another in some way.  If they are not identical, then they both cannot be perfect (a quality that is inherent to the concept of the Absolute), because one will possess qualities that the other does not have.  So then, the true God will be the one that has the highest attributes or qualities.  

Third, polytheism encounters the following practical difficulty: to whom should one pray?  If the gods conflict with one another, then we have no guarantee that the god, to whom we pray, has sufficient power to answer our prayer.  Possibly, another, stronger god will prevent him.  Gardner states that people want “communion with a God who has no rivals.”
  

In response to David Miller’ arguments, we might say that the variety of experience in the world is equally well explained by the religious teaching on evil spirits, who operate in contradiction to the will of God and create the appearance of a plurality of spiritual forces.  In addition, Miller’s appeal to pluralism and relativism are refuted in chapter 2 of this volume.  His appeal to the “Copernican revolution” in religion is groundless.  An observation in science does not force a parallel application in matters of faith.   
In conclusion, we will draw on a resource that devotes a great amount of attention to the refutation of polytheism – the Hebrew Tanakh, i.e. the Old Testament of the Christian Bible.  In it, we discover numerous warnings to Israel against abandoning faith in one God.  

In the beginning of the Tanakh we read of the creation of the world by one God (Gen 1:1), who subsequently destroyed it by a flood (Gen 6-8).  Unlike the “History of Religion” view (see volume 2, chapter 1), where monotheism allegedly appeared in Israel only in the sixth century BC, the Tanakh testifies of a number of individuals who believed in the one God of heaven and earth.  They include Abram (Gen 18:25; 24:3), Melchizedek (Gen 14:19), Rahab (Josh 2:11), Solomon (1 Kings 8:60), Hezekiah (Isa 37:16), Isaiah (Isa 45:5), Joel (Joel 2;27) and others. 

The heart of Jewish faith is the Shema: “Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one!” (Deut 6:4; also see Deut 4:35, 39).  This statement defined the monotheistic faith of Israel in distinction from the polytheistic cultures of that time. 

The fact that the Tanakh speaks of other gods (see Ps 135:5; 136:2, etc.) does not imply that the Bible approves that view.  Here the text simply compares the true God with the gods of the nations, not for the purpose of acknowledging their existence, but to show the surpassing excellence of Yahweh over all the so-called ‘gods’ of the nations (see 1 Chr 16:26; Ps 96:5).  

In addition, in the Tanakh narrative, we often encounter “competition” between Yahweh and other gods.  For example, David advanced against Goliath in the name of the God of Israel, and Goliath – in the name of his god (1 Sam 17:43-46), but David came off victorious.  Elijah challenged the prophets of Baal to have their god send fire from heaven.  Yet, it was Yahweh that did it in answer to Elijah’s prayer (1 Kings 18:23-24).  Finally, Pharaoh’s magicians were able to perform some of the miracles of Moses, but not all them.  They were eventually forced to concede, “This is the finger of God” (Ex 8:19). 
From the earliest times in Israel, idolatry was forbidden (Deut 5:8-10).  Violators suffered the death penalty (Deut 17:2-7).  However, Israel frequently strayed from monotheistic faith, which brought upon them fearsome punishments (see 2 Kings 17:6-12).  Only in time, Israel began to understand that idolatry resulted in tragic consequences. 

We also note that Yahweh promises not only to purify Israel from idolatry, but also to destroy the idols of the nations, namely, Egypt (Ezek 30:13; Num 33:4), Moab (Jer 48:7-46), Babylon (Jer 51:47-52) and others (Jer 10:11-15), thereby showing His preeminence and uniqueness. 

Finally, in the book of the prophet Isaiah, we discover specific arguments in defense of monotheism and in refutation of polytheism.  First, idols cannot predict the future, but the true God, the God of Israel, can (Isa 41:21-24).  Second, idols are lifeless, powerless, and not able to help people.  In fact, people created them (Isa 44:12-20; 45:20; 57:13; Jer 10:1-5).
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