“ON EARTH WHEN It Is IN HEAVEN™:
SACRED TIME AND ITS PROTECTION IN
EGYPTIAN TEMPLES

By Kerry Muhlestein

he splendorous ruins of hundreds of Egyptian temples, along

with dozens of surviving texts that describe the function and
rituals of those temples, afford a unique and exciting opportunity
to understand ancient temples and what they teach about modern
temple systems. There is so much to learn from ancient Egyptian
temples, but this chapter will specifically examine the concept that
temples can transcend time, and in doing so, they transform par-
ticipants and their cosmos.

At the same time, when speaking of Egyptian temples, there
are several things to keep in mind. First, these temples are insti-
tutions that existed for over three thousand years. They certainly
evolved over that period of time. Further, there were variations in
how temples operated and were conceived of over geographical
space in a large country. Additionally, there were different types
of temples that had unique purposes and, thus, different concep-
tions. Any short, concise discussion of Egyptian temples must
gloss over a multitude of nuances, evolutions, and variations.! With
these caveats in mind, this particular study will try to address a
few things that seem to be almost universally true of Egyptian
temples based on current knowledge. When delving into specif-
ics, this study will focus on the Greco-Roman era. Current knowl-
edge concerning temples peaks in this era, but it represents the last
phase of their long history and undoubtedly experienced influence
from many outside sources. Still, this period illustrates concepts
that spanned more than Egypt’s final era, and a certain amount of
extrapolation is warranted.
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Sacred Time

When thinking of temples, one often thinks of sacred space, even
sacred actions,” but not usually sacred time. Sacred time is not
necessarily a special time set aside for being at the temple or for
performing a specific temple ritual; rather, it is a statement that
by entering a temple, one leaves profane time behind and enters a
place that exists in a different time or outside of time.* In fact, part
of the purpose of the temple in Egypt was to allow humankind to
return to a specific point of time or, perhaps more accurately, a spe-
cific point outside of time.* Temples were the place, and rituals the
actions, that allowed the mundane time in which humans exist and
act to intersect with a pure state and time that existed before time
began to be measured in the profane world.” The Egyptian temple
(and its rituals) “creates a juxtaposition of two times: the point in
time in which it is performed and the perpetual existence of sacred
time, or the atemporal point before time began.” Temples and their
rituals reactualize a desired punctuation of time in the history, or
prehistory, of the cosmos.” Within the temple, one is transported to
the beginning of the world,® and thus temples enable humankind to
periodically recover the ideal period, or illud tempus.’

Eliade sums up how sacred actions (ritual) performed in a
sacred space (temple) create sacred time:

Every consecrated space coincides with the center of the world,
just as the time of any ritual coincides with the mythical time
of the “beginning.” Through repetition of the cosmogonic act,
concrete time, in which the construction takes place, is pro-
jected into mythical time, in illo tempore when the foundation
of the world occurred. . . . Any ritual whatever, as we shall see
later, unfolds not only in a consecrated space (i.e., one differ-
ent in essence from profane space) but also in a “sacred time,”
“once upon a time” (in illo tempore, ab origine), that is, when
the ritual was performed for the first time by a god, an ances-
tor, or a hero.!’

The State of Things in Sacred Time

The desire to return to sacred time permeates Egyptian temples. It
is integrally tied to a foundational concept in the ancient Egyptian
concept of the cosmos. Thus, to fathom the purpose of Egyptian
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temples, one must first understand one of the most important
aspects of Egyptian religious thought in general: the need to return
to a state of order, known in Egyptian as ma'at."! Ma'at is the cor-
rect order, or state, of things.”? It is the correct cosmic, physical,
moral, and social state in which things should exist.”” When cre-
ation first came about, the cosmos was in a pristine state: it was in
ma‘at."* The gods lived with mortals, one of the gods was their king,
and all was as it should be."” This state is often referred to as sp tpi
(pronounced sep tepi). Sp tpi is literally the “top” or “head time,”
but it is best translated as the “first time.” Sp tpi is an almost exact
semantic equivalent of illud tempus and describes the time before
the gods separated themselves from the earth.'® As ideal as it was,
that state of order and coexistence of mortals and deity did not exist
forever. At some point, a chaotic element (isfet) was introduced.”

The Loss of Ma‘at

Within ancient Egyptian tradition, there are at least two differ-
ent ways isfet was introduced. One way was by humankind rebel-
ling against the gods. In one Coffin Text spell, the creator himself
speaks of this: “I made every man like his fellow. I did not ordain
that they do isfet. It was their desires that injured what I had said.”™"®
This rebellion created a wedge between gods and mortals, forcing
the separation of the two."” Much of this information is from a nar-
rative that seems to be a later retelling of a mythical event only
referred to, rather than narrated, in earlier periods.” In the Myth
of the Heavenly Cow, the creator (Re in this case) was the ruler
on earth, but he learned that “mankind plotted against him.” In
response, Re initially sought to eradicate humans, but as the slaugh-
ter began, he experienced a change of heart and allowed many to
survive. Still, damage had been done, and Re felt that he and the
other gods could no longer dwell with mortals. Thus, a separation
was introduced,? which humankind sought to overcome.*

As important as this myth is to understanding sacred time, it is
not the only one that conveys the idea of a rebellion in illo tempore.
In some of Egypt’s earliest religious texts, references are made to
what would eventually be recorded as the story of the contentions
of Horus and Seth. According to this narrative, the original distur-
bance to ma'‘at was brought about by Seth, who slew his brother,
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Osiris, and sought to gain the throne for himself. Though Seth is
a complicated figure exhibiting both positive and negative charac-
teristics, it is clear that in some ways it was he who first disturbed
ma‘at and introduced isfet.>* The time before Seth’s rebellion, the
perfect, pristine illud tempus or sp tpi, was a time before strife.”
Because of the disruption of ma'at he would bring about, Seth’s
birth was referred to as the beginning of strife.* The strife he intro-
duced stripped the people of their divine yet present king and cre-
ated such a rift in ma'‘at that mortals and the gods could no longer
cohabit the same space.

These two crises form the backbone of illud tempus rebellion
in ancient Egypt. The parallel disturbances rising from Seth’s strife
had both taken place in sp tpi or hrw* tpi, or mythical time. By the
time any “historical events” occurred within time as we know and
measure it, these disturbances had already happened and had been
overcome, bringing the world to its new ideal state. Yet that state
lacked the presence of the divine and was bereft of direct human
communion with deities.”® It was as if history was a play, but by
the time the curtain was raised (or time as we know it began to be
measured), the scene was already set, and humankind was already
on its own.”

There is yet another pretime manifestation of chaos that
impinged upon ideal reality. Apophis, usually represented as a giant
snake, was chaos incarnate. In one cosmogony, Apophis was cre-
ated from divine saliva and began at the very beginning to conceive
of rebellion.” Hornung infers from the defeat of aspects of Apophis
at the primeval hill that Apophis “is already there at the creation of
the world and must be defeated for the first time by the creator god
and driven out of the ordered world of existence.” Thus, Apophis
takes his place as a force of chaos in illo tempore. Apophis, rebel-
lious humans, and Seth form a triumvirate of rebels who disturb
order in illo tempore.

The Return of Ma‘at

There is no doubt that the Egyptians felt a great need to regain the
ideal state that existed in illud tempus, or sacred time. A number of
texts make this clear. For example, Thutmosis III was described as
one who “transforms Egypt into the condition of the past, as when
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Re was king.”** Similarly, Tutankhamun was described as having
made it so that “the land is as it was in its first time.”** Horemheb
had “set this land in order and ordained it as it was in the time of
Re.”** The Twenty-first Dynasty high priest Menkhepere expelled
enemies so that things might be as they were in the time of Re.* A
host of other texts make it clear that one of the major functions of
kings and their priestly representatives was to ritually re-create the
conditions of sp tpi.** While the restoration of ma'‘at was important,
perhaps the most crucial aspect of their rituals was the restoration
of communion, or cohabitation, with deity.

The ability to regain this sacred time was contingent upon two
related actions. Isfet had to be destroyed so that ma‘at could be put
in its place. Thus, the creation of the ideal state depended upon
the destruction of the nonideal. This idea is reflected in a number
of Egyptian texts. For example, one Pyramid Text states that “the
sky is content, the earth is in joy, because they have heard that the
King put Ma‘at in the place of Isfet.””” In another Pyramid Text,
the renewal of life is possible because the king has “put Ma‘at in
the place of Isfet.”*® Of Amenemhet I, Khnumhotep writes, “His
majesty came to drive out Isfet, appearing as Atum himself, set-
ting in order that which he found decaying . . . since he loves Ma‘at
so much.” In the context of describing the king bringing about a
renewal and restoration, in one of the few surviving literary texts
from ancient Egypt, the prophecies of Neferti state that “Ma‘at will
return to its seat, Isfet is driven out.™°

This motif spans millennia. For example, a thousand years after
the Pyramid Texts and hundreds of years after the Middle Kingdom
texts cited above were written, Tutankhamun is described as having
“driven Isfet out of both lands, and Ma‘at is fixed in its place; he has
made it so that falsehood is abhorred and the land is as it was in its
first time.™' Hundreds of years later, in the Twenty-fifth Dynasty,
we learn that “The land was inundated in his [Taharqa’s] time as it
was in the time of the lord of all. Each man sleeps until the shin-
ing of day and none say ‘that I had!” Ma‘at is spread throughout the
land, Isfet is transfixed to the ground.™?

While many more texts speak of ma‘at becoming more preva-
lent than isfet, this presentation is enough to make it clear that there
was both the desire to return to sp tp7 and the need to re-create its
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conditions by forcing isfet out and bringing ma‘at back.* Because
these were conditions that only existed in a time outside of that
of the profane world, they could only be reached in a place that
could intersect the divine and mundane realms (sacred space, or
the temple) and via actions that could span more than one realm
(ritual). Thus, the rituals of the temple were crucial in the attempt
to reach and inhabit, however temporarily, sacred time. Those who
participated in the rituals of the temple could be lifted from their
mundane experience of time to the sacred time of sp tpi. Thus, the
temple was truly a transcendent realm.

The Egyptian Temple and Creation

The idea that the temple in Egypt was a place of (re)creation is
enough of a well-known subject that it needs only a brief recap.
It was inherent in many Egyptian concepts to think of a cyclical
movement in time. Rather than conceiving of the universe as mov-
ing toward entropy, the Egyptians tracked the cyclical movements
of the sun, moon, and stars, which naturally gave emphasis to the
idea that as things changed or were lost, so could they also return
to a prior state.* In accordance with this, the Egyptian temple was
viewed as a reenacted primordial mound, the place where creation
began.” Many architectural elements represent this idea.*® The wall
around the temple was often created in an undulating shape, sug-
gesting the waters of Nun, the primordial water from which cre-
ation flowed and out of which the first dry land appeared.”” The
floors of temples were often basalt, evoking the black land of Egypt,
while the columns were drawn and designed to represent the plants
that grew out of the earth and reached toward the sky, and the ceil-
ings were frequently painted with stars to represent the heavens.
Thus, the architectural construction of the temple represented cre-
ation itself.*® A specific interpretation of this point is also found in
the notion that the hypostyle hall of a temple (the hall where many
columns were erected) was designed to evoke the thicket where life
was formed and where Horus found refuge from Seth.* The giant
pylons of some temples were sometimes thought of as a birth canal,
and passing through them was symbolic of (re)birth.*

Rituals associated with temples also conveyed a connection to
creation.”* The famous Shabaka stone contains the text of a ritual
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creation drama, believed to have been acted out in a temple. Many
rituals performed in temples were symbolic of creation or of a por-
tion of the creation story associated with one of the creator gods
and the saga of Osiris, Seth, and Horus.> One example of this
symbolism is the festival of Osiris, wherein the murder of Osiris,
but also the story of Isis saving him and begetting Horus by him,
were reenacted.” The involvement in re-creation rituals was espe-
cially the case for the king or his proxies, as the king became ritu-
ally associated with the various creator gods and enacted rituals
that were evocative of each creator god’s act.”* For example, the
king ascended stairs to rise as Re rises in the morning during his
re-creative journey.” Rituals involving the God’s Wife, or God’s
Hand, evoke the self-creative act of Atum.*® During the Opet festi-
val, Amun of Karnak went to visit his creator-self in Luxor in order
to be re-created or renewed.”” These are just a few examples. For the
purpose of this study, it is enough to understand that the temple,
from its architecture to its daily and festival rituals, was a place of
(re)creation; it was a place where sp tp7 and its attendant creation
of the cosmos would repeatedly reoccur via ritual. These rituals
made it possible for the temple to be a recurring now instead of an
unreachable point of the past.’®

The Egyptian Temple and the Destruction of Chaos

The difficulty Egyptians faced regarding creation within a temple
context is that the pristine state brought about by creation had
been disturbed, and thus returning to sp tpi—the desired original
time—also meant that disturbance would come again. Thus, isfet
had to be continually destroyed both in order to return to sp tpi
and to maintain that desired state once arrived at.”” As a result, the
destruction of isfet was a regular part of temple worship. Within
the temple context, creation and destruction were integrally tied
together.

This coexistence of creation and destruction can be seen in
the fact that several of the temple features that served as elements
of creation also served apotropaic functions. For example, while
pylons could serve as a symbolic birth canal, they also served as
gates or barriers that prevented the intrusion of any unwanted ele-
ments. The undulating walls that provided the creative forces of the



38 THE TEMPLE: SYMBOLS, SERMONS, AND SETTINGS

primordial water also held at bay that water and its chaotic side.
Something like the avenue of ram sphinxes, which could represent
the creator god, also served as sentinels preventing chaotic elements
from entering the temple. But apotropaic functions, or the capabil-
ity of barring chaos from entering sacred space, was not enough.
Chaos had to be more than contained; it had to be destroyed.

While the creative aspects of a temple may be intuitive to a
modern reader, the destructive elements, though perhaps less obvi-
ous, are just as abundant. Battle scenes were portrayed on many
temples, thus magically creating a force that conquers chaos in
perpetuity.®® Similarly, at the temple of Edfu, the walls depict the
successful hunting of a hippo, a depiction that corresponded to a
ritual ending in the dissection and consumption of a hippo cake,
symbolizing the complete conquering of Seth and his chaotic for-
ces.” The walls of many temples contained depictions of the king
offering ma'at and suppressing or destroying chaos.®

Many rituals had to do with the destruction of isfet.> Prime
among these rituals was a varying set of execration rituals.
Execration rituals are designed to destroy all chaotic elements, and
they were regularly performed in temples. While they are known
from at least as early as the Old Kingdom in a funerary setting, they
came to be part of temple rituals. John Gee has demonstrated the
correspondence between Ptolemaic execration rituals found on the
walls of the hypostyle hall of Karnak and the papyrus versions of
these spells, as well as their correlation to spells performed at the
temple in Abydos and the Temple of Montu in northern Karnak.*
There were similar rites performed at the Temple of Edfu during
the Greco-Roman period. For example, one part of the Temple of
Edfu represents the thicket where Horus was conceived.®® Another
part of the temple symbolizes the place where Apophis was defea-
ted.® Undoubtedly, there were other temples that performed simi-
lar rituals.

Temple execration rituals were both systematic (such as a daily
ritual) and periodic (such as special rituals for special festivals
or occasions). The textual attestations of the execration rites per-
formed at Abydos and Karnak share some detail about the daily
rituals performed there. In these cases, the full execration rite was
composed of several smaller rituals. The full rite included things
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like writing the name of an enemy in green ink on new papyrus
and then cutting and burning it. Physical objects that represented
both mortal, political, and supernatural foes were manipulated.
These objects included pottery, papyrus, hairballs, and figurines
of stone, wood, wax, or clay. The objects were ritually nullified by
binding them, cutting them, spitting on them, stomping on them,
burning them, spearing them, burying them, urinating on them,
melting them, or decapitating them. Within a single ritual that was
part of a larger ritual, an object was bound with the sinew of a red
cow, spit on four times, trampled on with the left foot, struck with
a spear, slaughtered with a knife, put on a fire, and spit on many
times while in that fire. The ritual destruction of isfet was system-
atic and comprehensive.

The Combination of Creation and Destruction

In temple settings, the ideas of upholding creation and destroy-
ing chaos are thoroughly intertwined. From early on, (re)creative
aspects of rituals were combined with destructive rituals. In the
Pyramid Texts, spells of purification were often either preceded or
succeeded by spells of warding off enemies.®” In the Khoiak festival,
the rebirth of Osiris was celebrated simultaneously with the cele-
bration of his triumph over enemies.®® In the text of the “Festival of
the Two Kites,” the purification and protection rites of the temple
are in a ritual that included driving Seth to the executioner. This
and further rituals are found on Papyrus Bremner-Rhind 1.%° The
collection of spells on this papyrus is illustrative. In part, it includes
1) the “Songs of Isis and Nephthys,” which, due to its allusions
to Isis and Nephthys saving Osiris after his murder by Seth, has
strong (re)creative aspects; 2) the “Ritual of Bringing Sokar,” which
also has strong creative purposes; 3) “The Book of Overthrowing
Apophis,” a spell largely dedicated to destroying elements of isfet;
and 4) “The Names of Apophis, Who Shall Not Be,” a spell designed
to not only overthrow but completely control and then eradicate
Apophis in his role of standing for all isfet. The juxtaposition of
these spells is significant.

In the “Songs of Isis and Nephthys” (or “Festival of the Two
Kites”), the majority of the rite is concerned with reviving Osiris
and begetting Horus, presenting a strong (re)creative motif. Yet
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in column 2 lines 9-18, Osiris is asked to consort with Isis and
Nephthys after the manner of a male with females (creative), imme-
diately followed by the command to take one Tebha to his execu-
tion block (destruction of chaos), who is later declared to be dead.”
The text then describes how Seth disturbed the cosmic order, fol-
lowed by a plea to drive out Seth so that Osiris can consort with
Isis and Nephthys after the manner of a man. In column 3 line 25
through column 4 line 7, Osiris the virile bull is to come to the two
widows (creative), and this is possible because other gods will ward
off Seth, and Re will administer the punishment of the rebellious
(destructive).”" This part of the story is followed by a smattering of
lines that alternate between creative imagery (such as a god who
fashions himself) and destructive imagery (such as the slaughter-
ing of rebels, including Seth).”?

Later in the ritual, Isis invites Osiris to be procreative with her,
singing, “Ho thou youth, come in peace! Ho thou brother of mine
... come thou to thine house without fear,” which is immediately
followed by the cryptic line “The Great Rite of Protection, Unseen,
Unheard.””” While one can argue that this is a description of the
rite that has just taken place, or instead is a command to perform a
separate but connected rite of protection in association with what
has just taken place, it is clear that the destructive rites are inter-
dependent with creative ritual.

Similarly, in “The Book of Overthrowing Apophis,” there is
a long section about smashing, spearing, stabbing, spitting, and
burning Apophis. The concluding lines are “Apophis is brought to
the flame, Neki is brought to the fire, and he shall be utterly non-
existent. . . . Be annihilated O Apophis, four times. Recited over
an image of Apophis made with a waxen body and drawn on a
new sheet of papyrus to be put in the fire before Re every day.” The
very next line is “The Book of Knowing the Creations of Re and of
Felling Apophis,” which starts with a long description of how Re
came into being and then morphs into a description of destroy-
ing his enemies, especially Apophis.”” Thus, it is apparent that the
juxtaposition of creation and destruction occurs both at the level of
separate (but related) spells and within the spells themselves.

Similar motifs appear in other temples. For example, in the
ritual that is part of the Temple of Edfu, the sacred waters that
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aid with creation are also associated with the Lord of Fear and a
great protector.”” Later, this same text juxtaposes a strong-armed
protector with a command to create and a description of Re crea-
ting, beginning at the primordial mound.” There are even fused
versions of creator gods (Ptah) and protector gods (Tanen) in this
temple ritual drama.”” This fusion also happens with Horus and a
group of protectors.”

Ritual Union

A cursory glance at the texts noted above reveals that in all of these
temple rituals, an important element of Egyptian religious practice
is at play. It is typical of ancient Egyptian efforts to bring about a
desired state or condition to coidentify the participant with mythi-
cal characters or conditions. This proclivity for trying to merge one’s
character with that of deity is the result of the Egyptian belief that
they were beings who had an existence in the mortal, the divine,
and the afterlife realms, all of which were perpetually superjacent
with each other.”” The Egyptians “lived in their metaphor, consid-
ering themselves ontologically to have a presence simultaneously
in what we would consider to be a number of different planes; such
a multivalent self-view is commonly reflected in Egyptian texts.”*
This metaphor was most commonly reflected in rituals, where one
could be sacralized to take advantage of the characteristics of the
divine. Thus, if one were bitten by a snake or stung by a scorpion,
one would ritually identify oneself with Horus, who had survived
just such encounters.”” When giving birth, a laboring mother would
be ritually identified with Isis, who survived the birthing process
and brought forth a healthy child.®

This tendency to coidentify with the divine is especially impor-
tant when dealing with sp tpi. Texts dealing with that sacred time
should be viewed not as describing events of the distant past but
rather as discussing actions that had occurred, were presently tak-
ing place, and would happen yet again in the future. Thus, the
events of sp tpi are historiolae that were carried out by real charac-
ters in a time that transcends mortal time and had a real impact on
mundane existence, which divine time could in turn be impacted
by that same quotidian life.*’ It was important for the Egyptians
to have interactions that took place both in and out of mortal time
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and space.® Ritual is the event that allowed the mortal Egyptian to
intentionally and forcibly impact sp tpi. Moreover, the temple, with
its existence in more than one realm, made ritual all the more effi-
cacious in its ability to impact multiple realms and multiple phases
of time.

As a result of all this, many of the rituals of the temple trans-
ported the ritual participants from the mundane to the supramun-
dane, allowing their actions to have multivalent effects. Becoming
Ptah in the ritual drama recorded on the Shabaka Stone not only
allowed one to ensure that the original creation was still efficacious
but also helped bring about the creative conditions of ma'at in the
present. The priestesses who participated in the festival of the kites
became Isis and Nephthys, and during the ritual they were acting in
sp tpi, but they were doing so in a way that impacted both sp tp7 and
the quotidian here-and-now. When in a ritual that killed a hippo-
potamus, and by extension Seth, the ritual role players became
Horus. As they did so, they were acting in both the realm of time
and nontime. When destroying Apophis in an execration ritual,
those participating in the ritual became Re and brought about
actions that ensured the safe nightly journey of the sun. This ritual
helped ensure that the events in sp tp7 happened as they should and
simultaneously protected the temple and the participants’ lives in
the immediate present. Becoming the figures who were present in
sp tpi allowed individuals to act in sacred time. Acting in sacred
time meant that they were acting, and having an effect, in all time
(and nontime) periods. The rituals of the temple create what oth-
ers have called “an extra-temporal and extra spatial metaphysical
sphere of existence.”® The ability to create, correct, and protect in
all phases of time made the temple experience particularly impor-
tant, powerful, and relevant.

Reunification in Sacred Time

Perhaps relevance and power to affect multiple spheres are most
important as one considers the purpose of the temple. The ulti-
mate ritual ending point of all these temples® was for the king or
his priestly proxies®” to be reunited, at least temporarily,*® with the
deity of the temple.*” When this occurred, they had overcome all
that had disrupted the pristine state of sp tpi, at least temporarily,



MUHLESTEIN, SACRED TIME AND ITs PROTECTION IN EGYPTIAN TEMPLES 43

and thus had re-created sp tpi. For that nonmoment, the forces of
chaos had been destroyed, the creative forces had been reactivated,
and the sacred “when” of creation had been reactualized. There was
an essential difference. Time had not been reset to exactly what it
had been before strife had entered the world and the gods had fled
the presence of humankind. It was after that point of pretime that
Horus had been begotten. The point of returning to that paradisia-
cal period was not to eradicate Horus in the process of eradicating
isfet. Instead, the sacred time striven for by the Egyptians and real-
ized in the sacred space and action of the temple was a modified
illud tempus. It was the restoration of the timeless sp tp7 but with
the introduction of new characters and the elevation of others to a
state where they could now coexist and commune with the divine.
Thus, the space and rituals of the temple created a reunion with the
gods and brought about a time and state similar to that which had
existed before disruption, yet which was better than the original
state in some ways.
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