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1

Introduction
John Bodel and Saul M. Olyan

This volume grows out of a conference held at Brown University during the winter
of 2005. Its purpose, like that of the event which preceded it, is to advance our
understanding, both contextually and comparatively, of a distinct and widespread
ancient religious phenomenon – household and family religion – within a number
of discrete cultural and historical settings of Mediterranean and West Asian an-
tiquity. In order to achieve these goals, we invited a paper, and begin with a chapter,
outlining the salient theoretical and methodological issues raised by the study of
household and family religion in itself and showing the importance of cross-cultural
comparisons for effective theory-formation. A series of essays follows, addressing
the phenomenon of household and family religion in a number of different cultural
contexts: Second Millennium West Asia (Mesopotamia, Emar, Nuzi, Ugarit); First
Millennium West Asia (including Israel); Egypt; Greece; and Rome. A comparative
essay by the editors concludes the volume.

Family and household religion is a cutting-edge topic in several of the fields 
represented here. In some it is just emerging as a distinct subject of interest. In 
others it has long been studied, but often with a teleologically Christianizing bias
that has obscured its essential nature. Past emphasis on religion as manifested in
state-sponsored or civic temple cults has tended to give way in several fields to a new
recognition that religious expression outside the physical and social contexts of
national, regional, or civic worship – expression associated with household, family,
and domicile – is also significant and must be investigated in a serious way. Such 
religious expression might include supplication of a household’s patron deities or 
of spirits associated with the house itself, providing for ancestral spirits, and any
number of rituals related to the lifecycle (rites of pregnancy and birth, maturity, old
age, and death). And it might occur in a number of different loci. For a number of
the cultures represented here, the domicile was evidently a central locus for petition
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2 John Bodel and Saul M. Olyan

of family gods and, in some settings, for contact with dead ancestors. But for some
of the cultures of interest to us, the domestic locus hardly exhausts the phenomenon
we are calling household and family religion, for the household and family are social
units, and the religious activity of their members might also occur in places other
than the home, such as at extramural tombs and local sanctuaries. Furthermore, as
Stanley Stowers emphasizes in his essay in this volume, the temporal dimensions 
of household and family religion cannot be ignored. Lifecycle events occur at par-
ticular stages of life, in a particular sequence. Thus, any study of household and 
family religion ought to be shaped by considerations of where a given ritual took
place, in the presence or interest of what social group, and when – not only at what
time of day (if that is known) but, in certain cases, at what times of year and at what
stage in the life of either the participant or the property itself.

Readers might find redundancy in our title and wonder why we have chosen to
refer to the phenomenon of interest as “household and family religion” rather than
simply “family religion” or “household religion.” Because usages within disciplines
vary, and because the phenomenon itself takes different forms in different cultural
contexts, we did not want to prejudice the issue by imposing a single name, nor did
we wish to become overly distracted by debate about nomenclature. Our primary
interest is the phenomenon itself, how it was constituted and how it functioned
within the cultures under consideration, rather than achieving a consensus regard-
ing terminology. With the goal of approaching the subject from that perspective, 
we invited our contributors to use whatever terminology they preferred for the 
phenomenon in question but asked them to justify their usages by explaining the
parameters of the territory that each term covered. We asked them, in other words,
to begin to theorize the phenomenon for their own fields, thereby providing us
with a basis for comparison among cultures.

Most contributors tend to prefer one term or the other, but some are inclined to
speak of a “domestic cult” or “popular religion” instead of “family” or “household”
religion. Predictably, perhaps, definitions of “household” and “family” vary by 
cultural and disciplinary context, but most can be broadly classified according to a
few basic oppositional categories: families are generally conceived of either broadly,
as comprising all descendants of a single male ancestor (a clan), or more narrowly, 
as constituting a smaller group of closer relatives. Within the latter category, the
family can be further defined as either nuclear, having the triadic configuration of
mother, father, and offspring, or extended, including also more distant relatives and
often spanning several generations. Households, similarly, can be classified as either 
simple, consisting exclusively of biological kin, or complex, comprising household
dependents (principally but not only domestic slaves) as well as blood relatives – 
in short, all who live within the house (or, more accurately in certain contexts, all
who fall within the power of the head of the family). Within these basic categories
much variation, of course, is possible – the compositions and configurations of 
complex households, for example, differed substantially among the cultures 
under consideration – and practically there is often considerable overlap among
them, but fundamentally “family” and “household” characterize different realms,
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Introduction 3

one primarily biological with an important temporal element, the other architec-
tural with an important physical component. The terms chosen for our title may
thus be seen to represent two related but essentially different ways by which the
phenomenon of interest can be identified and, in a preliminary way, defined.

In addition to textual representations of cultic activity outside of the major 
sanctuaries, whether epigraphic or literary, relevant materials for reconstructing
household and family religion include the material remains of distinct domestic or
other loci, related utensils understood to serve cultic purposes, and pictorial repres-
entations of cultic acts, deities, or other relevant phenomena. For some cultures, 
the onomasticon forms another distinct class of pertinent data (e.g., Egypt, Emar,
Israel). In some fields, recent archaeological discoveries have increased considerably
the material available for study and have stimulated further investigation into the
phenomenon. The evidence of Ammonite Tell Jawa, for example, has had con-
siderable impact on discussions of Levantine household and family religion. Our
authors draw on various kinds of sources, and their treatments of them are shaped
both by the range of evidence available to them and by the questions they ask 
of it. Some privilege texts in their investigations, others material remains, including
visual representations. Still others strive to balance the different classes of evidence.
What they share in common is a focus on a distinct religious phenomenon attested
cross-culturally and through time.

Why contextual and comparative perspectives? Studying family and household
religion from the viewpoint of each individual cultural context of interest to us
requires little justification. Such a contextual approach has been and remains 
routine in all of the fields represented in this volume and, what is more important,
provides the requisite material for any attempt at comparison. In fact, there can be
no worthwhile comparison without a detailed consideration of the phenomenon in
each individual context. Thus far, such contextual work has been attempted in only
a few of the settings under consideration here (e.g., Second Millennium Babylon,
First Millennium Israel, classical Rome). For a number of other cultural contexts,
the essays collected in this volume represent a significant initial step, a first attempt
at a comprehensive understanding of household and family religion in a particular 
setting. In contrast to contextual work, which is uncontroversial in itself, being at
worst harmlessly antiquarian, comparison has sometimes elicited resistance from
scholars in the various fields represented in this volume, as Stowers notes in his
essay. Whatever the reasons for such resistance – there are probably more than a 
few – comparison strikes us as particularly welcome and even necessary when the
phenomenon under study, however it is to be more precisely defined, is attested as
broadly and cross-culturally as is household and family religion. Comparison has the
potential to generate new questions and novel insights; it can lead us to a more
nuanced understanding of the category of religious behavior that interests us by
revealing points of similarity as well as difference; and it can enable us to distinguish
that which is common to a larger Mediterranean and West Asian cultural sphere
from that which is particular to one or another cultural setting. First, however, we
must explore the nature of the phenomenon in its various manifestations across the

9781405175791_4_001.qxd  28/02/2008  11:13  Page 3



4 John Bodel and Saul M. Olyan

region. We therefore begin with a series of studies of household and family religion
in individual civilizations, arranged chronologically and consequently moving
(roughly) from east to west, in order to gain insight into the phenomenon of 
interest as it is evidenced in a number of discrete cultural settings over time. These
individual studies are followed by an essay in which a preliminary attempt is made 
at comparison, in the hope of advancing our understanding of the nature of 
household and family religion across the larger Mediterranean and West Asian
world of antiquity.
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2

Theorizing the Religion of Ancient
Households and Families
Stanley K. Stowers

For areas of academic study with deep philological and humanist roots, the title 
of this volume announces a bold and important venture. The interest in method,
and especially in theory and comparison, reflects a growing awareness that even 
particularistic fields like Classics, Biblical Studies and Egyptology are not self-
justifying and autonomous domains of knowledge. Rather, they belong to the 
universe of knowledge and accountability named in the very concept of a university.
I take my task as that of saying something about religion, household, and family 
in light of the tasks of comparison and theory formation. Although I believe that 
the principles of domestic religion that I discuss have a broad relevance, I admit 
up-front that I know almost nothing about many of the cultural areas represented in
this volume. I do know a little bit about Greece and Rome and so will use examples
from there. I will first make some remarks about family and household and then
focus upon religion.

A massive bibliography from several fields exists on the family and household.1

Those categories are far from unproblematic, but only limited discussion about
them is feasible here. Understanding the conjunction of the categories family,
household, and religion stands as central to the project of this volume. The difficulty
of the task finds illustration in one problem. If religion of the family is defined as the
religion that any member of the family might practice, then all religion is religion 
of the family, since in theory everyone belongs to a family of some sort. Another
approach and account is needed to treat religion of the household and family. 
The vast contemporary literature on the family is a highly political minefield. On
one extreme, evolutionary psychologists simply posit that the nuclear family con-
sisting of heterosexual monogamous husband and wife with biologically related
children all residing together, and the man working outside the home with the wife
tending the hearth and raising the children, is hard-wired in the brain, genetically
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6 Stanley K. Stowers

determined.2 On the other extreme, some sociologists and cultural anthropologists
argue that actual patterns of social relations are so varied that there is no family, 
but only culturally specific ideologies of the family.3 Unlike the evolutionary 
psychologists, at least, the anthropologists have evidence – too much of it.4 They
can point to types of societies in which husbands and wives never live together, or
where biological paternity is impossible to know and not taken into account in
locating and raising children, and on and on with variations.5

In the nineteenth century and the early part of the last century, pan Indo-
European evolutionary theories of the family pictured a development from perva-
sive large extended families in societies based on blood ties toward smaller families
in societies based on rational organization finally realized in modernity. These ideas
affected writing on Greek and Roman families.6 After the mid-twentieth century,
there was a general reaction against these views and a movement among historians
of European and the Mediterranean cultures to show that the nuclear family had
always been the norm, including in Greece and Rome.7 There has been some 
criticism of this trend, but it still dominates.8 I find the pioneering work of Andrew
Wallace-Hadrill that focuses on various kinds of residences as social places par-
ticularly suggestive for thinking about new directions.9 I will not challenge the 
consensus about the nuclear family and its focus on “blood ties” except to point to
some methodological flaws in the way that the case has been mounted. Noting
these flaws will be useful for theorizing the conjunction with religion.

It seems to me that the case for the nuclear family has often been made by using
an implicit scheme of analysis that made the husband, wife, and biological children
an essence in opposition to slaves, resident workers, freedmen, and other relatives
who are treated as non-essential. But, for example, were slaves in Roman house-
holds during the later Republic and Empire non-essential? Greece and Rome were
cultures that did not even have words for the nuclear family. They were indeed 
societies in which husbands, wives and their children residing together were 
important. But making family trump household misses the lesson from the massive
work of the anthropologists. The sum and intensity of actual social relations is 
what counts. Families in which those who make up the supposed nuclear essence
have relations and even lifelong emotional attachments to resident slaves, for 
example, are different from the nuclear family. Families in households in which
slaves and nurses rather than the nuclear mother do most of the child-rearing are
different. A household in which there is no distinction between work and home,
and in which public and private, insiders and outsiders blur is different from the
nuclear family that evolutionary psychologists find to be universal. Households in
which members of the nuclear family regularly have children with slaves and do not
allow slaves to form families are different. The examples could be multiplied. The
lesson for the task of this volume is that place and residency must be given their due
weight. Who lived together and what were their relations? What configuration of
relations did the people who lived in that place have with other places? What were
the dynamics and cycles of changes in the compositions of those households? Family
should not be abstracted from household. Ideologies of household and family
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Theorizing Ancient Household Religion 7

should then be analytically distinguished with the awareness that ideology and
actual relations affect each other.

Because theory and method have been understood in various ways within and
across fields, some comments about my assumptions are in order. I understand 
theory formation as the activity of critical definition, classification, comparison, and
interpretation that aims toward explanation.10 Explanation is a form of rede-
scription. Most often it involves taking a subject matter described in native, folk,
and local terms and redescribing it in terms designed by the researcher to answer 
the researcher’s questions, to broaden the scope of the data, and to understand 
it systematically, if possible. Theory possesses whatever explanatory power it has 
by virtue of its difference from the local and native terms of the subject matter.
Theory formation is a process that presupposes the fullest possible description and
understanding of the local native point-of-view, but is itself a distinct intellectual
activity. As Jonathan Z. Smith reminds us with Jorge Luis Borges’s parable of the
mapmakers, a map is only useful to the extent that it differs from the territory to
which it refers.11 A map that covered every inch of Rhode Island and exactly corres-
ponded to every feature of its topography would be of no use at all. Description 
and paraphrase are not yet mapmaking. In my estimation, fields like those rep-
resented in this conference have wanted too much method without the theory 
that justifies the method and gives it sense. Someone might teach me the technique
of replacing a certain circuit board in my computer but, without the theoretical
knowledge of how the computer works, I will never understand why it burned 
out or the function it performed within the larger system of the computer. 
Method without theory can be dangerous. Classics and Biblical Studies are replete
with examples of literary and social theories that have been imported and turned
into methods of reading texts with a loss of the contexts and questions that 
generated the theories.12

The interests and social practices of the scholar make her way of thinking different
from the native and local thought, but the scholar’s explanation and theory forma-
tion is only a specialized version of ordinary human cognitive practices. When
Aristophanes said “even the barbarians have gods” (Birds 1525) and Herodotus
compared the religion of the Greeks to that of the Egyptians and Scythians, they
were engaged in rudimentary theory formation about religion. To define and 
classify, as both Greek writers do, requires comparison. Definition, classification,
and comparison are inseparable.13 Even ordinary folk description involves classi-
fication and comparison. The theorist adds a broadened scope, systematic reflexiv-
ity, and organized public critique. For Herodotus, the similarity and difference 
that he described in non-Greek religion required explanation and he provided 
several. The modern academic adds vastly more data, a potentially universal 
horizon, and an apparatus of critical reflexivity about those activities that includes
the history and state of theory formation across fields of knowledge. Thus com-
parison is not an extra inquiry that the scholar might want to add to his supposedly
more basic practices, but a requirement for anyone who aims at explanation.
Indeed, it is fundamental to thought as such. The anti-comparative ethos of some
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8 Stanley K. Stowers

fields is only maintained by a regime of rules and practices that valorize limiting
inquiry to descriptive paraphrase so as to strictly control the scope of the data that
may be entertained, and the kinds of questions that can be asked.14 As soon as a
scholar seriously considers the thesis that the people in question were not just, say,
Greeks or Judeans, but also residents of the ancient eastern Mediterranean region or
members of a type of pre-modern society or that they belong to the species homo
sapiens, then comparison goes hand in hand with such classification.

In my view, the object of study that presents the most difficulties is religion.
These difficulties stem not from some special epistemological or ontological status
of the object, but from the fact that religion has been treated as special, unique, 
not subject to the norms of inquiry presupposed for other human activities.15

That the academic study of religion has only recently and partially been made 
semi-autonomous from the religious study of religion is one sign of this situation.
In the fields that study western antiquity, I am amazed at how rarely writings 
that treat religion define or in any way specify what the scholar holds religion to be.
This means, for one thing, that local intuitive folk assumptions of the scholar 
about religion often shape studies in ways that cannot easily be the object of 
critical scrutiny.

One step toward rectifying this problem would be the use of explicit definition. 
A definition should be a starting point for further work and for revision of the
definition. A definition is a theory in nuce and thus extremely useful for orienting
the writer and the reader. Desiderata for useful theoretical definition include the 
following. It should specify the ontological status of the phenomenon. In the case
of religion, I see it as a human activity, a social/cultural phenomenon. A definition
should encompass all or as much as possible of the phenomenon in question. A
definition tells one what the researcher, at least initially and tentatively, counts as the
limits and boundaries of the phenomenon. A definition should not simply be any
particular local perspective. A specification that said religion is belief in the one true
god and his son and false variants of sorcery, magic, and heresy might encompass
most of the world’s religion, but it would represent it from one local perspective.
Many of the folk assumptions about religion among scholars who write about 
antiquity suffer from some, albeit more subtle, form of this problem. Qualifiers such
as a system of beliefs, the feeling of awe and reverence, the sacred, transcendence
and on and on are examples of attempts to define religion that centrally involve 
local religious norms about religion. Usually these derive from Christianity and the
traditions of nineteenth-century Romanticism.16 Definitions should be polythetic
rather than monothetic.17 Monothetic is closely related to what people often mean
by essentialistic, and involves classification by a single supposedly invariant feature
or bounded bundle of features.

I will offer the following definition, by way of illustration and in order to stimu-
late thinking about the religion of the household and the family. Religions are 
the often linked and combined practices (i.e., doings and saying) of particular
human populations (e.g., imagined as cultures, societies, ethnicities, groups, global 
movements) that involve the imagined participation of gods or other normally 

9781405175791_4_002.qxd  28/02/2008  11:14  Page 8



Theorizing Ancient Household Religion 9

non-observable beings in those practices and social formations, and that shade into
many kinds of anthropomorphizing interpretations of the world. Religion is the
unfolding activity (including thinking and believing) involving those practices that
postulate participation with and make reference to gods, normally non-observable
beings and anthropomorphizing interpretations of the world. This definition rests
on claims of some reliably generalizable, if not necessarily universal, characteristics
of religious activities. Such activities directly or indirectly involve “culturally pos-
tulated” beings with human-like agency and other human-like features, especially of
human mind.18 Normally non-observable here should not be taken in a positivistic
way. It is not a claim about the reality and epistemological status of these beings, but
about a characteristic of native conception. Gods, ancestors and such are typically
conceived as not in public view most of the time for various reasons, even if emana-
tions, incarnations, visible instantiations, and representations of the full reality are
common.

The beings in this theory can be human-like in a number of ways, but such 
non-obvious beings usually have attributes of mind such as purposes, will, and
intentions.19 They may have bodies or be bodiless and immaterial. They may be
powerful, immortal and beyond every order of existence conceivable to humans or
they may be mortal and rather fragile. They may be thought of as agents with whom
humans want to communicate and please or they may be conceived as agents that
humans want to avoid and keep at a distance. It is a distinctly modern idea to think
them supernatural in the sense that there is a split between a natural order of cause
and effect by uniform physical laws acting on qualitatively uniform matter versus 
an entirely other realm of the spiritual. Even the God of the Bible is not beyond 
the physical and the natural order.20 The power of the theory, then, comes from,
first, allowing for precise discriminations about what is religious and what is not,
and, second, from enabling fine discriminations about historical types of religion.

Some reflections on the definition will, I hope, point to its utility. To begin with,
religion is a class of practices that involve a broader, species-wide cognitive pro-
pensity. This makes it difficult to think of religion as something autonomous in 
relation to other classes of human activity.21 This also makes religion a matter of
more and less. That religion draws upon the phenomenon of anthropomorphizing
allows one to see that there are not clear boundaries at the margins for what is 
religious and that cases may shade off into areas usually thought of as philosophies
of life, folk science, folk psychology, and so on. But why call it a class of practices?22

Talking of practice provides a way of thinking about the social that avoids the 
individual/social and thought/action dualisms that have caused so much mischief
in our intellectual history. Most of human life unfolds in kinds of activities based 
on practical skills that the individual did not invent. As such, practices are the 
primary unit that a culture or society reproduces over time. On this view, a society
or culture is not greater than the sum of its parts, but a large number of practical
skills assembled and linked in characteristic ways that are passed down from genera-
tion to generation. This means that I reject totalizing abstractions like society and
social structure in functional analysis.
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10 Stanley K. Stowers

This way of thinking about religion is polythetic. The human-like beings and
characteristics that agents attribute to the world comprise a massive class of
thought/action. The class is precisely as complex as human ways of thinking about
and acting toward human beings, at least as these can be involved in imagining 
the non-human world. No single property of the class can apply to all instances of
religion, even if characteristic combinations of properties might apply widely across
instances.

I will choose the issue of religion’s frequently supposed autonomy from other
social domains to illustrate this way of theorizing religion for the study of antiquity.
Fortunately, there is now wide recognition that religion was organized differently 
in antiquity as compared to western modernity. A division into semi-autonomous
domains such as the economy, politics, high culture, and religion characterizes
modernity. It is from this large-scale field and individual life-sphere arrangement of
modernity that we get the idea that religion is something essentially separate from
areas such as the economy and politics. In antiquity, religion was embedded in a
rather seamless social and cultural whole. This means that religion was not a matter
of meaning for the individual in a distinct portion of a person’s life. It has been 
typical in modernity to view religion as a sphere of meaning and economy as a
sphere of instrumentality, two opposites.

But what happens when we consider the religion of the ancient household and
take seriously our way of theorizing it as a class of practices that are continuous with
other practices and patterns of human thought? Most economic production in
antiquity took place within the household and on land owned and/or worked by
members of households, including slaves.23 Households in the Greek and Roman
worlds were organized so that the work of women, children, slaves and other
dependents supported the leisure of male heads of households so that they might
have freedom for management, cultural (e.g., religion), and political activity. The
house was not a place of leisure that one came home to after work at the office, but
the center of work and production. Moreover, the domestic economy, based on the
idea of non-market exchanges of goods between members of the family, was the
ideal model for the outside economy of equals and citizens.24

Religious practices and economic practices were intertwined in antiquity and to
adequately theorize ancient religions the scholar must understand how practices
that made reference to gods and similar beings also involved the economy and 
politics and so on. It is no accident that the most important religious practices and
institutions had to do with land, the wealth from the land and food. The central 
religious practices in the historical period of the ancient Mediterranean concerned
the fruits of the land that landowning heads of households offered back to deities
who gave the products and legitimated the ownership and social order. As places of
animal, plant and other offerings, temples were centers of massive consumption,
redistribution and storage of wealth that competed with households, the other
major locus for economy and religion.25 Scholarship from the social sciences on 
gift giving, reciprocity and non-market economies are highly relevant, but under-
exploited by scholars of antiquity, and especially of religion. One could take art or
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politics and also show how the practices that comprise these categories of social
analysis were also embedded with religious practices.

One central theoretical and methodological lesson from the embeddedness of
religious practices is that the analysis of meaning should not be separated from 
the analysis of power and action. Meaning and power are mutually implicated. 
The researcher should ask two questions: What were the culture’s schemes of
classification and how did individuals and groups act with or against those schemes
so as to produce and distribute social capital? I will illustrate these two moves with
reference to some points at which the theorizing work of two critical heirs of Claude
Levi-Strauss, Jonathan Z. Smith and Pierre Bourdieu, touch on domestic religion.
Much of Smith’s important work on religion has concerned classification and 
comparison. For a conference that treated an area from Iran to the Aegean and
south to Egypt over the course of literate antiquity, Smith was given the unenviable
task of making some useful generalizations about religion.26 He did so by means of
a taxonomy of religion from that territory and time span with terms inspired by lines
from Dr Seuss’s Green Eggs and Ham: “I will not eat them here or there; I will not
eat them anywhere.” Thus his taxonomy took a form particularly appropriate for
antiquity, a topography.

The religion of household and family, located primarily in the home and at 
the family tomb, is the ultimate religion of place. The place of domestic religion 
is “here” because it is not “there.” “There” is the religion of public, civic, and 
state religion epitomized by the temple. A temple is centrally defined by occupying 
a separated sacred space in contrast to the home. Put a little differently from 
Smith’s language, “here” is the primary place of human occupation and one crosses
over “there” to enter a temple, a place dedicated especially to the occupation of 
the gods.

One might develop an idea of categories and implicit comparison inherent in
Smith’s schema with the example of the temple. The temple is a place constructed 
in such a way that it draws attention to itself as extraordinary over against the 
ordinariness of the house. Thus in some cultural spheres the temple is explicitly 
a house for the gods. But even if not explicit, a temple is usually a place with walls 
or columns, roof, a door or entrance, and so on: in other words, a version of house-
building, but very different from any mundane house.27 This disparity is marked 
in the archaeological record. While the remains of temple religion are quite striking,
traces of domestic religion are difficult to recognize. A household vessel used for
libations is likely to be an ordinary cup, while a temple vessel is one made precisely
to display its difference from the ordinary household utensil.

The most important form of the religion of “here” was the family or household
meal, both every day and for special religious occasions.28 Codes of hospitality and
patterns of inclusion, exclusion, and differentiated participation defined degrees 
of membership and relatedness to the family. Expressed in an idiom closer to
Bourdieu than to Smith, the place, say a dining table and hearth or a courtyard altar,
gave structure to practice. The practical skills that those in the household required
in order to participate both shaped the participants and gave them capacity for 
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endless elaboration and strategic action within the constraints of the game. Slightly
modified versions of food preparation, eating, drinking, serving, pouring, and 
table talk marked the practices as religious, as involving some relation to gods,
ancestors, non-obvious beings, or purpose and value attributed to the non-human
world. The religion of “there” in the temple borrowed the everyday practices of
“here,” but greatly elaborated and exaggerated them to mark them precisely as 
not everyday. It is not just an everyday dinner, but a sacrificial feast in the house 
of a god. I will argue that, for the periods and areas in question, both meaning 
and power involved the mutual opposition and interaction of the “here” and the
“there.”

Smith writes, “Domestic religion, focused on the extended family, is supremely
local. It is concerned with the endurance of the family as a social and biological
entity.”29 What I find interesting in this passage is that, although Smith’s taxonomy
concerns spatial place, he must also speak of, even conflate, spatial place with 
temporal place.30 Just as in Greek religion, the sacrifice of an animal at the house-
hold hearth in order to introduce a newborn into the household took place at a 
spatial site, so it also occupied a temporal site in the life of the family, clan and 
individual in question.31 Even the title of this volume suggests this key duality of
place in speaking of “household and family religion.” In the religion both of “here”
and “there,” ritual had a marked temporal sequence at a marked spatial site, and
myth and genealogy coordinated spatial and temporal place.32 The founder of the
city’s lineage sprang from this land. The father’s father lived and was buried here. I
would generalize by saying that a central characteristic of ancient domestic religion
was the coordination of spatial and temporal place. Thus the most distinctive rituals
of domestic religion in the ancient Mediterranean were rites of passage, of birth,
death, and stages of life. Smith points out that the chief threats to the religion of
“here” were extinction, dislocation and forgetfulness.33 Again these involved the
conjunction of temporal and spatial place. Extinction is the end of a particular string
of connected temporal sites that a group of humans have linked to a story about a
spatial place. Forgetfulness is a threat to that activity of genealogical conjunction.
Dislocation separates the sites in the life-course of the family and its members 
from the spatial place to which they are thought intrinsically to belong. Thus the
dilemma of the family that is exiled from the burial sites of its ancestors: Reburial
and pilgrimage are possible, but will always serve as reminders of a loss of place 
considered intrinsic to the family. This situation can lead to the creation of a 
homeland/diaspora culture.

The importance of this conjunction of the spatial and the temporal for the 
character of domestic religion can be seen by way of contrast with the religion of
“anywhere.” This is religion that is bound to no place in particular.34 Examples
include many kinds of clubs and associations, wandering religious specialists, 
religious specialists without official legitimacy, and eventually Christian groups in
the first centuries of the Roman Empire. I would argue that this kind of religion 
typically centers on specialists in books and in writing. The example of Christianity
in its first two centuries shows that it is possible for temporal place to entirely 
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