World History







Name:                                                                        
Mr. Murray







Date:
The Greek Concept of Destiny—3




Block:                                           
Homer’s Iliad opens with a stunning passage: “Men are haunted by the vastness of eternity.  And so we ask ourselves, will our actions echo across the centuries?  Will strangers hear our name long after we are gone, and wonder who we were, how bravely we fought, how fiercely we loved?”   These were the questions that haunted the Greeks.  Whereas the Egyptians believed immortality was possible through mummification, the Greeks held a different view.  Man can only live forever through his deeds.  It is how man is remembered that determines his immortality. 

Consider for a moment the conversation Achilles had with his mother the sea goddess, Thetis.  She was making him a seashell necklace.  He came to her for her advice about going to war.  “I knew they would come for you,” she says. “Long before you were born.  Years ago I knew they would come.  They want you to fight in Troy.”  Achilles, moody as ever, doesn’t respond.  Finally Achilles says, “Mother, tonight I decide.”   Thetis then convinces Achilles why he has to fight at Troy.  “If you stay here, you will find peace.  You will find a wonderful woman.  You will have sons and daughters and they will have children, and they will love you.  And when you are gone they will remember you.  But when your children are dead and their children after them, your name will be lost for eternity.  But if you go to Troy, glory will be yours, my dear Achilles.  They will write stories about your victories for thousands of years.  The world will remember your name.  But if you go to Troy, you will never come home.  Your glory walks hand in hand with your doom.  And I shall never see you again.” 

What mother would encourage her son to go to war? Especially if she knew that he would die there and never come home?  Yet, Thetis understood the key to immortality.  Only through the heroic deeds of Achilles would his name live for eternity.  This too was the primary motivation of Achilles.  He hated Agamemnon; he hated his Greek alliance; he had no respect for Menelaus who could not keep his wife from the bed of a sworn enemy.  But Achilles went off to war knowing full well that he would die before the gates of Troy.  Consider what Achilles told his black-clad Myrmidons before they stormed the beach at Troy.  “Myrmidons, my brothers of the sword.  I would rather fight beside you than any army of thousands. Let no man forget how menacing we are, we are lions.  Do you know what’s there, waiting, beyond that beach? Immortality!  They will sing our praise for a thousand years.  Take it, it’s yours!”
The Greeks believed man was but a plaything in the hands of the gods.  They believed their lives were predetermined by the whims of the gods.  Achilles’ fate was to die at Troy. Fate, or destiny, refers to a predetermined course of events.  It may be conceived as a predetermined future, whether in general or of an individual.  It is a concept based on the belief that there is a fixed natural order to the universe.  Fate may be seen either as a sequence of events that is inevitable and unchangeable, or that individuals choose their own destiny by choosing different paths throughout their life. In the sense of being unchangeable it is said that the different courses of action people take may still lead to a predetermined destiny.
The Greeks believed that the gods placed the sins of the fathers on their sons.  Hence, the ongoing battle for the individual in the Greek world was that of free will versus fate.  To change one’s fate was possible, however extremely difficult and unlikely.  Change could only come through self-awareness.  To recognize one’s fate was to change one’s fate.  Without understanding the path on which all of us are placed, change is impossible.  To this end “Know Thyself” was carved above the door at the Temple of Delphi.  The essence of the battle to change their fates was expressed in a Greek poem, entitled Ode to Man, probably written sometime around 800 BC.  The author remains unknown:
“Oh, you silly mortal simple man.

You who thinks he is a god!

I give each of you a flaw and this tiny fissure, despite all of your good deeds

Will bring you down and destroy all that you love!

For unless you, simple mortal man

Unless you know thyself, 

You will be the cause of your own undoing.

The sins of the fathers are visited on their sons

Without self-knowledge, you become He.”
Delphi became the site for a major temple for the worship of Apollo.  The Temple at Delphi was thought to be the navel, or the bellybutton, of the universe. Apollo spoke through his oracle: the sibyl or priestess of the oracle at Delphi was known as the Pythia. She had to be an older woman of blameless life chosen from among the peasants of the area. She sat on a tripod seat over an opening in the earth. When Apollo slew Python, its body fell into this fissure, according to legend, and fumes arose from its decomposing body. Intoxicated by the vapors, the sibyl would fall into a trance, allowing Apollo to possess her spirit. In this state she prophesied man’s future and revealed their fates.
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What is fascinating about the role of the oracle of Delphi in Greek history was that the prophecies of the sibyl always came true.  So powerful were the words of the Pythia and so fully did the Greeks believe in her, that what she said became their reality.  All great endeavors in Greek history—war, marriage, raising children, planting crops and the Olympic Games—all began with a trip to Delphi.  When Achilles visited the oracle and was told, “You are invincible, my son!” Achilles became impossible to defeat in battle.  Not only did Achilles believe that he was invincible, but those that fought Achilles believed that he was invincible.  The prophecy became self-fulfilling.  To this day one of the most powerful dynamics in human psychology is the role of self-fulfilling prophecies.  Like the ancient Greeks, what we believe will happen, will always happen.  Not only will we make sure that it happens, but others will too!
Oracle of Delphi, by Johnny Shumate, 2010
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Destiny refers to a predetermined course of events.  It may be conceived as a predetermined future, whether in general or of an individual. It is a concept based on the belief that there is a fixed natural order to the universe.  Destiny may be seen either as a sequence of events that is inevitable and unchangeable, or that individuals choose their own destiny by choosing different paths throughout their life. In the sense of being unchangeable it is said that the different courses of action people take may still lead to a predetermined destiny.

Eric Berne was a 20th century American psychiatrist.  He is the father of Transactional Analysis (TA) and modern Script theory.  Berne was fascinated by the Greek classics and was convinced that the Greeks had discovered something extremely important about human behavior.  Berne noticed that the Greeks believed with all their hearts and souls that the gods controlled our destinies.  After visiting the oracle of Delphi, the Greeks actualized what they had heard, hence the huge concept of self-fulfilling prophecies.  Berne researched the Greek heroes in the Trojan War and read Homer and analyzed Achilles and tried to figure out Oedipus and studied Sisyphus.  What Berne determined was human behavior was all planned out and scripted.  Whereas the Greeks argued these behaviors were destined the gods, Berne believed our behaviors were scripted by our parents and their parents and their parents before them.  Individuals have their own scripts; ethnic groups have their own scripts; groups and teams have their own scripts; and countries have their own scripts.

Script is your life plan.  Our scripts are designed to last a lifetime.  Scripts are based on 70% what we have seen and 30% on what we have been told.  Scripts are based on what we have seen and heard since the day we are born.  We spend our childhood memorizing our scripts and our adult lives acting out our life scripts.  By the time we are eighteen, most of our scripts are already dialed in and then extremely difficult to change.  Everybody has a script.  The difference is some people have a winner/healthy script, while others have a loser/victim script.  Because of this winners hook up with winners and losers hook up with losers; winners have winner friends and losers have loser friends.  While these two different scripts will interact with each other, long lasting relationships are impossible because neither has memorized the rules of the other.  All of us are heavily scripted by our parents and role models, just as our parents and role models were scripted by their parents and role models.  The issue therefore is not who is to blame, but rather recognizing one’s script.  Hence the Greek command, “Know Thyself!”

One way of looking at childhood and early adulthood (ages 2-18) is when we learn and memorize our scripts.  We watch our parents and role models and just as an actor memorizes his lines, we memorize how we are supposed to behave.  Just as actors memorize their scripts for the final performance, as children and young adults we rehearse our scripts for the final performance called adulthood.  This means that the alcoholic or the lazy student or the abused woman or the abusive male or the loser has been memorizing and rehearsing their scripts since they were children.  For this reason, the abused woman will be automatically drawn to the abusive male.  Both of them have been learning the rules and acting out the behaviors their entire lives.  And this is why the strong, classy, dignified woman will be not be attracted to the abusive male, and why the abusive male will not be drawn to the strong woman, because again, neither knows nor understands the script rules of the other.  In the Ode to Man the Greeks wrote, “The sins of the fathers are visited on their sons.”  It is for this reason that most of us grow up to be exactly like our parents.  Girls become their mothers, boys become their fathers, and we raise our children exactly the way we were raised.  Like Oedipus, boys marry their mothers; like Electra girls marry their fathers; like Achilles parents kill their children; and like Sisyphus our lives are one long Ground Hog Day where we repeat these behaviors over and over again. Teachers teach the way they were taught; coaches coach the way they were coached; preachers minister the way they were ministered and on and on and on…

The Greeks knew that change was possible but only through self-awareness.  But to change ones destiny, or in our context, to change one’s script, is going to be very, very difficult.  Like Sisyphus, we are destined, for better or worse, to repeat our behaviors for eternity.  Unless we know who we are and how we have been scripted, we are all destined to become Sisyphus.
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