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ABSTRACT

A group of religious folktales of the broadest category “God rewards and punishes” (ATU 750-ATU 799) develop the theme of people meeting God or Christ as they wander the earth, disguised as beggars and asking for hospitality and alms.

In some stories from this group, the importance of charity is particularly exalted, as the protagonists are poor people who do not hesitate to sacrifice everything they have, even their child, for the stranger they host. This paper studies three such stories from the Greek oral tradition. Two of them can be included in well-known international folktale types (the ATU 750 B, ATU 750 D), while the third is not included in the international catalogue ATU. Known in Greece, Cyprus and at least in three other countries (Turkey, Bulgaria, and India), this latter tale is very often combined with the second (ATU 750), but it is also narrated as a tale in its own right. I have given it the number 750B*, for reasons that will be discussed below.

The paper also examines the relation these three religious tales have with mythical episodes and motifs which, since they are used in a Christian context, are given symbolic meanings adapted to the Christian value system.
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RESUM

Un grup de contes populars religiosos de la categoria més àmplia «Déu recompensa i castiga» (ATU 750-ATU 799) desenvolupen el tema de la trobada de persones amb Déu o Crist quan vaguen per la terra, disfressades de captaires i demanant hospitalitat i almoina.

En alguns relats d’aquest grup s’exalta especialment la importància de la caritat, ja que els protagonistes són pobres que no dubten a sacrificar tot allò que tenen pel foraster que hostatgen, fins i tot el seu fill. En aquest treball estudiem tres relats de la tradició oral grega. Dos es poden incloure en tipus de contes populars internacionals ben coneguts (l’ATU 750 B, l’ATU 750 D), mentre que el tercer no figura al catàleg internacional ATU. Conegut a Grècia, Xipre i almenys a tres països més (Turquia, Bulgària i l’Índia), aquest últim conte es combina molt sovint amb el segon (ATU 750), però també es narra com un d’autònom. Li he donat el número 750B*, per raons que s’exposaran més endavant.

A més, en l’article s’examina la relació entre aquests tres relats religiosos amb episodis i motius mítics que, en ser utilitzats en context cristià, reben significats simbòlics adaptats al sistema de valors cristià.
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1. The slaughter and resurrection of the calf/ox (ATU 750 B)

    Let us begin our exploration of the Greek material with a Greek version of international tale type ATU 750 B. This short version was collected in 1939 in Chalkidiki and was published in the journal Laographia 12, (1938: 385) recorded by O. Mavrofidou and F. Kyriakidou in Livadi Chalkidiki, in 1939, narrated by K. Libitzouni. The narrator was an 85-year-old woman:

There was a man and Christ said to him: “Give me something to eat” and the man made an agreement with his wife. “Well, this man is looking for something to eat”, he says to his wife. “What shall we give him to eat, we have nothing”. They said: “Let’s slaughter the calf”. They slaughtered the calf, and they took it and gave it to him. The cow was mooing as they sat down to eat. Jesus said to them: “Why is the cow mooing?” They said: “Because the calf has run away and that is why the cow cries”. They didn’t say: “We slaughtered it”. Then Christ said to the woman: “Clear the table, gather up the bones, come to me”. They went there and Christ said: “Throw the bones here in front”. And he blessed the bones, and the calf stood up alive. He came to life and became a calf.

This narrative focuses on the hospitable behavior of the poor couple, who, having nothing to give the unknown beggar for food, slaughter their calf. Of course, the hospitality shown by the couple is rewarded: Jesus performs the miracle of resurrecting the calf by gathering its bones.

The tale highlights the value of almsgiving, which is a key element of Christian doctrine and teaching: And the crowds asked him: “What then should we do?” In reply, he said to them: “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise” (The Bible, Luke 3: 10-12). This teaching has inspired other folk narratives, where Christ travels the world and meets people.1 In many of them, Jesus is portrayed as a beggar. Regarding this image, Marianthi Kaplanoglou (2021: 358–360) observes that it has two dimensions: one moral-symbolic/didactic and one social. The acute problem of poverty is reproduced in popular narratives, which also develop:

The value system of obligations and rewards that connected the family-household with the wider community-public space". Many stories popularised the Orthodox Christian saying: ‘The merciful poor lends to God’. These narratives reflect collective rules and moral obligations that regulated social relations and ensured the survival of the weakest (Kaplanoglou 2021: 358).

The following story, which can be regarded as a variation of the previous one,2 will demonstrate this social and moral dimension in a slightly different manner. It is a legend that is widespread in Greece, where the protagonist is a pious poor man, named Philip, who slaughters his ox, to give meat to all the poor inhabitants of the village. God resurrects the animal. Philip then becomes a Saint. This version is entitled: “Ο φτωχός ο Φίλιππος στο χωράφι απόκρευε” (Poor Philip was eating meat before the fast in the field" (proverbial phrase).3

Philip was a farmer and he had two oxen. He was ploughing. So, in the evening when he returned from the fields and put the oxen in the barn, he found that all the Christians had gathered and were complaining that they had no meat to eat before the Forty-Day Fast (before Christmas). “Shall we not eat meat”, they said, “tonight? What misfortune is this?” The village was very poor and only Philip had oxen. He thought about it and said: “Isn’t it a pity the whole village won’t eat meat tonight?”.

He left his wife at home, went down to his barn, slaughtered his ox, and distributed the meat to the villagers. His wife saw that he had a cut of meat saved for their house. “Where did you get the meat?” “Woman, I slaughtered the ox”. “Wow, you slaughtered the ox! And how are we going to plough now?” “Well, believe in God, woman!”. They ate, and they fell asleep. In the morning Philip got up, went down to the barn, and what did he see? His ox was alive! There should have been one left but there were two. He crossed himself and praised God. So for being a good Christian, Philip became a saint, and the day on which meat is eaten before the Forty-Day Fast begins is the feast of St. Philip.4

The Greek legends about Saint Philip have been studied by M. Miligou–Markantoni (1978), who considered 248 variations, most unpublished, from all over Greece and Asia Minor. She studied them in connection with the agricultural customs of sowing and ploughing, the respective beliefs, the celebration of the feast of the Saint (on November 14) before the Christmas fast, the practices of mutual assistance and cooperation between farmers who had only one ox, so that they could pair up and plough, the beneficial actions that accompanied the celebration of the Saint, etc. In all these oral legends, Saint Philip is presented as a very poor farmer working hard in the fields, ploughing and sowing. Despite his poverty, he does not hesitate to slaughter his only ox and share it with all other poor villagers. His piety and goodness are mentioned in several of these narratives and are rewarded by God, who resurrects the animal, just as Christ does in the story of the poor man who hosts the beggar (Miligkou-Markantoni 1978: 106-107).

In the versions featuring St. Philip, the slaughtered animal is an ox. This offering is particularly significant, as the animal is essential to survival because it is used for ploughing. In this regard, the slaughter and offering of the animal is an act of personal sacrifice and deep compassion for the other villagers. It should be noted that the theme of Christ’s visitation and the motif of charity to the beggar is missing from St. Philip’s legend. Instead, poor Philip engages in an act of wider social giving that will be rewarded by God with the miracle of the animal’s resurrection.

This resurrection from its bones is a very old theme. It has been associated with saints of the very early Western Church, especially St. Germanus. Karl von Sydow “traces the beginning of the tradition to Nennius (8th century), the Latin compiler of the history of the Britons. It was later included in the Legenda Aurea (13th century), which was translated into many languages and spread throughout Europe” (Miligkou-Markantoni 1978: 118).

Although clearly compatible with the social and moral values of the modern, Christian era, the above narratives recreate narrative material from mythology. The theme of regeneration after the cutting (and roasting) of body parts (animal or human) is found in Nordic and ancient Greek myths. In the Poetic Edda, Thor is shown to have two goats pulling his chariot through the sky to the nine kingdoms. At the beginning of the journey to the land of giants, Thor, accompanied by Loki, stops to spend the night at a farm. The farmer and his wife take them in. Thor kills their goats, cooks them, and asks the couple to place all the bones intact inside the animals’ skins. But the farmer’s child breaks one of the bones, and when Thor brings the goats to life the next day, one of them is now lame.5

The idea of resurrection from the bones is related to the fact that bones are imperishable. The Old Testament refers to bones as “primary material” for the resurrection of man and Ezekiel’s prophecy describes the resurrection of dead people from their bones (The Bible, Ezekiel 37: 1– 37, 14).

Another type of resurrection is depicted in the ancient Greek myth about Medea. The famous sorcerer who helped Jason, leader of the Argonauts, to obtain the Golden Fleece from her father, tricks old Pelias by telling him that she can restore his youth. She explains to his daughters how to cast the spell of rebirth. They will have to kill him, cut him up and boil him with the medicine she will give them. To convince them she slaughters an old ram, cuts it into small pieces and then uses magic potions to resurrect a young lamb. The daughters are persuaded and slaughter their old father (Kerenyi 1966: 515-516).6

Another connection with Greek mythology is made by Nikolaos Politis, who is considered the father of the discipline of Greek folklore. He believes that the Greek versions of St. Philip’s sacrifice may have come from the ancient myth of the hospitality of the gods by Tantalus (Politis 1899, A: 250). To see if the gods could be deceived, Tantalus slaughtered his son, Pelops, and offered him as a dish for their banquet. Only the goddess Demeter, absorbed in her grief at the loss of her daughter Persephone, ate a portion of the child’s shoulder. The other gods understood the crime. They gathered and boiled Pelops’ body parts and he emerged from the cauldron alive and well, more handsome than he had been before. The goddess Demeter replaced the missing piece of his shoulder with ivory. The gods punished Tantalus with eternal torment (Kerenyi 1966: 308-312). In this case, the myth recounts a child murder and a cannibalistic dinner, by a person who wants to put the gods to the test. Thus, he commits hubris (Ύβρις), and hubris always leads to punishment. The lesson taught by the myth is certainly different from that of the religious tale, in which Christian values are exalted, and Christian behavior is rewarded. The same can be said of the next tale we will examine, in which sacrifice and anthropophagy are also linked as in the above Greek myth.

2. Sacrificing their own child (proposal for classification: ΑΤU 750 Β*)

The second tale I would like to discuss presents elements in common with the tale of the resurrected animal. As I have mentioned above, this second tale is not included in the ATU catalogue. The story is known in Greece in two forms: one short, the other combined with another tale type, God and the three Brothers (ATU 750 D). I have translated two variants, representative of the two forms:

An old man had scars of leprosy on his face and came to our village. One man said to him: “Why are you like that, grandfather?” The old man tells him: “I’m like this because I can’t find what I want anywhere”. Then they press him to say what he wants. The beggar says: “I want you to take a good boy, bake him in the oven and throw the ashes on my scars so I can get well”. The husband and wife lit the oven, the oven was heated, they put their child in it and closed the oven. After an hour they went to open the oven to get the ashes to pour on the old man. But the old man blessed them and put out the fire. Then they asked the old man to go and open the oven, and the old man agreed. They went and opened it and found the boy sitting in the oven reading a book. After that, he blessed them to earn money and said to them: “I am not just an old man, I am Christ”.7

This strange story narrates a child’s murder by his parents, who do not hesitate to sacrifice him and offer his ashes to cure a stranger’s leprosy. Both the behavior of the parents and the medicine required for the treatment are puzzling because at first sight it seems very cruel and selfish for Jesus to demand a human sacrifice to be cured. Nevertheless, this tale is very popular in Greece8 and is usually connected to another story, classified in ATU under the number 750 D. Here is summary of this combination:

God grants the wishes of three brothers. The first sees a flock of birds and wishes they would become buffaloes; the second sees another flock and wishes they would become sheep; and the third asks for a good wife. He returns later disguised as a beggar and asks them for hospitality, but the two elders refuse it and drive him away in a nasty, contemptuous way. God recalls the miracle and takes back their goods. The younger brother and his wife offer him their hospitality.

Then God says to them: “If I ask you for something, will you do it?”. And they said: “We will”. “You shall cut up this child and cook it with rice”. They cut up the child, put rice on him, put him in the pan, turn on the oven and put him in. After a while, God says to the woman: “Go get the food, I’m hungry”. She goes to the oven to take out the food and what does she see? The child sitting in the middle of the pan and reading a book) and all the rice has turned into gold and flowers. She picked up the pan just as it was and happily took it to God. God was not in the room. He had gone.9

This tale is one of the most widespread religious tales in Greece. In this version, the reason for the cannibalistic request is not mentioned. We can assume that this is because the narrator is telling a story about devotion, and the importance of obeying God’s will. The couple may even not know that the stranger is God himself, but those who listen to the tale do know so the message is transmitted.

In another version, the wishes of the three brothers are linked to their promise to give their goods to all those in need. When they break the promise, God cancels the miracle he had performed.

“I wish these pigeons would become goats and sheep, that I could have a flock and give the poor meat and milk”, says the first brother, “If only wine flowed from one faucet and oil from the other, I would give it to all the poor”, says the second, but when God returns asking for some milk and food, the brothers give him nothing. God continues his travels on earth and visits the third brother, who is a farmer. One day a little lamb fell into the field from the sky, talking like a little child. After some time, God returned to visit the farmer again. When he arrived at the farmer’s home, it was pouring with rain. He stopped outside the door. The door opened, and the farmer’s wife came out and saw him. “Come on in, Christian”, she says to him, “you’ll drown in all this rain”. Once inside, she took off his wet clothes and gave him dry ones. While she was undressing him, she saw that his body was full of sores, and she said to him: “Why is your body wounded? Is there no medicine?”. “What can I say?”, he said, “I have visited all the pharmacies and there is no medicine. The medicine I want is very expensive. If only there were a little lamb that could talk like a child, it could be roasted in the oven and the ashes put on my wounds. Only then would I be healed”. At that point, the woman’s husband came and said: “Let’s roast it”. They put the lamb in the oven. The next day they went to open the oven to get the ashes out. They opened it up and what did they see? A little boy sitting on a golden armchair and reading a golden gospel in his hand. Meanwhile, the old man had disappeared.10

In this version, the value of charitable giving is exalted by being expressed in the promise of the three brothers. Moreover, this narrative contains a very interesting combination, a condensation of two images in a phrase: “One day a little lamb fell into the field from the sky, talking like a little child”.

One cannot help but recall the biblical story of Abraham’s sacrifice, where an angel of God sends a ram instead of Isaac, who is about to be killed. But the bizarre image of a lamb that talks like a child, and which becomes a boy at the end of the story may also serves a purpose of “censorship”. The request for a human sacrifice is softened and by the fact that a little lamb sent miraculously from heaven is killed, not a child.

We note that the above tales have similar thematic elements to ATU 750 B: the hospitality extended to God by a poor couple, sacrifice, and the miracle of resurrection. The main difference with ATU 750 B is that in this one an animal is slaughtered to be offered as food to God/Christ, whereas in the Greek tales, the couple’s child is sacrificed. As I have said above, the international catalogue ATU does not mention this tale. However, it is widespread in countries other than Greece. It is known in both the Turkish and Bulgarian oral traditions.

In the Turkish versions (type EB 110), instead of God we meet Hizir, Allah’s wise and virtuous servant. As can be seen from the description of the tale in the Eberhardt/Boratav catalogue, the Turkish version is quite like the Greek versions, and the sacrifice of the son is linked to the guest’s cannibalistic wish, which is explicitly stated (Eberhardt; Boratav 1953: 132, “Hizir und die drei Brüder”). In the Bulgarian catalogue of folktales, a similar story has been classified under the number AT *750 E (Daskalova-Perkowski et alii 1995: 152).11

As in Greece, in Bulgaria too child sacrifice is usually an episode of the ATU 750 D type. In the Bulgarian catalogue, the tale has been classified as a subtype of the Flight to Egypt story (ATU 750 E). Ι prefer to classify the relevant narratives as a subtype of ATU 750 B, because of the thematic similarities between them (see above).

As well as the Greek, Turkish and Bulgarian variants, which are very similar to each other, a related Indian story that contains interesting elements is reported by W. Hansen (2002: 216–217):12 A poor Brahman and his wife had seven daughters but no son. One day a beggar arrived at their house seeking alms, and the Brahman generously offered him hospitality. The visitor asked if there was anything he could do for them, and they replied that they desired a son. The beggar told them that they would have the son they wanted, only on the condition that they return him when he was twelve years old. Having said this, the holy man disappeared. The woman did indeed give birth to a boy nine months later, but when the child was twelve years old the beggar appeared again and claimed him. The beggar then took a knife, cut off the boy’s head, and dismembered him. The women were all crying. He had the boy’s mother cook the pieces, and they all had to sit down to eat. Finally, the stranger told them to call their son. When he was called, he suddenly appeared. The saintly beggar and the cooked food disappeared.

In the Indian story the child offered as a sacrifice is the son of a couple without male children, who promise to give him back to the beggar responsible for his birth in the future. When the agreed time arrives, the beggar returns to claim him and the parents pay their debt by sacrificing their son and partaking in a cannibalistic meal.

Searching for the traces of the tale in the ancient Greek world, Hansen found an ancient Boeotian legend about the birth of the hero Orion. Zeus, Poseidon, and Hermes arrive disguised as mortal travelers at the house of the childless, widowed Hyrieus in Tanagra (or Hyria). After Hyrieus hosts them and makes them dinner by slaughtering an ox, the gods reveal themselves and ask him what wish he would like to see granted. Hyrieus asks for a son. The gods take the skin of the slaughtered ox, water it with their urine and semen, and tell Hyrieus to keep it buried in the ground for ten months. After that time, a boy is indeed born (Hansen 2002: 217).

Hansen believes that this ancient Greek myth connects the European and Indian tales of resurrection, as the slaughtered animal is transformed into a son. He believes that “in this Indian story a son plays the role that an animal plays in the European texts: the son/animal is slaughtered, cooked, served as food, and then magically resuscitated. Putting the Eastern and Western traditions together, we have the equivalence animal=son” (Hansen 2002: 217).

The little lamb in the Greek version, the one that speaks like a child and later becomes one, is, in fact, a condensed image of this equivalence. But what purpose does the son’s sacrifice serve? As we have seen, it is connected to two main themes: the satisfaction of the cannibalistic desire of the beggar, often without further explanation, or his being cured of an incurable disease.

In the first case, the child is put in the oven or a pot in the oven,13 and when his parents open the oven, they find him alive (with a book in his hands). The listener/reader of the story understands that God has put the couple to the test and they do not question what they are told to do despite the apparent harshness, just as in the story of Abraham’s sacrifice. As a reward for showing the old beggar compassion, God resurrects the child.

All Greek narratives with the cannibalistic theme contain the image of the child in the oven and/or in a pot. The Indian story develops somewhat differently: the boy can be brought back to life, having passed not only through death but also dismemberment and being cooked by his own mother. Cannot this whole process be viewed as a symbolic gestation leading to a second birth? This hypothesis is supported by the symbolic analogy between pot (and oven?) and womb/woman, which seems to have been present in many cultures since ancient times.14 As for Greece, in the Greek language, the words γάστρα (pot) and γαστήρ (womb/belly) come from the same root. In eastern Crete, they say the following about reproduction: “The man sows the child, while the woman is the pot into which the seed falls” (Alexakis 2010: 101).

Regarding the second motif used in the tale, the second reason for a child’s sacrifice – i. e. to cure an otherwise incurable disease – is also known in European magic folktales. Not only can the ashes15 of a child be used as a remedy, but blood can, too. In magic folktales what is usually required is the blood of a younger person (for example, the blood of the hero to cure a king of leprosy/blindness (type ATU 313) (Angelopoulos; Brouskou 1999: 227) or of a newborn child to resurrect the faithful companion who has been petrified (type ATU 516).16

The sacrifice of his own child is often the only way a father can heal a man to whom he is indebted. This theme is widespread in the folktales discussed by Otto Winstedt, who connects them with old oriental legends about neglected foundation sacrifices, Buddhist legends of self-sacrifice and devoted friendship, medieval versions of the story of Amicus and Aelius17 and Hartmann von Aue’s medieval idyll “Der arme Heinrich” (Winstedt 1946). Winstedt also summarises a Greek version like our second variation (ATU 750 D + 750 B*) arguing that it is probably a comparatively modern story (Winstedt 1946: 143-44).

As can be seen from the material presented and discussed above, all the Greek religious tales examined use mythical material, present in many eras and areas of the world, and adapt it to Christian values: devotion, faith in God, hospitality, kindness, and charity. Furthermore, Christian morals can even incorporate such cruel and enigmatic motifs as human sacrifice and cannibalism.
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1 For example, the types ATU 750 A, ATU 750 C, ATU 750 D, ATU 750*, ATU 751 A, ATU 751 B.

2 There are not many variants of this story in Greece. W. Puchner (1988: 98) mentions only 3 Greek variations of tale type ATU 750 B.

3 The proverbial phrase is known in many Greek areas. N. Politis (1899, A: 250) notes that November is a month of intensive agricultural work, and farmers have no time for celebrations. Thus, although St. Philip is a very important saint and his feast day marks the start of the Forty-Day fast (i.e. forty days before Christmas), the farmers ‘αποκρεύουν/apokrevoun’ (they eat meat) in their fields, as they say, Philip did, who they imagined being a farmer.

    4 F. A. manuscript 1159 Α΄: 121 (Recorded by G. Tarsouli, Koroni Pylias, 1938). The Saint is celebrated on 14 November.

5 The Prose Edda, chapter 14 (Thor’s Adventures): 39-43.

6 Also see M. Halm Tisserant (1993, especially: 28-33).

    7 F. A. manuscript 3358: 119-120 (Recorded by A. Defteraios, Sisanio Kozanis, 1968).

8 And in Cyprus Matthaiou; Xenofontos (2022: 126-163).

    9 F. A. manuscript 2374: 33 (Recorded by D. Anagnostopoulos, Milia Orestiadas, 1959).

    10 F. A. manuscript 2342: 156-159 (Recorded by St. Imellos, Kerami Naxos, 1960. Narrated by St. Patsarisi, 62 years old).

11 The Bulgarian tale type AT 750 E* is entitled “Opferung des eigenen Kindes” (Sacrificing one’s own child).

12 The text was collected in 1971 from an elderly Brahman housewife.

13 A wood oven, like those that were used in the villages at the time these narratives were recorded.

14 “Ethnographic data from Southern Africa show that a conceptual link was made between a woman’s reproductive capacity and the land’s fertility, as well as between potting and procreation. A close symbolic link existed between pots, wombs, mothers, and their houses” (J. Boeyens et alii 2009).

M-F. Morel (2004: 26) mentions related beliefs about pregnancy in France, from the Middle Ages to the beginning of the 20th century. The expectant mother: «Elle doit faire attention à ce qu’elle mange, car la couleur et la qualité des aliments peuvent marquer le fœtus, ainsi que le temps passé dans le ventre maternel, volontiers assimilé à un four qui cuit l’enfant. L’enfant idéal (« parfait ») est cuit « à point » : il est rose, blond et frisé; en Alsace, la future mère aura mangé de la gelée de coings roses et des amandes. L’enfant prématuré n’est « pas assez Cuit C : il est pâle, maigre, petit. Quant à l’enfant « trop cuit », c’est celui qui tarde à naître: il a la peau mate, le teint plombé, les cheveux noirs (the expectant mother has to be careful what she eats, as the color and quality of food can leave its mark on the fetus, as can the time spent in the womb, which is often likened to an oven that cooks the child. The ideal (“perfect”) child is cooked “just right”: pink, blond and curly; in Alsace, the mother-to-be will have eaten pink quince jelly and almonds. Premature babies are “undercooked”, pale, thin and small. As for the “overcooked” child, he’s the one who takes too long to be born: he has dark skin, a leaden complexion and black hair).

15 The ashes from wood were used in folk medicine to treat some skin diseases in combination with the use of charms (an example in Laographia 3, 1911: 665.5).

16 Angelopoulos; Kaplanoglou; Katrinaki (2004: 301, type ΑΤ 516).

17 As A. H. Krappe says: “The legend of Amicus and Amelius, the two inseparable friends, was one of the most widely known during the Middle Ages, and versions are found in almost all European languages” (Krappe 1923: 152).
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