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In the history of literature, many works have integrated an element of an almighty presence.  Two such works are The Iliad and the Holy Bible.  The Holy Bible, being a collection of many different stories, but focusing namely on the book of Exodus, has a strong theme of God taking a direct control over the actions men execute.  Several times within the book of Exodus the concept of predestination is eluded to.  This concept is one that is remarked upon frequently within the pages of The Iliad.  The Iliad concerns characters that are members of the belief system that uses multiple gods to represent the different aspects of life.  In Greek system of polytheism or the Christian system of monotheism, can men be held responsible for their own actions?  Should the gods or God be held accountable for the actions of men?  Is there an element of fate or predestination present that is the determining factor in how mortals conduct themselves?

    
It is a Christian belief that when a person departs this life, it is determined whether they will proceed through the pearly gates of heaven, or perish in the fiery pits of hell based upon the morality of their actions while alive.  This notion is somewhat negated on the book of Exodus when God speaks of fulfilling destinies made by prophesies from years past.  A perfect illustration of this is Moses.  Moses' destiny was determined by a promise made to Abraham many years past.  "God heard their [Israelites] crying and remembered His agreement with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob" (Exod. 2.24).  This is the point in the story where God decides to reveal himself to Moses.  God then instructs him on how to bring his people, the Israelites out of the land where they are being terribly oppressed, Egypt.  Upon successful completion in leading his people to freedom, Moses will have fulfilled the fate that God had established for him when he promised Abraham he would lead his people to prosperity.  "…To a good big land, to a land flowing with milk and honey." (Exod. 3.8).  When God initially appears to Moses and enlightens him about his mission, Moses has many doubts, "Who am I to go to Pharaoh and bring the people out of Egypt?"  (Exod. 3.11).  He is also apprehensive of his ability to efficiently convey the word of the Lord, "…I am not a man of words…For I am slow in talking and it is difficult for me to speak." (Exod. 4.10).  God reassures Moses that he is, indeed, perfectly suited for this undertaking.  It is evident that God has had direct control over this lineage as he gives Moses no choice in the matter.


The Egyptians were harshly enslaving the Israelites residing in Egypt at the time of Moses, “The Egyptians made the people of Israel work very hard.  They made their lives bitter with hard work building with stones and with all kinds of work in the field.” (Exod. 1.13-14).  The manner in which the unforgiving Egyptians were treating the Israelites had been foretold by God to Abraham, “Know for sure that those born after them will be strangers in a land that is not theirs.  There they will be servants and suffer for 400 years.” (Gen. 15.13).  God had devised this plan so that the entire population of Egypt would be punished for their sins, such as worshiping idols and praying to multiple gods.  God also wanted to prove, once again, that his presence was genuine and he was all-powerful.  The people of Israel were powerless against the will of God, and unable to change their prophesied destiny as being slaves to the Egyptians.


The Greek religion is one where mortals and gods interact on a nearly daily basis.  Achilles’ mother, for instance, is a goddess, while his father is a mortal.  When Achilles was born, he was fated to have a short life.  This is a burden that this man has lived with, and until Agamemnon disgraces him, he bears it with dignity.  When the stealing of his prizes shames him, Achilles becomes outraged and asks his goddess mother, Thetis, to alter the events of his life.  Achilles requests that his mom go to Zeus and ask for his short life to be full of honor by the Greeks getting crushed in battle until Achilles is given his honor back.  Thetis says to her son, “O my poor child.  I bore you for sorrow, / Nursed you for grief… You should be / …untroubled by tears, / since life is short for you, all to brief. / Now you’re destined for both an early death/ And misery beyond compare…” (Homer 1; 433-439).  So Thetis submits to her son’s wishes and goes to Zeus, hence, changing the lives of countless mortals, including her son, Achilles.


Greek has a polytheistic religion, meaning having many gods.  The god that is considered above all the rest is Zeus.  In The Iliad, the gods take many opportunities to intervene with the lives of mortals to get the ultimate outcomes that they desire.  A case in which the gods chose to intervene with the events of mortals that had many consequences is when Zeus resolved to favor Achilles.  Zeus knew that this decision would have significant repercussions before he complied.  “This is disastrous…/ I’ll take care of this/…so you can have some peace of mind…/” (Homer 1; 549, 554-555).  Despite the doubts Zeus had about it, he directly interceded with the proceedings of the infamous Trojan War.  “…Zeus lay awake in the dark, / Thinking of hoe to honor Achilles/ And destroy the Greeks by the shipload/” (Homer 2:3-5).  Zeus then proceeded to trick the Greeks into many traps and give the Trojans unfair advantages in order to give the punishment he felt they deserved for disgracing Achilles.


As Zeus does, many other gods attempt to change the outcome of the Trojan War.  One such goddess is Aphrodite.  Aphrodite favors the Trojans.  This goddess takes complete control over the actions of the mortals, as many other gods do in several different incidences.  Aphrodite takes control of the legendary beauty, Helen, by striking fear into her heart.  When the goddess first comes to Helen, it is obvious she does not want to comply with her wishes; however, she is set on having Helen listen to her.  “Don’t vex me, bitch, or I may let go of you/ And hate you as extravagantly as I love you now. / I can make you repulsive to both sides you know/” (Homer 3; 442-444).  Here, Helen has no other choice than to obey the strong-minded goddess’s demands.  This tends to be the case when many of the other Greek gods chose to confront a mortal with a mandate.  Evidently Helen is not willing to comply with Aphrodite, and the goddess becomes enraged and threatens Helen so that she will not wish to defy her.  This is the only way that Aphrodite can successfully control Helen.  Aphrodite’s threats override the desires possessed by Helen’s free will.


When looking at these two texts, The Iliad and the Holy Bible, it is not a stretch to say that humans do not have much free will when the gods or God opt to have a hand in their destiny.  In the Holy Bible, God becomes very direct in making sure the promises he makes actually come to fruition.  God also destines certain mortals to fulfill particular missions on his behalf.  In The Iliad, the gods control the mortals by literally giving them no choice in the matter.  The humans are either oblivious to their being conned or presented with a horrid alternative.  The power that mortal men have in comparison to the will of God proves to be small to irrelevant in all of the inspected cases.  Mortals throughout the history of literature have been controlled heavily by the will of the gods or God, and given little ability to utilize any free will.
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