Sept. 7/04

Herb, you have mentioned recently our rejection of religion, yet it appears to be that we still replicate religious patterns in our new ideas or  movement or whatever it is that you view we are trying to do. The following ideas are rough as I am thinking out loud in relation to what I am just reading. See if this makes some sense. 

Eliade makes a similar point to your's above in The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. And this makes sense if we recognize that behind much religious practice there are fundamental human impulses operating. Eliade notes for instance, the human effort to create sacred space as an act of creating meaning, orienting oneself to some focal point of meaning. He recognizes that those of us who opt to desacralize reality in some sense never do away with religious behavior. "Even the most desacralized existence still preserves traces of a religious valorization of the world".

Another comment on consecrating space- "Religious man's desire to live in the sacred is in fact equivalent to his desire to take up his abode in objective reality, not to let himself be paralyzed by the never-ceasing relativity of purely subjective experiences, to live in a real and effective world, and not in an illusion".

But as he continues his exploration of religion, Eliade notes that people practicing traditional religion have always assumed an opposition between their inhabited territory (the sacred space) and the surrounding space (the 'other' world, a foreign, chaotic space peopled by demons, foreigners). Sacralizing space means many things- one is to set up an opposition between the inhabited and organized and the other outside which is chaos. The sacred reveals absolute reality and makes orientation possible, it founds or recreates the original creation of order. For instance, people entering and tilling a new land area often viewed this as a repeating of the act of the gods who organized chaos by giving it structure, forms and norms. So conquering and occupying territory repeats the original creation. Everything that is not yet our world is not yet a world. This behavior continued into the modern world- the Spanish and Portuguese took possession of territory in the name of Christ, consecrating it to become new in Christ. This was all part of the human drive to create order. As Eliade notes, humans can not live in chaos.

While not denying these very human impulses, I think Eliade also exposes the distortion that occurs with relgious sacralization. The very human impulse to create order out of chaos becomes distorted under the hocus pocus orientation of religion. It becomes oriented to creating our sacred space, our reality in opposition/exclusion of the outsider. It becomes the special in opposition to the mundane/ordinary. Some express this in terms of an elite or vertical orientation versus a more horizontal way of looking at reality.

Now in all this the impulse to orient oneself to reality and maintain order is fine. Its human. But traditionally religion has done this with too much distorting hocus pocus. It drags in this expression of animal opposition (a bad orientation)- us/ours versus the foreign or profane. In this sense the religious process of sacralization distorts primary human impulses. It tries to replicate an imaginary divine model which is just a distorting projection out of people's heads. Central to all this sacralization of space are such things viewing the sacred space as an opening to heaven (Church, the holy place). It is veiwed as a place of communication with the divine. 

So where it goes off the rails is in sacralizing and validating the animal- these drives to exclude (sacred versus foreign), to oppose, to dominate.

And Eliade's comment that life is not possible without an orientation toward the transcendent sounds common sense enough but why orient this to the skies and to gods out in the ether? Why not orient it toward humanity and the transcendence we find manifest in the human spirit?

So yes, maybe we are replicating some fundamental human impulses Herb, but hopefully without all the distorting hocus pocus of religion. Lets try to find ways to express these human impulses more humanely. Lets work to create order not in our sacred space (our religion or our group or our nation or whatever we sacralize) but in all human civilization as one family. Lets make all humanity the focus of our sacralization endeavors. Its not about denying the human element here, but how to express it more humanely. Wendell Krossa
  

Sept. 8/04

I was going to do this in a day or two but after reading his extensive ch.1 I feel I am getting the drift of Eliade’s exposure of the nature of religion. He takes a pro-sacralization stance and argues that profane man has lost something in not sacralizing space. I think it would have been more helpful if he had distinguished between the human spirit and how movements such as religion impact the manifestation or expression of this spirit. The human spirit does seek meaning, it creates order and it does orient itself to ultimate reality. But would it not be more helpful to do this with an orientation to this realm and with a focus on love for humanity as a primary expression of the human spirit? Is not humanity (and the love of human relating) where we know transcendence and ultimate meaning?

The separating nature of the sacred with its distinctions and oppositions- our world versus the foreign, insider/outsider, pure/impure and sky gods above versus the demons and foreigners of the profane realm- in this essential separating nature of religion we find the human spirit suffers distortion. So in response to Herb, lets not confuse the human spirit with the religious expression of this spirit. And lets not dismiss these features of traditional religion as somehow qualitatively different from modern versions of religion. The templates set long ago still shape the manifestations and refinements of today.

Eliade argues that the essential nature of religion lies in the creation of the sacred. This helps me to understand more how the human spirit suffers distortion in religion.

Religious people create a break in space- they create a qualitatively different space from surrounding space (in Ch.2 Eliade moves on to the sacralization of time). The special sacred space allows a new world to be created- it reveals a center, a fixed point or an orientation. It reveals an absolute reality opposed to nonreality all around. Central to the creation of the sacred is the fact that people have always sought to fix their abode at the center of the world- close to the gods.

To profane people (these are Eliade’s terms) there is no qualitative difference in space/reality. Hence there is no orientation and of course I beg to differ. But Eliade dismisses the homogeneity of profane space as lacking a special fixed point or center- it is chaos in contrast to the created order of sacred space. Despite this lack of center profane people still hold a religious like value in viewing some spaces as qualitatively different- such as a birthplace or scene of first love, etc. These remain holy and unique.

His next section spells out clearly how the sacred (the core nature of religion) is about separation, distance, rupture and opposition. He notes for example that the church building with its threshold is an example of the temple with its barriers and restricted entrance- holy of holies. There is distance between the sacred and the profane. The threshold is the limit- it distinguishes, separates, and opposes two worlds (think OT temple  here). Various rites accompany passing the threshold- it has guardians, gods and spirits who forbid entrance.

Within the sacred precinct the profane is ‘transcended’. Here we also have the ancient idea of the sacred place as an opening to heaven- communication with gods is made possible. A door to the world above is opened by which gods descend and people ascend. Remember Jacob’s ladder.

All through his exposition of the creation of the sacred is the theme of the human drive to replicate the divine model. Constructing sacred space involves reproducing the work of the gods. Doing the will of the gods on earth.

He then notes the outstanding characteristic of traditional societies in the opposition they assume between their inhabited space and the unknown territory surrounding them. The outside is foreign, chaotic, and peopled by demons and foreigners. There is a fundamental opposition between inhabited, organized and ordered space and the chaos outside of this sacred habitation.

The sacred also reveals absolute reality and makes a fundamental orientation possible. It founds or creates the world in that it fixes limits and establishes the order of the world. The creation of the sacred space is a reproduction of the original Creation and it repeats the original creation of order out of chaos. So when entering new territory conquering people consecrated it, they made it their world, their order and creation. The Spanish did this in Latin America, consecrating new territory for Jesus.

Then Eliade introduces the symbol of the cosmic axis. Many other symbols of ancient mythology are related to this theme of creating the sacred (think of the Old Testament images here). The cosmic axis is the center pole that holds up the sky. It is also an opening to the transcendent. 

To summarize to this point- religious conceptions and images express the sacred as a break in the homogeneity of space. This break is symbolized by an opening, a passage from heaven to earth. Communication is via a ladder, mountain, tree or vine. Around the central axis is our world which is at the center or middle.

This emphasis on the Center of the world is also symbolized in the mountain whether real or mythical. This mountain touches or connects with heaven. These beliefs express the view that our world is hole because it is near heaven.

He then moves to the concept of the temple as a replica of the sacred mountain. The ziggurats of ancient time were raised platforms supporting temples. They were created to replicate the sacred mountain.

Ancient people in their habitations created their world as sacred, it was a place of order in opposition to the chaos outside. Enemies who attacked were viewed as demons and especially as the archdemon, the primordial dragon or snake. He rebels against the work of the gods and struggles to annihilate it. He represents darkness, death and chaos, the destruction of our created order. 

The gods first had to slay the dragon so the original cosmos/creation could come to birth. So any destruction of a human habitation (as a replication of the original creation) is a return to chaos.

Eliade then laments the desacralization of the cosmos accomplished by scientific thought. I take leave here.

He then does a good section on man as imitator of the divine. This too is the essential nature of religion. Due to this drive we have the practice of sacrifice. As a dragon (chaos) was slain to create the world so human sacrifice imitates that primordial sacrifice (related to this is the ancient belief of agricultural societies that a god must be killed, dismembered and buried to give plant life). Sacrifice originates with these beliefs.

At the heart of all this sacralization and sacrifice is the felt need to replicate the divine model or pattern. To do the will of the gods. I believe this also stems from the ancient belief that people were created to serve the gods.

This replication drive is expressed in making temples that are believed to be copies of the divine original.  The plan of the temple is believed to be the work of the gods and to exist eternally in heaven. Man attains the vision of the temple and reproduces it on earth. In doing this people believe they share the sacralization of the sky.  Eliade notes the amazing similarities of these beliefs across time and cultures.

Now I won’t bore you with more detail but it seems to me that this profound desire for living at the center, for orientation to the absolute or ultimate reality is to be found in something very common. Religion has missed this even while getting it somewhat in the lives of people like JBA. 

It is in love (loving and being loved) that we find orient ourselves to the ultimate reality, the transcendent. In love we find the center of our lives, the center of the universe and get ‘close to the gods’. In love we find ultimate meaning and reality. Here we break through the profane to experience the transcendent, but this experience is not aside from the profane in the sense of the ordinary, the mundane, the common. And I reject the opposition and separation that the sacred creates. But our orientation to the real, to the center, the place where we create order out of chaos and hence create our world is in love. This is how we replicate the divine model or will on earth.

So yes Eliade, man has an “unquenchable ontological thirst which is the thirst for being, in contrast to the terror of nothingness”. Yes, we want to get to the center, to be close to the gods, to absolute reality. But we don’t accomplish this by constructing habitations (religions, groups, whatever we make sacred) that exist in opposition to surrounding profane space, to foreigners or demons. This is not how we imitate the work of the gods, if this is felt to be a responsibility of humanity (which smacks too much of dehumanizing submission to outside authority).

Religious man’s profound nostalgia says Eliade, is to inhabit a divine world (to find the city of God). It is the desire that our house should be like the house of the gods. It is to live in a pure and holy cosmos as it was supposedly at the beginning when it came from the Creator’s hands. But it never was pure and holy or perfect at the beginning. Purity is found in loving the foreign neighbor. This is when we feel clean (Chris Reeve- my religion is when I do good, I feel good- Abraham Lincoln). Love is when we are closest to God, closest to transcendence. And this love is manifest in the profane realm of homogeneous life and space.

Ahh, Eliade is so thought-provokingly good. Wendell Krossa
Sept. 9/04

Eliade is right that all religion is to create a return, to get to the center (the sacred), to get close to the gods, to imitate the gods (religion is the endeavor to create order as the gods created order out of chaos in the original creation). This is due to the profound sense of separation also created by religious myth.

In Ch.2 Eliade notes the sacralization of time by looking at religious festival, ritual and liturgy. He argues that at core all such practice is a reactualization of the original creation and is the endeavor to hold chaos at bay, to cleanse of sin in order to get back to the purity of the original creation. It is about renewal and rebirth. So man endlessly engages such festival and ritual in order to get close to the gods by imitating their original creating work. At core it is about getting close to the gods due to the sense of being shut out or being far away, lost in profane time. Wendell Krossa
Sept. 9/04

Just this one more on Ch.2, the sacralization of time. It wasn't intuitive at first but I think I see Eliade's point. He argues that religious ritual and ceremony it all about recreating the original Creation- a time of purity, divine presence and power. He also acknowledges that the eternal repetition of paradigmatic acts and gestures revealed by the gods at the original time is opposed to human progress and paralyzes spontaneous creativity. But he chooses to flip lightly over this.

Anyway, he goes on to this-  if religous man feels the need to indefinitely reproduce the same paradigmatic acts and gestures, this is because he desires and attempts to live close to his gods. Then in a section entitled 'Periodically becoming contemporary with the gods' he notes the symbolism of cities, temples and houses bound up in the idea of the Center of the World. This symbolism of the center reveals that man desires to have his abode in a space opening upward, to communicate with the divine world. To live near the center of the world is equivalent to living as close as possible to the gods. 

This same desire for close approach to the gods is the meaning of religious festivals. "To reintegrate the sacred time of origin is equivalent to becoming contemporary with the gods, hence to livign in their presence...the intention in the experience of sacred space and time reveals a desire to reintegrate a primordial situation- that in which the gods and the mythical ancestors were present- engaged in creating the world or in organizing it... What took place in the beginning... divine or semidivine beings were active on earth. Hence the nostalgia for origins is equivalent to a religious nostalgia. Man desires to recover the active presence of the gods, he also desires to live in the world as it came from the Creator's hands, fresh, pure, and strong. It is a nostalgia for the perfection of beginnings that cheifly explains the periodical return (in religious ritual, ceremony)... The  mythical time whose reactualization is periodically attempted is a time sanctified by the divine presence, and we may say that the desire to live in the divine presence adn in a perfect world (perfect because newly born) corresponds to the nostalgia for a paradisal situation". Good on the nature of religious festival.

He then returns to this point that the desire of religious man to travel back periodically in his effort to reintegrate a mythological situation (the beginning) may appear intolerable to modern eyes. Such a nostalgia inevitably leads to the continual repetition of a limited number of gestures and patterns of behavior. Eliade admits that religious man- especially the religous man of primitive societies- is above all a man paralyzed by the myth of eternal return. Modern psychology would interpret such an attitude as anxiety before the danger of the new, refusal to assume responsibility for a genuine historical existence, and nostalgia for a situation that is paradisal.

So Eliade dismisses this as too complex to be discussed here. But he exposes well the distorting nature of religious belief and practice. Wendell Krossa
Sept. 12/04

Eliade makes some strange conclusions due to his rather archaic demarcation between religious and profane man. He argues that the profane does not participate in being, it is not established by myth and has therefore no perfect model. He notes agriculture for instance and show desacralized activity in this area to reveal no meaning, no opening toward the universal, to the world of spirit. Men who do it on their own initiative, just for profit and food without a mythical model are engaged in vain and illusory activity, unreal activity. This is much like my former Evangelicalism- only religious activity has value.

He goes on about man only having value inasmuch as he imitates the gods.

He then gets back to what he presents as the core fundamental myth- slaying the marine monster (chaos) and dismembering its body in order to create the cosmos. Man (his term for humanity) repeats this blood sacrifice in all his creating effort (building communities, habitations). The immolation of the divine being is the only way to ensure the continuity of life. Divine murder to create life. All subsequent sacrifice reproduces this. So may we view Jesus' death/sacrifice in order to give life in terms of this fundamental archaic theme of mythology? It appears Paul and others did.

Out of this core myth have flowed all sorts of brutality and violence- head hunting, human sacrifices and cannibalism. For life to continue, "man must kill and be killed... Even the most barbarous act and the most aberrant behavior have divine, transhuman models".

He then notes the difference of the monotheisms in shifting from cyclic time to historical time.

His chapter on the sacredness of nature has some interesting material. That transcendence is revealed by simple awareness of height- 'most high' in relation to the skies. Some hocus pocus here but also some common sense material- "The cosmos is so constructed that a religious sense of the divine transcendence is aroused by the very existence of the sky". The heavens manifest the glory of God. 

He continues with good stuff on the development of the idea of sky gods and remote gods. "Celestially structured supreme beings tend to disappear from the practice of religion... they depart from among men, withdraw to the sky and become remote, inactive gods... after creating... they feel a sort of fatigue" (God rested.. tuckered right out).

Elsewhere- "the very structure of the cosmos keeps memory of the celestial supreme beig alive... it is as if the gods had created the world in such a way that it could not but reflect their existence".

He goes into baptism as an illustrating symbol of the death/burial/resurrection symbolism people have long associated with water (aquatic symbolism).

He is interesting in the ideas he draws from the mystery of generation, the creation of life. "The appearance of life is the central mystery of the world. Life comes from somewhere that is not this world and finally departs from here and goes to the beyond, in some mysterious way continues in an unknown place...the mystery of the inexhaustible appearance of life is bound up with the rhythmical renewal of the cosmos...its capacity for endless regeneration". So yes, nature (plants and other life forms) does in some sense reveal deeper structures of reality in its endless renewal- the resurrection of life if you will. But contrary to his presentation in regard to religion, this understanding is available to profane man also.

Eliade then does a good job of presenting this theme of birth, death, resurrection discovered by ancient man through his interaction with life and the rhythms of life in the world or cosmos (the mystery of renewal). This is even evident in lunar myths and traditions- "it was lunar symbolism that enabled man to relate and connect such heterogeneous things as birth, becoming, death and resurrection...the moon reveals to religious man... that death is indissolubly linked with life... above all, that death is not final, that it is always followed by a new birth". He says the same of solar mythologies- that light is always victorious over darkness. Hence, "The existence of the world itself 'means' something, 'wants to say' something, that the world is neither mute nor opaque, that it is not an inert thing without purpose or significance". 

Some of this is helpful if you read around all his demarcation of profane and religious man. Sure, the construction of our buildings to have openings above, to allow passage to the realm above, shows our desire for transcendence. He relates to this the mythology of narrow gates or passages to get to paradise (narrow is the way). The Quest for the Center.

He argues that religious man wants to be other than what he finds himself on the natural level. And he undertakes to remake himself according to what is revealed in his mythologies. And yes, this is the impulse behind all later ethical development in evolved societies. But we are now learning to distinguish this impulse of the human spirit to live more humanely from all the accreted hocus pocus of our mythological/religious systems.

His section on initiation rites as introduction to the symbolism of passing from the profane existence to a mature (from death to life), religious orientation is interesting. This archaic symbolism is evident in Romans 6 and elsewhere. We do the same with Christian baptism and initiation into our religious orders. 

So Eliade in The Sacred and the Profane has been very stimulating. He brings forth the core myth as the original Creation when all was pure, powerful and not yet spoiled. He argues that religion is all about trying to recapture or reactualize this original perfection, and this is how we get close to the gods, the center. Even healing rituals are all about the reactualization of that original time, restoring to power and purity. All second birth belief orients itself to this. All initiation is oriented to this. 

And sure, where it expresses human desire to engage this rhythm of life- birth, death, resurrection, then it is connecting with a fundamental human impulse. But it need not mean that we orient ourselves to a religious approach or understanding of these things. There is an absolute reality but don't we do better if we understand that we connect with that in the profane realm, in the human endeavor to love, to do the humane thing. We get close to the center, to transcendence not by trying to reactualize ancient patterns in ritual but when we love. So no, profane man does not refuse transcendence, he is not suffering the degeneration of ritual and the desacralization of reality. He is learning to find a new orienation and ways of understanding. He is trying to free himself of the distortions of ancient views of the sacred/profane and to discover how to live as human in this new time. So I don't share Eliade's concern about the decline of religion. Rather than bemoan this degeneration and looking for remnants of religion in modern subconsciousness, we do better to try to understand these fundamental human impulses- what are we looking for, what is basic humane impulse and how do we best express this in a more rational manner, while still honoring the transcendent element to all this. The ultimate issue is how to live as human not how to 'access the spiritual'. Living as human, even while ignoring the traditional view of the spiritual, will fulfil all the ideals that have traditionally been related to the spiritual (e.g. honoring the transcendent). All this religious stuff only drags attention away from engaging this life and learning to love others. Life is not about finding God or the sacred in terms of the religious approach but is about discovering what it means to be human and where we properly locate our awareness of transcendence. In orienting ourselves to this reality and to humanity and to love we properly locate our understanding of transcendence and fulfil those deep desires for the real, for meaning and purpose. It is found in being human, in love. Apple pie. Wendell Krossa
