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Sacred Time 

PROF4NE DUR4TION 4ND UCRED TIM.E 

F or religiout man time too, like .pace, i. 
neither homogencout nor continuous. On the one hand 
there are the intervat. of a .. creel. time, the time of fet­
tivalt (by far the greater part of which are periodical). 
on the other there ia profane time, ordinary temporal 
duration, in which acta without religious meaning have 
their letting. Between thClC two kind. of lime there ia. 
of coune, w lution of continuity ; hut by means of ritea 
religiout man can pass without danger from ordinary 

temIHJrll duration to &acred time. 
One essential difference between theae two quatitiea 

of time strikes lUI inunediately: by ill very ntJlure sacred 
,ilM iI rellmible in the &ense that, properly apeakins. 
it g a primordi4l mythical tilM made present. Every 
religiOut fealival, any liturgical time. represents the .. 

reactualization of a .. cred event that took place in a 
mythical past, "in the beginning." Religiout participa­
tion in a featival impliel emerging from ordinary tem· 
poral duration and reintegration of the mythical time 
reactualitcd by the festival itself. Hence &acted time it 
indefinitely recovera}Ie •. indefinitely repeatable. From 
one IHJint of view il could be .. id that it doeJl not "pass," 
thai it doe. nol constitute an irrevellible duration. It 
ia an ontological, Parmenidean time; it alway. remaina 
equal 10 itself. il neither change. nor U emaulted. With 
each periodical festival, the participant! find the .ame 
.. ere.:!. time--the .. me that had been manifeated in the 
festival of the previout year or in the festival of a cen­

tury earlier; it g the time that was created and aanetHied 
by the gods at the period of the ir ,tJUJ, of which the .. 
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festival it preci&ely I reactualiution. In other word. the 
participantl in the featival meet in it the {lW apptOTa1JCe 

0/ Jacnd lime, u it appeared Gb ongw. in illo tempore. 
For the sacred time in which the festival runt ita course 
did 1I0t exist before the divine gesta that the festival 
commemorates. By creating the VariOUI realitiea that 
today colUlitute the world, the god. also founded J(J(:red 
time. for the time contemporary with • creation was 
oeceasarily Mnctified by the presence and activity of the 
,od, 

Hence religious man lives in two kind. of time, of 
which the more important, sacred time, Ippean under 
the paradoxical aspect of a circular rime, revenible and 
recoverable, a sort of eternal mythical present that it 
periodically reintegrated by meaDi of rite.. Thia attitude 
in regard to lime auffioes to distinguish religious from 
nonreligious man; the fonner refu8e8 to live solely in 
what, in modern tennt., is called the historical present; 
he attemptllo regain a I8.cred lime that, from one point 
of view, can be homologized to eternity. 

What time it for the nonreligious man of modem 
lOCieties would be more difficult to pUi into a few worda. 
We do not intend to di8CU8S the modem philoBOphiea of 
time DOr the concepts that modem acience U&eI in its OWD 

investigatioDL Our aim it to compare not 'ystemt or 
philo&ophie, hut exiltential attitudes and behavior&. 
Now, what it i, pouwle to ohsuve in respect to a non­
rdigiow man i, that he too experiences a certain diJ.. 
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continuity and heterogeneity of time. For him too there 
is the comparatively monotonow time of hi. worJt. and 
the time of ce1ehratiofll! and lpectacl_in ahort, "festal 
time," He too lives in varying temporal rhythma and il 
aware of times of different intensities; when he is listen. 
ing to the kind of mwic that he Likes or, being in love, 
waill for or meets his Iweetheart, he ohviowly expo­
rienoea a different temporal rhythm from that which he 
experienoea when he is working or bored. 

But., in comparilOn with religioul man, there is an 
essential difference. The latter eJl:periences intervals of 
time that are "sacred," that have no part in the temporal 
duration thai precedes and followl them, that hll"e • 
wholly different ttrocture and origin, for they are of a 
primordial time, sanctified hy the gods and capahle of 
being made present by the festival. This transhuman 
quality of liturgical time is inatXeSlible to a nonreligious 
man. This is as much as to say that., for him, time can 
present neither break nor mystery; for him, lime COD­

,titutet man', deepest existential dimension; it is linked 
to his own life. hence it hu a beginning and an end. 
which i. dcath. the annibilation of his life. However 
many the temporal rhythms that he experiencea., however 
great their differences in intensity, nonreligious man 
knOWli that they alwaY' represent a buman experience, 
in which there il no room for any divine presence. 

For religiow man, on the contrary, profane temporal 
duration can be periodically arrested; for certain rituals 
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have the power to interrupt it by periods of a aaered 
time that is nonhistorical (in the sense that it does not 
belong 10 the historical present). Just as a church con· 
stitutes a break in plane in the profane space of • 
modem city, the service celebrated inside it marks a 
break in profane temporal duration. It i, no longer t~ 
day', historical lime that is present-the time that i. 
experienced, for example, in the adjacent Ilreell-hut 
the time in which the historical existence of J elus Christ 
occurred, the time sanctified by his preaching, by hia 
passion. death, and resurrection. But we must add that 
this example does not reveal all the difference between 
N.ered and profane time; Christianity radically changed 
the experience and the concept of liturgial time. and 
this i, due 10 the ract that Christiani ty affirma the hi .. 
tocicily of the person of Christ. The QlI'iatiaD lilurgy 
unfolds in a historical time sanctified by the incamGlion 
of the Son 01 Cod. The sacred time periodically reaclu· 
a1i:red in pre·Christian religions (especially in the 
archaic religion.) is a mythical time, that is, a primoI' 
dial time, nol 10 be found in the historical pasl, an 
original time, in the sense that it came into existence all 
at once, that it was not preceded by another lime, because 
no time could exisl before ,he appearance 01 the reality 
1I{UraJed in the myth. 

II is this archaic conception of mythical lime that is 
of cbief concern 10 us. We ahall laler see how it diflel"l 
from the conceptions held by Judaism and Christianity. 

&creel TimflOM M:t~ " 
T&M PLUM·T&IoIPUS 

We thall begin our investigation by presenting 
certain facts that ba,"e the advantage of immedialely 
revealing religious man's behavior in respect to time. 
Fint of all , an observation that ia nol without impor. 
tance: ill a number of North American Indian languages 
the term world (= Co~moli) is also used in the sense of 
year, The Yokuts Bay "the world haa passed," meaning 
"a year has l!ione by." For the Yuki, the year is eJ[pres.sed 
by the worda for earth or world. Like the Yokuts, they 
oy "the world haa pas.sed" when a year haa passed. 
This vocabulary reveals the intimate religious connec­
tion between the world and cosmic time. The cotmos is 
conceived ••• living unity that is born, develops. and 
dies on the I.st day of the year, to be reborn on New 
Year's Day. We thall see that this rebirth i. a birth, tbat 
the cosmos is reborn each year because, at every New 
Year, lime begins ab initio. 

The intimate connection between Ihe cosmos lind lime 
is rel il!iious in nature: the cosmos is homologizable to 
cosroic time (= the Year) because they are both octed 
realities, divine creations. Amonl!i some North American 
people. this coamieotemporal connection is revealed even 
in the S1rudure of 61cred buildings. Since the temple 
represenl5 the image of the world, it can also comprise 
• temporalaymbolism. We lind thi., for example, amODg 
the Algonquin! and the Sioux. As we ow, their 61cred 
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lodge repreaenta the unh'cne; but at the aame time it 
aymbolim the year. For the year is conceived III joUllo 
ncy through the lOUf cardinal directiona, lignified by 
the four dool"l and lour windows of the lodge. The 
Dakol8luy: "'The Year is a circle around the wodd"­
that is, around their sacred lodge, ..... hich is an imago 
----,-. ,,_w._ 

A still clearer example iii found in India. We JaW that 
the erection of an altar is equivalent to a repetition of 
the cosmogony. The lexla add that .. the nre altar i. the 
year" and explain ila temporal system u follow.: the 
360 brim of tile encl08W"e correspond to the 360 nighta 
of lhe year, and the360 1a;~mati bricb to the 360dl)'l 
(Slwwpazha Brahman.a, X,S, 4, 10; etc.). Thit i. as 
much .1 10 aay that, with the building of each fire altar. 
nol only il tile world remade but the year i , built too. 
in other word., time is regenerGud by being created 
anew. But then, too, the year is assimilated to Prajipati,. 
the cosmic god; consequently, with each new altar Pra. 
jipati ia reanimated-that is, the aanctity of the world 
is strengthened. h is not a matter of profane time, of 
mere temporal duration, hut of the sanctification of 
cosmic time. What il .ought by the erection of the fire 
altar il to aanctify the world, hence to place it in a IIcreel 
time. 

We find a limitar temporal symbofum II part of the 

I W ........ MaUer, m. hltuu Hull<. Wieobad .... 19$4, P. 1M. 

os 
COImological ,ymbolism of the Temple at I eruw.lem. 
According to Flavius IasephWl (Ant. Iud., III. 1. 7). 
the twelve loavea of bread on lhe table lignified the 
twelve months of the year and the candelabrum with 
lCVenty branches represented the deans (the zodiacal 
division of the seven planets into t~IUi). The Temple was 
an imago mundi; being at the Center of the World, at 
Jerusalem, it tanctified not only the entire cosmos but 
abo cosmic life-that is. time. 

Hermann Usener has the distinction of having been 
the finl 10 «plain the etymological kiruhip between 
templum and temp~ by interpreting lhe two temll 

through the concept of "interscdiou," (ScbneidlUlg, 
KreuzlUIg) .t Lat~r studies have refined the diacovery: 
"~mplum designales the ~patial. temp~ the temporal 
aspect of the motion of the horizon in space and time .... 

The underlying m~aning of all these facts seems to be 
the following: for religioU!l man of the archaic cultures. 
the world is rell~d anllually; in other words, with eoch 
new rear it reCOlJerl its original sanctity, the sanctity 
that it ~sed when it ca.me from the Creator', harnfs. 
Thi, Iymbolism is clearly indicated in the architectonic 
ItrUcture of I8fIctuaries. Since the temple i. at once the 
holy place par excellence and the image of the world,. 
it I8nctifit:l the entire cosmos and alto I8fIctifiea cosmic 
life. ThiJ cosmic life was imagined in the form of a 

IH. U_tt, C&II.,_ .... 2I>d. ed.. no.. ... 192(1, ppo. 191 ft. 
.W ....... loIiUl .. , 1Crn.....d lCr'az. &tlln, 1938. po. 39; d. alao pp. 331. 
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circular toUTle; it was identified with the year. The 
year was a dOKd circle; it bad a beginning aoo an end. 
but it abo had the peculiarity that it could be reborn in 
the form of • new year. With each New Year, a time 
that was ''new,'' ''pure,'' "holy"'-because not yet worn 
---came into existence. 

But time was reborn, began again, because with each 
New Year the world was created ancw. In the preceding 
chapter we noted the considerable importance of the 
cosmog~nic myth as paradigmatic model for every kind 
of creation and construction. We will now add Ibat the 
rosmogony equally implies the creation of time. Nor it 
this all. For jU$1 as the cosmogony is the archetype of 
all creation, cosmic time, which the cosmogony brings 
forth, is the paradigmatic model for all other timet­
that is, for the timet specifically belonging to the varioUi 
categories of exiating thing •• To explain this further: for 
religious man of the archaic cultures. every creation, 
every existence begin. in time; before a thing exists, hI 
particular time could nM uiJt. Before the cOlmos came 
into existence, there Wit no cosmic time. Before a par­
ticular vegetable .pedes was created, the lime that now 
ClIlSCII it to grow, bear fruit, and die did not wst. It 
i. for this reason thai every creation is imagined It hav­
ing taken place 4Z the beginning of time, in. print;ipio. 
Time gushes forth with the lint appearance of a new 
category of existenta. This i. why myth plsya such an 
important rolei as we shall show later. the way io which 
a reality came into existence is revealed hy ill myth. 
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A.NNUA.L REPETITION OF TilE CREATION 

It is the ooamogonic myth that telh how the COl­

mOl came into existence. At Bahylon during the course 
of the okitu ceremony. which 11'11 performed during the 
lilt day. of the year that 11'11 ending and the .fint day. 
of the New Year,the Poem of Creotian, the Enu17l6 dish, 
11'11 IJOlemoly recited. This ritual recitation reactualized 
the combat between Marduk and the marioe moruter 
Tiamat, a combat that took place ob origine and put an 
end to chao. by the final vi~y of the god. Marduk 
created the cosmo. from Tiamat'l di!lllCmbered body 
and created m.n from the blood of the demon Kingu.. 
Tilmlt'l chief .lly. That this oommemoratioo of the 
Creation was in fact a reaaU4ii:tJlion of the cosmogonic 
act U shown both by the rituab and in the fonnulas 
recited during the ceremony. 

The combat between Tiamat and Marduk, Ihat is, w.s 
mimed hy a battle between two groups of acton. a cere­
monial that we find again among the Hitti tes ('gain in 
the frame of the dramatic IlCenario of the New Year). 
among the Egyptiaf18. and at Ru Shamra. The battle 
between two group. of SClOn! repeaud 1M fHWIlge from 
clwu» to 00$1110$, actuafued the 005mogony. The mythical 
e\'enl hec.ame preJelll once again. "May he continue 10 
oonquer Tiamat and shorten hit day.!" the prie.t cried. 
The comb.t, the victory, and the Creation took place at 
thoI in.suw, hie et n.tIM. 

Since the New Year is a reactualization of the co.-
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mogony, it impliea Jlar/ing ti11l(l Oflcr again ol it, begin­
ning. that is, reatoration of the primordial lime, the 
"pure" lime, that exi.ted at the moment of Creation. 
Thi, i. why the New Year it the oocaaiOD for "purifica. 

tions," for the eJ:puhion of sill!!, of demons., Of merely 
of II tcapegoat. For it is nOI a matter merely of. certain 
temporal interval coming to ils end and the beginning of 

another (II. modem man, for example, thinb); it i. 
all10 a mailer of abolishing the paat year and put time. 
Indeed. thia is the meaning of ritual purifications; there 

is more than a mere "purification"; the ,ina and faulll 
of the individual and of the community as a whole are 
annulled, cOlUumed as by fire . 

The Nawtin-the PCIlIian New Yeaf'---COmmemorates 
the day that witneued the creation of the world and 
man. It was on the day of NawrOz that the "renewal of 
the Creation" WIS lcoompli~hed, as the Arabie hialorian 

al·Binlni expressed it. The king proclaimed: "Here i. II 
new day of a new month of a new year; what time has 
worn must be renewed." Time had worn the humaD 

being, lOOCiety, the cosmos--and this destructive time 
was profane time, duration strictly speaking: it had to 
be abolished in order to reintegrate the mythical moment 
in wbich the world had come into existeooe, bathed in a 

"pure." "llrOng," and sacred time. The abolition of pro­
fane palt time was acoomplished by riluala that lignified 

II IOrt of "end of the world." The n;tinction of fires, the 
return of the lOUR of the dead, &oeial confusion of the 

type exemplified by the Saturnalia, erotic license, orgies. 
and 10 on, .ymbolized the retrogrelllion of the c;oarDo. 

into chao.. On the lUI day of the year the univene was 
di&80lved in the primordial waters. The marine monster 
Tiamat-.ymbol of darkness, of the formlelll. the nOD­
manifested-revived and once again threatened. The 

world that had existed for a whole year rtall,. disap­
peared. Since Tiamat Will again present, the cosmol wal 
annu1led: and Marduk WIIS obliged to create it once 
again, after baving once again conquered Tiamat.· 

The meaning of this periodical relrOgreasion of the 

world into II chaotic modality Wll$ this: all the "ains" of 

the year, everything that time had lOiled and worn, was 

annihilated in the physical sense of the word. By Iym­
bolically participating in the annihilation and re-erea­
tion of the world, man too was created anew: he was 
reborn, for he began a new life. With each New Year, 

man felt freer and purer, for he wal delivered from the 
burden of his sins and failings. He had reintegrated the 

fabulous lime of Creation, hence a &acred and strong 
time--sacred because transfigured by the presence of 

the gods, strong because it was the time that belonged, 

and belonged only, to the most gigantic creation ever 

acoomplished. that of the universe. Symbolically, mIlD 

became contemporary with the ooamogony, he was pres­

ent al the creation of the world. In the ancient Near East, 

• For N .... Ytu ritll&lA, ot M,u.. pp. 55 fL 



eo The Sac,ld lind 1M Pro/aM 

he even participated, actively in iiB creation (d. tlJe two 
op~ group$, representing the god and the marine 
monster), 

It il easy 10 undentand why the memory of that mar­

VelOUl time haunted religious man, why he periodically 

&Ought to return 10 it. In ilIa tempore the gods had dis­
played their greatest powers. The COSf1I()gollY u the 
supreme divine 11UJlli/cJtalion, the paradigmatic act of 

strength, luperabundance. and creativity. Religioua man 

tbirsta for the real. By every means al his diapoaal. he 

aeeb to reside at the very BOurec of primordial reality, 

when !he world waa ill Slatu na.scenJi. 

REGENERATION Til ROUCH RETURN 
TO THE TIME OF ORIGINS 

All this would warrant detailed study, but for the 
moment only two features will occupy our attention: 

(1) through annual repetition of the cosmogony, time 

was regenerated. thai i" it began again aa sacred time, 

for it coincided with the illud tempu$ in which the world 

had first come into existence; (2) by participating ritu. 

aUy in the end of the world and in ita re-creation, any 

man became ()()ntemporary with the illud tempw; hence 

he wu born anew, he began life o\'er again with his 

reserve of vital foroes inJact, as it wu al the moment of 

his hirth. 
These facts arc importanl; they reveal the teeret of 
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religious man's attitude and behavior in respeclto time. 
Since the sacred and strong time is the time of originJ, 
the Itupendous instant in which a reality WII created. 
was for the first time fully manifested, man will seek 
periodically 10 return to that original time. This ritual 
reactualizing of the illud tempw in which the first epi. 
phany of a reality occurred is the basi. for all sacred 
calendars; the festival is not merely the ()()mmemoration 

of a mythical (and hence religious) event; it reoctual­
n eJ the event. 

The paramount time %rigill$ is the time of the COl­

mogony, the instant that saw the appearance of the mosl 
immense of realitiu., the ... ·orld. Thia, II we saw in the 
preceding chapter. is the reason the cosmogony ICrves 

as the paradigmatic mood for eo,'ery creation, for every 
kind of doing. It is for this lIIIle reason that COJmogonic 
time ICrves II the mOOel for all sacred times; for if 
tacred time is that in which the gods manifested them· 
IClves and created, ohviously the most complete divine 

manifestation and the most gigantic creation is the crea­

tion of the world. 
Consequently, religious man reactualim the cosmog· 

ony not only each lime he creates something (his "own 
world"-the inhabited lemtory--or a city, a house, 

etc.), but alto "hen he wanta 10 ensure a fortunate reign 
for a new sovereign, or 10 5ave threatened eropt. or in 
the cue of a war, a sea voyage, and JO on. But. above 
an, the ritual recitation of the c08mogonic myth play. 
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an impoltant role in healing, when what is lOugh! it the 
regeM:ratiM of the human being. In Fiji, the ceremony 
for installing a Dew ruler is called creation of !he world. 
and the arne ceremony is repeated to aave threatened 
crops. But it il perhapt Polynesia that exhibits the widest 
application of the cosmogonic myth. The word. that 10 
spoke ill ilIo tempore to create the world have become 
ritual formulaa. Men repeat them on many oceuioll&-­
to fecundate a sterile womb, to heal (mental II well 4l 

physical ailments), to prepare for war, but a40 on the 
occasion of a death or to stimulate poetic inspiration.' 

Thus the cosmogonic myth serves the PolynesiaN as 
the archetypal model for all creations, on whatever plane 
-biological, psychological. spiritual. But .inee ritual 
recitation of the cosmogonic myth implies reactualiza. 
tion of thai primordial event, it follows thai he for whom 
it i, recited i. magically projected in illo tempore, into 
the "beginning of the World"; he becomes contemporary 
with the cosmogony. What is invoh-ed is, in short. a 
return to the original time, the therapeutic purpose of 
which is to begin life once again. a symbolic rebirth. 
The conception underlying these curative ritual. seeII1l 
to he the folIowing: Iile cannot be repaired. it can only 
he recreated through symbolic repetition of the cosmog­
ony, for. as we have aaid. the cosmogony i, the paradig. 
matic model l or all creation. 

leI.. .. bIlWo&1-pIlIu.I R'_ IrI. M.,u.. lIP- a:z II. ad 100 Pill"" 
p. no. 
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The regenerative function of the return to the time of 
origins becomes still more clear if we mske a detailed 
examination of an an:haic therapy, such, for eumple. 
.. t that of the N .. ·khi, a TibetG-Burmese people living in 
Southwest China (Yiin.nan Province). The therapeutic 
ritual proper COIl$i~ts in the IIOlernn recitation of the 
myth of the creation of the world. followed by myths of 
the origin of maladies from the wrath of the snake. and 
the appearance of the first Shaman-Healer who brought 
humanity the neceasary medicines. Almost all the rituals 
invoke the mythical beginning. the mythical illud #em­

pu.s, when the world was not yet made: "In the begin­
ning. at the time when the heavens, iun, moon, .tan. 
planets and the land had not yet appeared, when nothing 
had yet come forth." etc. Then comes the cosmogony 
and the appearance of the snakes: "At the time when 
heaven came forth, the aun, moon, stan and planets, and 
the earth was spresd oul; when the mowu.ains, valley", 
trees and rocks came forth •.• at that time there came 
forth the Niigas and dragons," etc. The birth of the First 
Healer and the appearance of medicine. i. then narrated. 
After thi,.it i, aaid: "Unless its origin is related one 
should not speak about it.· .. 

The important fact to he noted in connection with these 
magical healing chants is thatlhe myth o/ 'he origin of 
the medicinel empw,.ed is alway. incorporated into the 

.J. F. Rock. TIw NHlol Nilt. C/Ib ... R.wud C ........ ~ 
1\1&2: VoL IL pp. m II. 
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cosmogoni.c my/h. It ia well known that in all primitive 
and traditional therapies a remedy becomes efficacious 
only if its origin i, ritually reheaned in the sick peI'lOIl', 
presence. A large number of Nc.!f Eastern and European 
incantations contain the hialory of the sickness or of the 
demon who haa provoked it. at the same time that they 

evoke the mythical moment in which a divinity or. saini 
succeeded in conquering the lMlady. But we consider 
it certain that the origin myth was copied after the co.­
mogonic myth, for the latter it the paradigmatic model 
for all origins. This. moreover, i, wby, in therapeutic 
incantations, the origin myth i. of len preceded by the 
COI:Imogonic myth and even incorporated into il. An Assy. 
rian incantation against toothache rehearse. that "after 

Anu made the heavens. the heavens made the earth, the 
earth made the riven, the riven made the canal&, the 
canals made the pools, the pools made the worm," And 
the worm goes "weeping" 10 Shamuh and Ea and ash 
them whal will be given it to eal, to destroy. The gods 

offer it fruits, but the worm ask, them for human teeth. 
"Since thou hast spoken thus. 0 Worm, may Ea break" 

thee with his powerful handl'" Here are presented: (1) 
the creation of the world; (2) the birth of the worm and 

of the sickncss; (3) the primordial and paradigmatic ge. 
lure of healing (Ea', destruction of the worm). The 

'Campbo.U n.o.._ A..,..... Mmw. fa ... Lo._ 1932, P. 511. Ct. 
.Ioo EIlade. ~K· ,. iodIe Mytba IIlId mo"; .. h. H.;J_­".1 .. -.., IIlS6, PI'- 194-204. 
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therapeutic efficacy of the incantation lies in the fact that. 
ritually uttered, it reactua1i~es the mythical time of 
origins, both the origin of the world and the origi of 

toothaches and their treatment. 

FESTIVAL TIME 
AND THE STRUCTURE OF FESTIVALS 

The time of origin of a reality-that i~, the time 

inaugurated by the 6.m appearance of the reality-bas 

a paradigmatic value and function; that u why maD 

eeeka to reactualiu it periodically by means of app[(~ 

priate rituals. But the "fint manifestation" of a reality 

is equivalent to ita creation by divine or aemidivine be­
ings; hence, re<:overing this time of origin impliflll ritual 

repetition of the gods' creative act. The periodic reactu· 

alization of the creative acta performed by the divine 

beings in illo tempore constitutes the Illcred calendar, 

the series of festivals. A festival always takes place in 

the original time. It is pre<:isely the reintegration of this 

original and IllCIed time that differentiates man's be­
havior during the festival from his behavior before or 

after it. For in many cases the Illme acts arc performed 

during the festival as during nonfestival periods. But 
religious man believes that he then li,'es in another time, 

that be has succeeded in returning to the mythical iUud 
tempus • 

During their annual totemic ceremony, the Inlichiumo, 
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the Australian Arunta repeat the journey taken by the 
particular dan'. divine Ancestor in the mythical time 

(alcheringa, literally, the dream time). They stop at all 
the countless places &t which the Ancestor stopped and 
repeat the same aell and geslurea that he perIonned in 
illo tempore. During the emire ceremony they fast. CSlY)' 

no weapons, and avoid all contatl with their women and 
with members of other dans. They are completely im· 
mersed in the dream time.-

The Iestivah annually celebrated in a Polynesian 
wand, Tikopia. reproduce the "'woru of the Gods .. -
that i&, the acts by which in the mythical time the goo. 
fashioned the ,'oorld as it i, today! The festival time in 
which the Tikopia live during the ceremonies is char­

acterized by certain prohibiliolll:l (tabU,J): noise, gamea" 
dancing cease. The paua.ge from profane 10 I3cred time 
i, indicated by ritually cUlting a piece of wood in two. 

The numerous ceremonies that make up the periodical 
festivala-and which, once again, are only the reitera· 
tion of the paradigmatic acta of the goda--Jeem not to 

be different from normal activities; they comprise ritual 

repairing of boats. ritea relative to the cultivation of food 
plants (yam. taro, etc.), repairing of unctuariea.. But 

in reality all these ceremonial activities differ from 
limilar labon performed at ordinary times by the fact 

IF. J. cm .... TM N .... 1M. _/ C.-Gl dllllt. 2a4..t., ,,..,., 
1938. pp. 170 II. 
tet R.r-d r,ru,. 1 .... rot" _/ lAc CH4 .. 1ib,M. L t..doa, 19«1. 
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that they are performed on onl,12 /t:w objecb (which in 
lOme sort constitute the archetypes of their respective 

classes) and also because the ceremonies take place in 
an atmosphere uturated with the sacred. The natives, 
that is. are CO!l$CioUl that they are reproducing, to the 
.malleat detail, the paradigmatic acta of the goda aa they 
were performed m illo tempore. 

Thi. is 81 much II to tay that religious man periodi. 

cally becomes the IXIntemporary of the goda in the mea .. 
ure in 'II·Wcb he reactualim the primordial time in which 
the divine worb were aocompliabed. On the level of 

primitive civilizations, whatever msn doea baa a trans­

human model; hence, even outside of the festival time, 
hi, acts and gestures imitate the paradigmatic modell 

established by the goda and the mythical ancestors. But 
this imitation i. likely to become leu and less accurate. 

'I'be model i. likely to be distorted or even forgotten. It 
ia the periodical reactualizations of the divine acta-in 
ahort, the religious festival&-that restore human knowl· 

edge of the Mcrality of the models. The ritual repairing 
of ahipa and the ritual cultivation of the yam no longer 

resemble the .imilsr operatioM performed outside of the 
IIcred perioda. For one thing, they are more precise, 

closer 10 the divine modeb; for another. they are rilaal 
-that is. their intent i . religioUi. A boat i. repaired 

ceremonially not because it ii in need of repair but be­
cause, m illo tempore. the god. showed men how to 
repair boata. It i, a cue not of an empirical operatiOA 
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but of a religious act, an imitalw dei. The object repaired 
is no longer one of the many objects that constitute the 
c1a!;5 "boats" hut a mythical archetype-the very boot 
dwJ the gods m41lipulated in ilia tempore. Hence the time 
in which the ritual repairing of boats is performed co­
heI"es with primordial time; it is the same time in which 
the gods labored. 

ObvioUlliy, not all varieties of periodical festivals can 
be reduced to the type just examined. But it is not with 
the morphology of the festival that we are concerned; it 
is with the structure of the sacred time actualized in Ies. 
tivals. It can be said of sacred time that it is always the 
&arne, that it is "8 succession of eternities" (Hubert and 
MaUS6). For, however complex a religious festival may 
be, it always involves a sacred event that took place ab 
origine and thai is ritually made present. The partici. 
pants in the festival become contemporaries of the mythi. 
cal event. In other words, they emerge from their his· 
torical time-that is, from the time constituted by the 
swn total of profane personal and intrapersonal events 
-and recover primordial time, which is always the 
same, which belongs to etemity. Religious man periodi. 
cally finds his way into mythical and sacred time, 
re-enters the time of origill, the time that "Howeth not" 
because it does not participate in profane temporal 
duration, because it is composed of an eternal preJem. 
which is indefinitely recoverahle. 

Religious man feeu the need to plunge periodically 

Sacr~d Time and Myllu 89 

into this sacred and indestructible time. For him it is 
sscred time that makes possible the other time, ordinary 
time, the profane duration in which every human life 
takes ita course. It is the etemal present of the mythical 
event that makes possible the profane duration of his­
torical events. To give only one example: it is the divine 
hierogamy, which took place in ilw tempore, that made 
human sexual union possible. The union between the 
god and goddess OCCUl!J in an atemporal instant, in an 
elemal present; SeIual unions between human being_ 
when they are not ritual union_take place in duration, 
in profane time. Sacred, mythical lime also originates 
and supports existential, historical time, for it is the 
lalter's paradigmatic model. In sbort, it is by virtue of 
the divine or semidivine beings that everything has come 
into existence. The origin of realities and of HIe itself 
is religious. The yam can be cultivated and eaten in the 
ordinary way because it is periodically cultivated and 
eaten ritually. And these rituals can be performed be­
cause the gods revealed them ill iUo tempore, by creating 
man and the yam and by showing men how to cultivate 
and eat that particular food plant. 

In the festival the sacred dimension of life is re­

covered, the participanlll experience the sanctity of 
human existence as s divine creation. At all other times 
there is always the danger of forgetting what is funda· 
mental-that existence is not given by what modem men 
call Nature but is a creation of Others, the goda or semi. 
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divine being-. But in feativaI. the participantt recover 
the sacred dimension of elistenoe, by learning .pia 
bow the goda or the mythical anceatora created IIWI aDd 
taught bim !.he various cuda of lOcial behavior and of 
practical work. 

From one point of view this periodiul emergence 
from historical tim~and espedaUy the OOnseqUeDCeI 

thai it has for the total existence of religioUt man-may 
appear to be a refusal of history, hence a refusal of 
creative freedom. After all. what ia involved is an eter· 
nal return in. illo tempore, to • paat that i. mythical, 
completely unhiltorical. It cou1d be concluded tht this 
eternal repeti tion of the paradigmatic lett and geatun:. 
revealed by the god. Db origiN: is opposed to any human 
progrcu aocl paralyzes any creath'c spontaneity. Cer­
tainly, the COnclU5ioD i. justifiable in part. But only in 
part. For religious man, even the moal primitive. doe. 
not re£U!e progress in principle ; he accepts it but al the 
aame lime bestows on it a divine origin and dimension. 
Everyllling that from the modem point of view leellll 

to us to have lignified progress (of whatever lcind­
whether tOcist, cultural, technical. etc.) in comparilOn 
with a previous ,ituation, ,II this the various primitive 
lOCieties have accepted in the coune of their long h. 
tory II a series of new divine re\"elatioDt. But for the 
moment we shalllea\'e thia aspect of the problem uide. 
What i. of primary importance to UI i. to undentand 
the religious meaning of this repetition of divine acte 
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and gestures. Now, it seems obvioUl thst, if religious 
man Ieels the need of indefinitely reproducing the ... me 

I 
paradigmatic: acta and gestures, this it b«a/Ue M deJiTu 
GIld alkmplJ to live close JO his godJ. 

PERIODIC ALLY BECOMINC CONTEMPORARY 
""tTIl TilE COOS 

In the preceding chapter, when we studied the 
cosmological tymbolism of cities, temple .. and houses, 
we thowed that it is bound up with the idea of a Center 
of the World. The religious symbolism implicit in the 
symbolism of the center appears to be this: man desires 

to have hit abode in a space opening upward. that is. 
communicating with the divine world. To live nur to a 

Center of the World is., in short, equivalent to living u 
clOlt II possible to the gCMls. 

We find the lime dCllire for a dOlt approach to 

the goda if we analyze the meaning of religious festivals. 
To reintegrate the sacred time of origin i, equivalent to 

becoming contemporary with the god .. hence to living 
in their presenco-even if their presence is mysterioUl 
in the sense that it is not always visible. The intention 
that can be read in the experience of MCred space and 
... cred time m eal. a desire to reintegrate a primordial 
.ituation-that in which the god. and the mythical an­
eeators were preJefll, that is., were engaged in cruting 
the world. or in organizing it, or in revealing the foun-
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dations of civilization to man. This primordialaituation 
ia not historical, it is not calculable chronologically: 

what i. involved i •• mythical Interiority. the time of 
origin, what took place "in the beginning:' in principw. 

Now, what took place "in the beginning" wu this: the 
divine or semidivine beings were active on earth. Hence 
the nostalgia for origins is equivalent to a religiolU nOlo 

talgia. Man desire. to recover the active presence of 
the gods; he alao desires to live in the world 8S it came 
from the Creator'. hands, fresh, pure, and Ilrong. It i. 
the nostalgia for the per/caw" oj beginning$ that chiefly 
explains the periodical return in illo tempore. In Chri .. 
tian terma. it could be called a Do&algia for p.radiae. 

although on the level of primitive cultures the religious 
and ideological oontcxt ia entirely different from that 

of Judaeo.Christianity. But the mythical time whose 
reactualliation i. periodically attempted il a time lancti· 
6.ed by the divine presence, and we may lay that the 

dellire to live in the diville pre~ence and in a per/eel 
world (perfect because newly born) corresponds to the 

nostalgia for a paradisalsitUition. 
As we noted above, this desire on the part of rdigioua 

man to travel back periodically, bis effort to reintegrate 
• mytbological.ituation (the situation as it was in the 

Mgillning) may appear intolerable and humiliating to 
modem eyes. Such a nostalgia inevitahly lead. to the 
continual repetition of a limited number of gesture. and 
pattema of behavior. From one point of view it m.y even 
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be nid that religious man--especially the religious man 
of primitive societies-i. above all a man paraIyud hy 
the myth of the eternal retllrD. A modem psychologist 

would be tempted to interpret such an attitude as aruiety 
before the danger of the new, refusal to uaume respoIUli. 
hility for a genuine historical existence, nOltalgia for a 
,ituation thlt i. paradisal precisely becaUJe it is embryo 

onic, insufficiently detached from nature. 
That problem ia 100 compleJ[ 10 be discussed here. In 

any case. it Hea outside the field of our investigation, 

for. in the 1181 anaIrais, it impliea the problem of the 
opposilion between premodern and modem m.n. Let 111 

rather say thst it would be wrong to believe that the 
reJigiou. man of primitive and archaic societies refuset 

to a5lume the respoDllibility for a genuine existence. On 
the contrary, aa we have seen and ahall &efl again, be 
courageously assumes immense responsibilities-for 
example, that of collaborating in the creation of the COl­

mOl, or of creating his own world. or of enal11"ing the life 

of planta and animals. and so on. Bul it is a different 

kind of responsibility from those that. to u.s modeJllJ, 
appear to be the only genuine and valid responsibilities. 

It il a rUpoII3wiluy 011 the cosmic ploM, in contradi ... 
tinction to the moral, social. or historical responsibilities 
that are alone regarded as valid in modem civiliutiol1l­

From the point of view of profane existence, man feels 
no responsibility except LO himself and to society. For 
him. the univene does not properly constitute a COSIDOI 
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lum of the mllerial reserve. and physical energies of 
the planet, and the great concern of modem man is to 
avoid stupidly exhausting the economic resourcea of the 
globe. But, exiltentially, the primitive alwaya puts him· 
tell in a cosmic context. His penonal experience laOO 
neither genuineneae nor depth; but the fact that it il 
expresaed in a language unfamiliar to us makes it appear 
.purious or infantile to modem eye.. 

To revert to our immediate 8ubjoct: we have no war. 
rant for interpreting periodic return to the .. cud time 
of origin II a rejection of the real world and an eICIIpe 
into dream and imagination. On the contrary, it teelDl 

to us that, here again, we can discern the ontolcgicol 
obumion to which we have referred and which, more­
over, caD be considered an essential characteri.tic of 
the man of the primitive and archaic lOCietiea. For 
to wish to reintegrate (he time 0/ origill i, also to wi,h 
to return to the pn:Jence 0/ lhe gods, to recover the 
urong, /reJh, pure world that existed in illo tempore. It 
is at once thint {or the $acred and nOlltalgia for being. 
On the exi.tential plane this experience lind, expression 
in the ceminty that life can be periodically begun over 
again with a maximum of good fortune. rOOeed, it is not 
only an optimi.tic vision of exi5tenoe, but a total cleav. 
ing to being. By all his behavior, religioUJ man pw­
clailDl that he believe. only in being, and that hi. 
participation in being i. a.$8ured him by the primordial 

" 
revelation of which he is the guardian. The .um total 
of primordial revelations is cmutituted by his mytha. 

MYTU=PARADICMATIC MODEL 

The myth relates a sacred history, that ii, a pri. 
mordial event that took place It the beginning of time, 
ab inilio. But to relate a sacred history i, equivalent to 
revealing a my.tery. For the penona of the! myth are not 
human beings; they are goda or culture heroes, and for 
this reuon their gosta constitute myateries; man could 
not know their acts if they were nol revealed to him. The 
myth, then, is the history of what took place ill illo Ulna­
pore, the recital of what the gods or the &emidivino 
beings did st the beginning of time. To teU a myth it to 
proclaim what happened ab origine. Once told, that it, 
revealed, the myth beeome. apodictic truth; it e.tabliahes 
a truth that is absolute. "It is 80 becal13e it i. &aid that 
it i. so," the Nelllilik Eskimo! dedare to justify the valid. 
ity of their sacred history and religioUl traditions. The 
myth proclailDl the appearance of a new cosmic situa. 
tion or of • primordial event. Hence il is alwaya the 
recital of a creation; it tells how IOmething wu aceom. 
plished, began to bot. It is for this reuon that myth it 
bound up with ontology; it spew only of realities, of 
what really happened, of what wu fully manifested. 

ObvioUJly the&e realities are &acted realities. for it 
i. the wererl that i. pre-eminently the real. Whatever 
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belongs to the sphere of the profane does not participate 

in being, for the profane was not ontologically estab­
lished by myth, has no perfect model. AI we shall soon 
see, agricultural work is a ritual revealed by the gods 
or culture heroes. This is why it constitutes an act that 
is at once real and signi{icon1. ut us think, by compari­
Bon, of agricultural work in a desacralized society. Here, 

it has he<:ome a profane act, justified by the «onomic 
profit that it brings. The ground is tilled to be exploited; 
the cnd pursued is profit and food. Emptied of religious 

symbolism. agricultural work becomea at once opaque 
and exhausting; it reveals no meaning, it makes possi. 
ble no opening toward the universal, toward the world of 

spirit. No god, no culture hero ever revealed a profane 
seL Everything that the gods or the ancestOR did, hence 
everything that the myths have to tell about their creative 
activity, belongs to the sphere of the sacred and there­
fore participates in being. In contrast, what men do on 
their own initiative, what they do without a mythical 
model, belongs to the sphere of the profane ; hence it is 
a vain and illusory activity, and, in the last analysis, 
unreal. The more religious msn is, the more paradig_ 
matic models does he possess to guide his attitudes and 
actions. In other words, the more religioll3 he is, the 
more does he enter into the reol and the less is he in 
danger of becoming lost in actions that, being nonpara­
digmatic, "subjective," are, finally, aberrant. 

This is the aspect of myth that demands particular 
emphasis here. The myth reveals absolute sacrality, be-
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cause it relates the creative activity of the gods, Wlveils 
the sacredness of their work. In other words, the myth 
describes the various and sometimes dramatic irruptions 
of the sacred into the world. This is why, among many 
primitives, myths cannot be recited without regard for 
lime or place, but only during the seasons that are ritu­
ally richest (autumn, winter) or in the course of reli· 
gious ceremonies-in short. during 0 sGCTl!!d period of 
time. It is the irruption of the sacred into the world, 
an irruption narrated in the mytha, that establishes the 
world as a reality. Every myth shows how a reality came 
into existence, whether it be the total reality, the coomos, 
or only a fragment-an island, a species of plant, a 
human institution. To tell how things came into existence 
is to explain them and at the same time indirectly to 
answer another question; Why did they come into exist· 
ence? The why is always implied in the how-for the 
simple reason that to tell how a thing was born is to 
reveal an irruption of the sacred into the world, and the 
sacred is the ultimate cause of all real existence. 

MorCQver, since every creation is a divine work and 
hence an irruption of the sacred, it at the same time 
represents an irruption of creative energy into the world. 
Every creation springs from an abundance. The gods 
create out of an excess of power, an overflow of energy. 
Creation is accomplished by a surplus of ontological 
substance. This is why the myth, which narrates this 
sacred ontophany, this victorious manifestation of a 
plenitude of being, becomes the paradigmatic model for 
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all human activi ties. For it alone revealt the reaL, the 
superabundant. the effectual. "We Wta! do what the 
Goda did in the beginning," ~Y' an Indian text (S1wJto. 
patha Brahmmw., VII, 2, I, 4). "Thus the Gods did. 
thus men do," the Toilliriya BrQhmaM adds (1,5., 9, 4). 
Hence the supreme {unction of the myth i. to "fix" the 
paradigmatic model. for all rites and all aigni6cant 
human activilie~ating, seIu,lily, work, education, 
and 80 on. Acting as a fully responsible humaD being, 
man imitates the paradigmatic geatures of tlle goda. 
repeats their actions, whether in the case of a simple 
physiological function such as eating or of. aocial, ec0-

nomic, cultural, military, or other activity. 
In New Guinea a great many myths tell of long tea 

voyages, thua providing "exemplars for the modem voy­
agen," as well as for all other activities. "whether of 
lon~. or war, or rain· making, or fishing, or whatever 
else. ... The narrative gives precedents for Ihe stagel 
of construction, the tabu on sexual intercourse, etc." 
When a captain goes to sea he personifies the mythical 
hero Aori. "He wears the coslume which Aori is .up­
posed 10 have worn, with blackened face .•• [and] the 
same kind of love in bis hair which Aori plllCked from 
Iviri's head. He dance. on the platIonn and extends hi. 
anna like Aori', wings .•• . A man told me that when 
he went fish shooting (with bow and arrow) he pretended 
to be Kivavia himself."IO He did not pray to the mythical 

lO F. E. WiIll_ cited lao Lad ... i.bJ.Bnhl, La .,rMU,;. ~ 
I'aia, 1935, pp. 162. 16S-164.. 
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hero for aid and favor; be identified himself with him. 

This ,ymbolism of mythical precedents il ,Iso found 
in other primitive culturea. Writing on the Karuk. In­
diana of California, J. P. Harrington say,: "Everything 
Ihat the Karuk did wu enacted because the Jkxareyava 
were believed to have set the example in story timet. The 
lkxareyav, were the people who were in America before 
the Indiana came. Modem Karun, in a quandary now to 
render the word, volunteer such transiatioru u 'the 
princes,' 'the chief!.,' 'the angels.' ••• [The Iluareyaval 
remain(ed] with the Karuk only long enough to ,tate 
and IIart all customs., telling them in every inslanoe, 
'Humans vdll do the aame.' These doings and aayinga aTe 
,till related and quoted in the medicine {onnulu of the 
Karuk.."" 

This faithful repetition of divine model, hu a two­

fold result: (1) by imitating the gods, man remairu in 
the aacred, hence in reality; (2) by the continuous 

reactualiution of paradigmatic divine gestures, the 
world ia aanclified. Men'. religious behavior contribute. 
to maintaining the aanctity of the world. 

R£ .-.CTll .-.L1ZINC MYTHS 

It it not without interest to note that religioua 
man assumes. humanity that has a transhuman. lfan­

lOCl1dent model. He does not consider himself to be 

U J. P. ~ cilod ia U>id.. p. It;$. 
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truly man U;tept ill 10 far as he imitate. the gOlb. tho 
culture heroe.. or the mythical anceston. Thi, i. u 
much as 10 tay that religioUi man wisbea to be other than 
he i. on the plane of his profane experience. Religiollt 
man i. not given; he nwke~ himself, by approaching tho 
dh-ine mooch. These models, as we said, are preaerved 
in myths, in the history of the divine ge.sta. Hence reli­
gious man too regards himself as made by history, just 
a& profane man doe.; but the only history that concerns 
him il the sacred hi.story re\"caled by the myth_tha, is, 
the history of the goda; whereas profane man insists that 
he is constituted only by human history, hence by the 
ium of the ,-cry attl that, for religious man, are of no 
importallQC because they have no divine models. Tho 
point to be emphasized is that, from the beginning, reli· 
gious man seta the model he is 10 attain on the traIl$­
human plane. the plane revealed by his myths. Olle be­
comes truly a num only by conforming to lhe leaching 
of Ihe mylM.lkot ii, by imitating the gadJ. 

We will add that, for the primitives, such an imitatio 
Jtd sometimes implie. a very grave responsibility. We 
ha\'e seen that certain blood sacrifices find their justifi. 
cation in a primordial divine act; in illo lempore the god 
had .lain the marine monster and dismembered its body 
in order to create the counOll. Man repeats !hi, blood 
sacrifice-.omelime. even with human victina--wben he 
hu to build a village, a temple. or simply a hoUJe. What 
the consequencet of this imilatio dei can be is clearly 
shown by the mythologies and rituals of nwneroUi primj. 
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live peoples. To give only one example: according to the 
myths of the earliest cultivators, man became what be i, 
today-mortal. te:r:ualixed, and condemned 10 work-in 
coU5equence of a primordial murder; in. illo lempore a 
divine being, quile often a woman or a maiden. IOmo­
times a child or a man, allowed himself to be immolated 
in order that tubers or fruit trees should grow from hi. 
body. Thia fint murder basically changed the mode of 
being of human life. The immolation of the divine being 
inaugurated not only the need to eat but also the doom 
of death and, in consequence, sexuality, the only way to 
ensure the continuity oI life. The body of the immolated 
divinity was changed into food; its soul descended under 
ground. where it established the Land of the Dead. A. E. 
I ensen, who has devoted an important book to thi, type 
of divinitiea-which he calls de11l4 diviniliet-bu oon­
clusively ahol'l-n thaI in eating and in dying man partici· 
pates in the lile of the detTla.$.u 

For all these palaeo-agricultural peoples, what i, 
essential is periodically to e\'oke the primordial event 
that established the present condition of humanity. 
Thei r whole religious life is a commemoration, a ro­

membering. The memory reactuali:red by the rites 
(hence by reiterating the primordial murder) plays a 
decisive role; what happened in. iUo te.mpore must never 
be forgotten. The true sin is forgetting. The girl who at 

itA. t. J ... _ D .. ,.~ .. IFdlhiU .Uu, fr~." ".til"'. SlRtI' .... 
1948. J_ bouvW<d the .... d " ..... fr ..... tho )[arlad.....tm ~l Ne .. 
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ber lint menstruation .pend. three day. in a dark hut 
without lpeaking to anyone doe. 10 because the mur· 
dered maiden. baying become the moon, remains three 
daya in darkness; if the menstruating girl breaks the 
tabu of silence and speaks. abe it guilty of forgetting a 
primordial c\'ent. Penonal memory is not involved; 
what matten is to remember the mythical event. the only 
event worth considering because the only creative event. 
It faU. 10 the primordial myth 10 presene true hiJw".. 
the history of the human condition; it i, in the myth lhat 
the principles and paradigma for all conduct mUit be 
60ught and recovered. 

It is at this stage of culture thaI we encounter ritual 
cannibalism. The cannibal'. chid concern wowd seem 
to be essentially metaphysical; he must not forget what 
happened in. ilw tempore. Volhard! and I ensen have 
mown this very clearly; the killing and devouring of 
lOWS al festivals, eating the lint fruib; ",ben tuben are 
harvested, are an eating of the di~i~ body. exa.:tlYI1l 
it u eaten at cannibal leasu, Sacrilice of &OWl., head· 
bunting, cannibalism are aymbolicaUy the same as bar­
veiting tuben or coconuts. It ia Volharat's accomplish. 
ment to have demonstrated the religioUll meaning of 
anthropophagy and at the aame time the human respon. 
sibilityassumed by the cannib.l." The food plant iJ not 

"t. Volh ... d~ X ... ~lbdli ........ St\l\t&OJ'l, 1939. Ct E\iAde, "Lo ~ fl 
boa .. u ..... ou '" ptflOlii" d. l'orIput Ia u., MrtAu. r&u .. 
_1.14 .... P ...... 1957, PI' 36 II. 
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gitren in nature; it is the product of. daying, for it ... 
thUll that it waa created in the dawn of time. Head· 
hunting, human aacrificet, ean.n.ibali~m were all accepted 
by man 10 ensure the life of plant&. Volhardt', insiatence 
on thit point is fully juetified, The cannibal auumCi hi. 
responsibility in the world; cannibalism il not a 
"natural" behavior in primitive man (moreover, it il not 
found on the oldesl level. of culture); it is eultural 
behavior, based on a religioul vilion of life. For the 
vegetable world to continue, man must kill and be killed; 
in .ddition. he must auume aexuality to its extreme 
limit-the orgy. An Abyuinian &Ong declares thi.s: "She 
who haa not yet engendered, let her engender; he who 
haa not yet killed, let him kil1!" This is a way of laying 
that the two sexes are doomed 10 aS5ume their destiny. 

Belore passing judgment on cannibalism, we must 
.lw.)'3 remember that it wal insti tuted by divine beinga. 
But they instituted it to give human beings the oppor· 
tunity to aS5ume a respousibility in the cosmos, to enable 
them to provide for the continuity of vegetable life. The 
responsibility, then, i8 religiOUS in nature. The Vito 
cannibals affirm it: "Our traditions a re alwaY8 alive 
among ta, c\"en when we are not dancing; but we work 
only that we may dance." Their dances consist in repeat· 
ing all the mythical event$, hence also the first 8laying, 
followed by anthropophagy. 

We have cited this example in order to ahow that. 
among primith"es 18 in the palMeD-oriental civiliutions. 
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the imuazio dei is not conceived idyllically, that, on the 
contrary. it implies an awesome human responsibility. 
In judging a "savage" society, we must not lose sight of 
the fact that even the most barharoUll act and the mOst 
aberrant behavior have divine. transhumlln modeh. To 
inquire why and in consequence of what degradations 
and misunderstanding!. certain religious activities deteri· 
orate and become aberrant is an entirely different prob­
lem, into which we shall not enter here. FOf our purpose, 
what demands emphasis is the fact that religioUll man 
80ught to imitate, and believed that he was imitating. his 
god. e,·en when he allowed himself 10 be led into acta 
thai verged on madness. depravity, and crime. 

SACRED HISTORY, HISTORY, HISTORICISM 

Let us recapitulate: 
Religious man experiences two kinds of time­

profane and sacred. The one is an evanescent duration, 
the other a "succession of eternities," periodically recov· 
erable during the festivals thaI made up the sacred 
calendar. The liturgical time of the calendar flows in a 

closed circle; it is the cosmic time of the year, sanctified 
by the works of the gods. And since the most stupendous 
divine work was the creation of the world, commemora· 
tion of the cosmogony plays an important part in many 
religions. The New Year coincides with the first day of 
Creation. The year is the temporal dimension of the 

,os 
cosmos. "The world has pas~" expresses that a year 
has run its course. 

At each New Year the cosmogony is reiterated, the 
world re·created, and to do this is also to create time­
that is, to regenerate it by beginning it anew. This is 
why the cosmogonic myth serves as paradigmatic model 
for every creation or construction; it is even used as a 
ritual means of healing. By symbolically becoming con· 
temporary with the Creation, one reintegrates the pri. 
mordial plenitude. The sick man becomes well because 
he begins his life again with its sum of energy intact. 

The religious festival is the reactualization of a pri. 
mordial event, of a sacred history in which the actors 
are the gods or semidivine beings. But sacred history is 
recounted in the myths. Hence the participants in the 
festival become contemporaries of the gods and the 
semidivine beings. They live in the primordial time that 
is sanctified by the presence and activity of the gods. 
The sacred calendar periodically regenerates time, be-­
cause it makes it coincide with the time of origin, the 
strong, pure time. The religious experience of the festi· 
nI-that is, participation in the sacred---enables man 
periodically to live in the presence of the gods. This is 
the reason for the fundamental importance of myths in 
all pre,Mosaic religions, for the myths narrate the gella 
of the godoJ and these gesla constitute paradigmatic 
models for all human activities. In so far as he imitates 
his gode, religious man li,'es in the time of origin, the 
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time of the myths. In other words, he emerges from pro­
fane duration to recover an unmoving time, eternity. 

Since, for religious man of the primitive societies, 
myths constitute hia sacred history, he mUlit not forget 
them; by reactualizing the myths, he approaches his gods 
and participates in sanctity. But there are also tragic 
divine histories, and man assumes a great responsibility 
toward himself and toward nature by periodically 
reactualizing them. Ritual cannibalism, for example, is 
the consequence of a tragic religious conception. 

In short, through the reactualization of his myths, 
religioUli man attempts to approach the gods and to 
participate in being; the imitation of paradigmatic 
divine models expresses at once his desire for sanctity 
and his ontological nostalgia. 

In the primitive and archaic religions the eternal 
repetition of the divine exploits is justified as an imitatw 
dei. The sacred calendar annually repeats the same 
festivals, that is, the commemoration of the same mythi. 
cal events. Strictly speaking, the sacred calendar proves 
to be the "eternal return" of a limited number of divine 
ge.sta-and this is true not only for primitive religions 
but for all others. The festal calendar everywhere con­
stitutes a periodical return of the same primordialsitua. 
lions and hence a reactualizatiou of the same sacred 
time. For religious man, reactualizatiou of the same 
mythical events constitutes his greatest hope; for with 
each reactualization he again bas the opportunity to 

~'ld T'1IIl GIld MylAl 107 

transfigure iiia existence, to make it like its divine model. 
In short, for religious man of the primith·e and archaic 
aocieties, the eternal repetition of paradigmatic gestures 
and the eternal reco';ery of the same mythical time of 
origin, sanctified hy the gods, in no sense implies a 
pessimistic vision of life. On the contrary, for bim it is 
hy virtue of this eternal return to the sources of the 
filLcred and the real that human existence appears to he 
saved from nothingness and death. 

The perspective changes completely when the sense of 
the religiousrl{:$$ of the cosmOJ kCOTne$ 100t. This is 
what oo:.:urs when, in certain more highly evolved socic> 
ties, the intellectual elites progressively detach them­
selves from the patterns of the traditional religion. The 
periodical sanctification of cosmic time then proves usc> 
less and without meaning. The gods are no longer accc!l­
sible through the cosmic rhythms. The religious mean­
ing of the repetition of paradigmatic gestures is for­
gotten. But repetition emptied of its religiol/..1 conleTil 
neu$$arily lead.s to a peJJimi.slic vi.sion of exi.stern:e. 

When it is no longer a vehicle for reintegrating a pri­
mordial situation, and hence for recovering the mysteri­
ous presence of the gods, that is, )llhen it i.s deJacralized, 
cyclic time becomes terrifying; it is seen as a circle for­
ever turning on itself, repeating itself to infinity. 

This is what happened in India, where the doctrine of 
cosmic cycles (yuga.s) was elaborately developed. A 
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complete cycle. a maluiyuga, oomprises 12,000 yean. 
It enda with. diuolulion, a pralo.ya. which it repeated 
more drastically (mohdpraiaya, the Greal Diuolution) 
allhe end of the thousandth cycle. For the paradigmatic 
schema "creation-deslruclion-creation~tc." is rep~ 
duced ad irlfinilllm. The 12,000 years of a maMyuga 
were regarded as divine yean, each with a duration of 
360 yean, which gives a total of 4,320,000 yean for a 
lingle cosmic cycle. A thOllsand such mahayugal make 
up a Iwlpo. (form); 14 kalpw make up a manvanldro. 
(10 named because each manvantaro. i, auppoaed 10 be 
ruled by Manu, the mythical Ancestor.King.) A Iuzlpo i, 
equivalent to a day in the life of Brahmt: • Ie(Ond 
Jwlpo to a night. One hundred of these "years" of 
Brahm., in other worda 311,000 milliard. of human 
yean, constitute the life of Brahma. But even this dur.­
tion of the god's life does not exhaust time, for the goo. 
are not eternal and the coemic creations and destructions 
sue<:eed one another forever.lt 

This is the true eternal return, the eternal repetition of 
the fundamental rhythm of the cosmo_its periodical 
destruction and re~reation. In short, it u the primitive 
conception 0/ the Year.cOlmol, but emptied 0/ Us reli­
giozu cOrIUm. Obvioll5ly, the doctrine of - 7U{(I.f ru 
elaborated by intellectual elites, and if it became a paD­
Iodian doctrine, we must not suppose that it revealed ia 

.. Cl. Eliad., M,1lI. pp. 113 If.: _ oJoo WL. I_tl ~, ".,..!Nl~ .. Poria, 
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terrifying uptd to all the peoples of India. It Wat chiefly 
the religious and philosophical elites who felt despair in 
the presence of cyclic time reptating itself ad infinitum. 
For to Indian thought, this eternal return implied eternal 
relurn 10 existence by force of karrru;J. the law of unh·er· 
III causality. Then, too, time was homologized to the 
coemic illusion (maya). and the eternal return to exist­
ence aignified indefinite prolongation of suflering and 
slavery. In the view of these religious and philosophical 
elites, the only hope was nonrerurn·to-existence. the 
abolition of karma; in other words. final deliverance 
(mokJha), implying a transcendence of the coemOl." 

Greece too knew the myth of the eternal return, and 
the Creek philosophers of the late period carried the 
conception of circular time to its furthest limits- To 
quote the perceptive words of H. C. Putch: "According 
to the celebrated Platonic definition,lime, which is deter­
mined and meatured by the revolution of the celestial 
spheres, is the moving image of unmoving eternity, 
wJlich it imitates by revolving in a circle. Consequenlly 
all cosmic becoming, and. in the same manner, the dura· 
tion of thi, world of generation and corruption in which 
we live, will progress in a circle or in accordance with 
an indefinite auccession of cycles in the course of which 
the lime reality u made, unmade, and remade in COD-

UThio 1na8oaI.s.- Ia ...J,· ... d IhoqIo Ihe ~1Gn ..... t. laotu.,­
(~). whlclo IIIIplieo • --. 01 our"" T.- we penal .. _ ....... 
fro. limo; _ I ...... •• qakl ... pp. 10 I. 
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formity with an immutable law and immutable altema· 
tives. Not only i8 the same tum of existence preserved in 
it, with nothing being 1051 lind nothing created, but in 
addition certain thinken of declining antiquity-Pytha. 
goreant, Stoic., Plaloniia--reached the point of admit· 
ting that within each of tbe&e cycles of duration, of lheae 
aiones, these aero, the Ilmc situationa are reproduced 
that have already been produced in previoU8 cyclea and 
will be reproduced in subsequent cyc1ell"-"Od infinitum. 
No event it unique, occun once and for all ({or example. 
the condemnation and death of Socrates), but it hu 
occurred, occurs, and will occur, perpetually; the lime 
individual. ha,oe appeared, appear. and will reappear at 

every return of the cycle upon itself. Cosmic duration i. 
repetition Ind arwkuklolu, eternal return." I

• 

Compared with the an:haic and palaeo-oriental reli· 

gions, 18 weU as with the mythic-philosophical concep­
tiona of the eternal return, as they ",ere elaborated in 
India and Greece. Judaism presenl8 an innovation of 

the first importance. For Judaism, time hal a beginning 
and will have an end. The idea of cyclic time is left b&­
hind. Yahweh no longer manifests himseU in cOJmic 
lime (like the gods of other religiollll) but in a hislorical 
lime, which is irrevenible. Each new manifestation of 
Yahweh in history i, no longer reducible to an earlier 

manifestation. 'The faU of l el1l$8.lem e:tpresses Yahweh', 

ItHonrl Owt.. Pv.ed>."I..0 ... _ 01 '" umpt,~ Er_.·IMiblld, xx. 
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wrath against hi, people, but it is no longer the lame 
wrath that Yahweh expressed by the fall of Samaria. Hil 
g~ure. are perlOMl interventions in hiltory and reveal 

their deep meaning onl, lor hiJ peopu, the people that 
Yahweh had choun. Hence the historical eveDI acquirea 
a new dimenlion; il becomes a theopMn,." 

Chriltianity goes e\'en further in valorizing historical 
lime. Since God was incarnated, that is, since he took on 
a historically conditioned hUnuJn exi,tence, hiltory 

IIcquires the ponibility of being sanctified. The illud 
lemp/U evoked by the Gospels is a clearly defined hi .. 
torical time-the time iD which Pontius Pilate was Goy· 

eflKlf of Iudaea-but it wu lllfIClified b,lk pre.Jente 
..!!l-ChriJI. When a Ouistian of our day participale. in 

liturgical lime, be r«O\'en the illud kmpUl in which 

Christ lived, .uHered. and rose again--but il ia no 

longer a mythical time, it is the time when Pontius Pilate 
go\'erned Judaea. For the Christian, too, the sacred 
calendar indefinitely reheanes the same events of the 

e:tistence of Christ-but these events took place in hi. - -tory; they are no longer facts that happened at the origin 

a/lime, "in the beginning:' (Bul we should add that, for 
the Chriltian, time begins anew with the birth of Christ, 
for the Incarnation establishes a new situation of man in 

the coamos). This is u much a. to .. y that biatory n> 

veab itsell to be a new dimension of the presence of God 

I' CL Djode, M,lA. pp. 102 f.. OIl ib< .olori&atioo ollliolory III J...w-. 
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in the world. History becomes sacred hi,tory once more 
-as it was oonceived. but in a mythical persp«live. in 
primitive and archaic religions.'1 

Christianity arrives, not at a philosophy but at a the· 
ology of history. For God's interventions in history, and 
above all his Incarnation in the historical person of 
Jesus Christ, have a transhistorical purpose--the salva· 
tional man. 

Hegel takes over the Judaoo·Christian ideology and 
applies it to universal history in its totality: the universal 
Ipiri! cQntinU<llly manifes18 itself in historical events and 
manifests itself only in historical events. Thus the WMk 
of history becomes a theophany; everything that has 
happened in history hod to happen as il did, because the 
universal spirit &0 willed it. The road is thus opened to 
the various {OITIllJ of twentieth.century historicistic phi. 
losophies. Here our present investigation end~, for all 
these new valorizations of time and history belong to 
the history of philosophy. Yet we must add that historic­
ism arises as a decomposition product of Christianity; it 
accords decisive importance to the historical event 
(which is an idea whose origin it Christian) but to the 
hl$lorical evenl aJ $uch. that is, by denying it any possi. 
bility of revealing a transhistorical, 50teriological in· 
tent." 

As for the conceptions of time on which certain hi .. 

• Iet Diad." Imq •• el rymbol .. , pp. 222 If. 
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toricistic and ex.istentialist philosophies have insisted, 
the following observation is not without interest: al· 
though no longer conceived as a circle, lime in these 
modem philosophies once again wear3 the terrifying 
upect that it wore in the Indian and Greek philosophies 
of the eternal return. Definit ively descralized, time pre· 
sents itself as a precarious and evanescent duration, 
leading irremediably to death. 


