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Some very basic questions 

 

 

• What is ‘sacred’? 

 

• What is ‘site’, as place or space? 



Defining ‘sacred’ 

• Sacer Latin. ‘dedicated or consecrated to a 
divinity’  but also a related meaning: 
‘accursed, execrable, horrible, infamous’ or 
‘devoted to a divinity for destruction, 
forfeited’. 

• So as well as sacred being esteemed and 
positive it also carries an association of the 
divinity as a powerful force for injury and 
destruction. 

 



More on sacred 

• Root sac relates to Hittite word saklais 
meaning ritual. 

• Root sa relates to Greek word for safe and the 
derived Latin word sanus meaning whole or 
healthy. 

• Sanus is the root that gives us sanctus, a saint 
or holy person, and sanctum, a holy place or 
sanctuary. 



The breadth of ‘sacred’ 

• Rite, custom, safe, whole, accursed, horrible, 
divine destruction, divine presence. 

 

• This is how the autonomous and wilful gods of 
the Classical World were viewed. 

• This breadth of meaning may be useful to us to 
understand the wide variety and rich meaning of 
sacred in indigenous and ancient societies. 

• Sacred is often misprinted as ‘scared’!! 



Site as ‘space’ or ‘place’ 

• ‘If space allows movement, place is pause’ Y-F Tuan 
1977 (see Tilley, PoL, p.14) 

• Usefully discussed in Tilley, PoL, Ch. 1 1994 

• ‘Without places there can be no spaces, and the 
former have primary ontological significance as centres 
of bodily activity, human significance and emotional 
attachment’ Tilley, PoL, p.15 

• Relph, E. (1976) ‘Place and Placelessness’, London, Pion 

• Casey, E. S. (1997) ‘The Fate of Place: A Philosophical 
History’, Berkeley, U of California Press. This is a key 
text if you are working in depth. 



Waahi tapu 

• Maori words for ‘sacred site, etc.’ 

• Discussed by Jane Hubert in ’Sacred Beliefs 
and Beliefs of Sacredness’ in ‘Sacred Sites, 
Sacred Places’, Eds. Carmichael et al. (1994) 
Routledge, London. 

• See also Hirini Matunga, ‘Waahi tapu: Maori 
Sacred Sites’ in Carmichael et al. 





Tirtha: Hindu for Sacred Place 

• Tirtha, literally a ‘crossing’, the place where 
we cross from this physical world into another 
where we can access the ineffable spirit and 
energies of another realm. 

• From Sanskrit taras, cognate with IE root ter. 

• From which we derive ‘through’, German 
‘durch’, and all words beginning with tr – ans: 
transport, transcend etc. 



The idea of the numinous 

• Numinous, coined by Rudolf Otto in 1917 from 
numen, Latin for divine presence. 

• Probably not derived from Greek Noumenia, 
‘New Moon’, but worth a thought! 

• ‘...primal numinous awe...sufficient in itself... To 
mark out ‘holy’ and ‘sacred’ places, and make 
them spots of aweful veneration....’ p.126 
 

• See Rudolf Otto, ‘The Idea of the Holy’, (1923) 
reprinted 1958 and later, OUP, Oxford.  





The Christian view of sacred place 

• Sacred Space: House of God, House of Heaven 
Eds. North,P and North, J (2007) Continuum, 
London. 

• Very useful chapter by Jeremy Sheehy,  ‘Sacred 
Space and Incarnation’ in North and North. 
Pp.9-20.  





Some of Sheehy’s issues 

• Christianity has a fundamental discomfort with 
sacred place; God is everywhere! 

• Sheehy attempts to fill the vacuum of a Xtian 
theology of sacred place by invoking the 
materiality of the incarnation of Christ. 

• Xtianty is grounded in the teaching and word of 
the Bible and Christ: it tends to eschew the 
gnostic form of spiritual teaching which might 
arise from a personal experience in a sacred 
place. 





Belden C Lane, ‘Landscapes of the 
Sacred’ 

• Four Axioms for informing the concept of sacred 
place: 

1. Sacred place is not chosen, it chooses. 

2. Sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made 
extraordinary. 

3. Sacred place can be tread upon without being 
entered. 

4. The impulse of sacred place is both centripetal 
and centrifugal, local and universal. 







The loop or dialogue of perception 

• ‘An experience that had ‘had’ them as much as they 
could be said to have ‘had’ it.’ Lane, p.42. 

• ‘More exactly: when I say that my body is a see-er, 
there is, in the experience I have of it, something that 
founds and announces the view that the other acquires 
of it or that the mirror gives of it....It is through the 
world first that I am seen or thought.’   Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, on the concept of ‘flesh’, p.274, in ‘The 
Visible and the Invisible’, 1968, Northwestern Univ. 
Press, Evanston. 

• For an intro to M-P read David Abram, ‘The Spell of the 
Sensuous’, (1996), Vintage, New York. 



Animism and the Spirit of Place 

• Explore these challenging ideas in: 

• Abram, D ‘The Spell of the Sensuous’ Vintage, 
1996 

• Abram, D ‘Becoming Animal’ Pantheon, 2010 

• Harvey, G ‘Animism’ Hurst, 2005 

• Harding, S ‘Animate Earth’, Green Books, 2006 

• Curry, P ‘Ecological Ethics’ Polity, 2011 

• Berry, T ‘The Great Work’ Bell Tower, 1999 





Topos, Choros;  Chronos, Kairos 

• Topos: physical point, place in landscape. Neutral. 
Derived word, ‘topography’. 

• Choros: space, quality of landscape feeding you with 
information, exhilarating, dancing. Derived word, 
‘choreography’. 

• Chronos: point time, tick-tock, neutral. Derived word, 
‘chronometer’. 

• Kairos: the opportune time, the timeless now, pregnant 
with experience. No derived word, but G Cornelius’s 
‘moment’ of astrology? 

• Belden Lane suggests that a combination of Choros 
and Kairos = sacred place 

 
 
 





Martin Palmer asks ‘What do you 
mean by sacred?’ 

• Communities decide upon a site that will be holy 
to them: a church, mosque, temple etc. 

• Somewhere that overwhelms us with the sheer 
beauty of nature: something greater and grander 
than ourselves. 

• Places made special by history or legend. 
• Places that mean something special to private 

individuals 
    This is a very basic overview but no attempt at a 

definition of sacred site 



Definitions of Sacred Site 

• For a brief critical survey of the few definitions 
that do exist : 

• 1. Sacred Lands Article ‘What is a Sacred Site’ 
(2011). 

• 2. Thorley and Gunn, ‘Sacred Sites: an overview’ 
(2008), the Full not the Abridged version. 

• 3. The Abridged Version has interesting case 
studies and photos. 

• Simply Google [sacred site thorley gunn] and pick 
up the PDF downloads of these 3 references. 



Some Objections to a Definition of 
Sacred Site 

• It is impossible, because of the cultural variety 
and richness of the concept. (Many 
Anthropologists hold this view.) 

• Many indigenous cultures have no concept of 
sacred, so why force it upon them? 

• Such a definition has no apparent role or 
benefit. 

• It is more appropriate and ‘truthful’ to simply 
describe what each culture counts as sacred. 

 



Some Reasons for a Definition 

• It makes an attempt to clarify a very vague and 
subjective area 

• It seeks to establish common international and trans-
cultural features which facilitate comparison, 
categorisation, and the identification of key themes or 
factors:  i.e. research 

• It seeks to create a viable language for legalistic 
settings, disputes, which then can be used in framing 
national and international legislation 

• It is driven by pragmatism rather than solely by pure 
academic considerations 

• Concerned peoples are asking for one! 



Designing an Operational Definition, 
as found in Thorley and Gunn (2008) 

First the Primary Stem: The basic definition. 
Then the four Operational Categories: 
• 1. Descriptive features 
• 2. Spiritual features 
• 3. Functional features 
• 4. Other features not covered in 1., 2., and 3 
To justify the definition, the Sacred Site must satisfy the stem 

definition and have one or more of the features in any of the four 
operational categories.  

This kind of definition also enables a rough profile of the ‘operations’ 
of the specific Sacred Site to emerge. 

 
The full definition and discussion is found in our Full Version of  
Sacred Sites: An Overview (2008).  

 















IUCN definitions  

• Sacred Site. An area of special spiritual 
significance to peoples and communities. 

 

• Sacred Natural Site. Areas of land or water 
having special spiritual significance for 
peoples and communities. 

                                               IUCN 2008 

Our Sacred Sites report was taken up by the 
IUCN in 2008 as part of its ongoing work. 











Access the IUCN and Guatemala 
Documents via Google 

• For IUCN use [sacred natural sites iucn wild] 

• For Guatemala use [sacred natural sites 
Guatemala law] 

    and download the PDFs. 




