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Book Review:  Mircea Eliade. The Sacred and the Profane:  The Nature of Religion. Willard R. Trask (Trans).  Harvest Book.  Harcourt, Inc, 1957.  New York.  ISBN-13: 978-0-15-679201-1. LCCCN #58-10904. Pp. 256. 

The ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’ represent the dichotomist themes that this work embodies and which Eliade threads throughout the various disciplines of anthropology, phenomenology and philosophy that he addresses.  His thesis is a bold yet concise address of how concepts of ‘the religious’ were conceived and developed by ancient humans trying to understand the phenomenology of life and the existence of the cosmos. Composed of three detailed chapters and a Chronological Survey of Religious Timetables, Eliade traces notions from archaic religious thought of tribal societies to their continued, yet vaguely understood continuation enacted unconsciously by the modern secular person. Eliade maintains that persons, both religious and secular consciously or unconsciously experience such moments and intentionally or unintentionally react to them by means of adapting or restricting behaviours.  In the case of the believer, wilful acts in reaction to the revelation of the sacred are more simply observed.  In the situation of nonbelievers, Eliade sees in the preservation of such notions in the regarding of social etiquettes and of sexual taboos.  
The central theme around which Eliade presents his theories is the concept of hierophany; moments in worldly lifecycles of human beings when the manifestation of the spiritual/supernatural in causes the individual to perceive if not understand the ‘sacred’ or the ‘divine’.  Eliade commences his thesis by addressing the notion of ‘sacred space’.  The perception of a tripartite cosmos, perhaps the most ancient of all religious thought, is connected via a physical symbol, most commonly a tree or a mountain in the human world that is pivoted between the physical and metaphysical worlds and through which communication with the gods and chthonic sprits is enabled.  Such axis mundi are then ‘sacred places’ in the landscape or territory of the community.  They stand in direct contrast with the profane or mundane spaces and places utilised for everyday activities.  Such places are believed to have been established by the gods in the original moment of creation. These myths are used to establish religious paradigms and rituals that once acted are re-enacted, re-actualised throughout time.   
Expounding on the notion of ‘sacred time’, Eliade refers to another tenet of ancient religion – the perfect and perpetual nature of time, in illo tempore; the ‘succession of eternities’, in which the gods live. Eliade maintains that the that the passage of time for human beings was considered profane but by referring to, or retelling cosmogonic myths, religious humans can access and dwell safely in sacred time, by virtue of specific rites and ritual performance.  Once in that moment of sacred time, the religious mind can hold communion with the gods to supplicate for and receive divine benefits in the mundane world.  Once back in the profane time of this reality, human beings are once more susceptible to the cyclic nature of life and its awful uncertainties.  
Eliade then turns his attention to the sacredness with which human beings regard the natural world.  Animistic concepts of the material world hold a symbolism that reflects the essence of the divine in the order of creation and from which human beings evaluate their place in the cosmos.  In this chapter Eliade reveals the complex ideologies that formed ancient religion.  The immensity of the sky and ergo the great void that exists between the gods and human beings, the majesty of the mountain which reflects the might and eternal nature of the gods were all aspects of ancient religion as natural physical world directly reflected the attributes and characteristics of the gods. While ‘mother earth’ nourishes and provides habitat, water is perceived as both preceding and maintaining life; it represents the original form of things and rituals such as baptism therefore represent a dying and rebirth notion to the participant.  
The final chapter in Eliade’s perspective on the formation of ancient religious thought builds on its predecessor, the ‘Sacred World’ and focuses upon the ‘completion’ of the spiritual progress via the notion of ‘Sanctification’.  In this chapter Eliade addresses recurrent themes of ‘death and rebirth’ involved in the mysteries of initiation rituals and their heavy symbolism.  Eliade observes that ‘incompletion’ is often seen or felt in the status of an individual at various stages in life.  Thus through a series of passage-rites; successive initiations that the age-set, individual and/or community may achieve spiritual completion.  By passing from one state of being to an altered, matured ‘other’ (state of being) noting that such journeys or progressions are often held as dangerous and full of risk. By undergoing ordeals, a young man for example, may not only prove his value to his community but also evidence his potential to himself and to others.   It is the completion of such tasks or performances symbolise a new status for the individual.   
The ultimate chapter discusses the progression of religious development from archaic times and addresses, albeit briefly key notions in ancient religious belief such as human separation from the gods and the notion of animism.  It provides a useful reference for Comparative Religious studies.  
In sum, Eliades book enlightens the reader to the highly complexed notions that evolved in the development of religious thought.  Modern notions of the ‘primitiveness’ of archaic religion are simply uninformed.  Ancient humans didn’t worship inanimate objects; they recognised the spiritual essence of those objects as they formed part of a dynamic, lucid and living cosmos and elements of those former concepts are still evidenced in many social and sexual taboos of modern western – scientific – society, however unaware the modern society may be of them.   
My only issue with the book is Eliade’s outlook of the book in terms of its comparisons.  Eliade is swift to establish the dichotomist view of ‘believer’ and non-believer between ‘homo religiosus’’ and modern ‘descacrilized man’ as being ‘two modes of living in the world’.   Yet, while colourfully iterating the abstract beliefs, conclusions and experiences of the religious man his summary of the nonbeliever’s standpoint is often little more than; “They just don’t get it”.   As such, the approach seems somewhat off balance.   While there is some address to the secular mind’s viewpoint it is presented in a rather morbid context.  Eliade concludes that the existential choice of the non-religious to be non-religious, causes them to live in the tragedy of reality.  There are innumerable superstitions that the secular mind observes upon which Eliade could have drawn comparison.  While the secular person may have no predilection to the supernatural, decisions resulting in behavioural choices are often determined by the sentient, preternatural arbiters of Sods Law upon the overconfident or the unprepared.  “Shall I take a brolly or not?” 
Perhaps the enduring success of Eliade’s work is in part his ability to identify of concepts and themes that are intermittent, episodical in the modern human experience; from our fascination with the paranormal to the cultural habits and regard for taboo in familial and social contexts and situations.  Eliade’s perspectives bring awareness of the origin of such ‘sacred notions’ to our otherwise mundane week.  He was also skilled at articulating abstract notions and providing a scholarly framework for them; ‘hierophany’; ‘imago mundi’; useful scholarly tools to convey more concise yet discernible concepts and notions.   Is this the perfect stocking filler for the armchair archaeologist or History Channel buff in your life?  Probably not, but for the dedicated laymen and students interested in comparative mythology and religious studies Eliade provides a large philosophical backdrop, painted with broad strokes that serve as useful umbrella definitions and terminologies. 
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