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Eliade: How does the notion of the sacred provide a way of understanding the religious? What is 
homo religiosus? What kind of experience is this and how is it a more basic condition of possibility 
for all the world religions with their conflicting truths about and approaches to the sacred? Include 
the ideas of Hierophany, Ritual, Myth, Symbols, Sacred Space and time, and Axis Mundi in your 
account of religion as a deep engagement with the sacred. Discuss the Pickard Comment, Note, and 
Question. What is the ironic predicament we are in with regard to the sacred and the true? Why do 
our beliefs about the sacred and our refusal to question them ironically prevent us from connecting 
with the sacred? (2-3 pages) 
 
 
In The Sacred and the Profane, Eliade divided our human experience to two fundamentally different 

“modes”: that of the traditional – the one that is open to the sacred experiences- and that of the 

modern – the stripped down, secularized, one that is closed to such sacred experiences. This 

division is essential since liade’s phenomenological and comparative of religion in its totality an 

attempt to “understand, and to make understandable to others, religious man’s behavior and mental 

universe.”  It couldn’t be better described than by this phrase in the Guide for The Sacred and the 

Profane: “there is no other way of understanding a foreign mental universe than to place oneself 

inside it, at its very center, in order to progress from there to all the values that it possess.” Eliade’s 

notion of the sacred is to put us, who live in a “profane”, “mundane”, “modern” world, in the shoes 

of a religious man. Only by doing so can we understand the core of the inexpressible experience of 

the sacred, the very universal and unifying quality of all religious experience. 

 

To support his study, Eliade introduces the concept of “homo religiosus” - literally “human as 

religious beings”i

 

 - as an ideal man that lives only in the world of the sacred, a man that “only in 

such a world that he participates in the being, that he has a real existence”. The concept of “homo 

religiosus” is what Eliade uses to place his readers inside the center of the religious experience. 

According to Eliade, there is a “homo religiosus” in every one of us, and this “homo religiosus” 

always “thirsts for being”. The essence of a religious experience, according to Eliade, is this desire 

to “reconnect” – hence the name “re-ligare” - with the “homo religiosus” inside us and to 

“reconnect” with the world of the scared. 

In addition to the notion of the scared and “homo religiosus”, hierophany is another concept vital to 

understand The Scared and the Profane. In a world where truths about and approaches to the sacred 

conflict each other, the understanding of the sacred as a common human condition is an alternative 

way to understand religious experience in all it’s multiplicity, variation, and distinctiveness. We 
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have lost so much, fought so much and sacrificed so much for the “highly rationalized and 

doctrinal” religious traditions; this new approach helps us to see various religious traditions as 

having a universal and unifying core that is simply an essential universal human condition. It is a 

new way for us to understand our desire to be “homo religiosus” and to see we are not so different 

after all. 

 

To further illustrate his theories, Eliade proposes several new concepts to support his study. 

Numinous experience, or The Holy, is “the revelation of divinity, divine power that is utterly other 

than the human or worldly natural order”. It’s the intensive, overwhelming feeling of something that 

can’t be described but can only be experienced. This experience can either be pleasant (mysterium 

fascinanas), or unpleasant (mysterium trememdum). Hierophany is “the manifestation of the sacred 

in things but does not reduce to these things”. For a “homo religiosus”, anything can be viewed as 

hierophany - natural phenomena such as “a stone, a mountain, a tree living things, the moon, the 

sun”; even the “creation, life, growth, renewal”, etc., can be viewed as heirophany. As the Guide 

points out, hierophany somewhat attempts to answer the “why” question – why the world is the way 

it is – instead of the “how” question, which can be answered by scientific theories. Ritual, a “re-

enactment of primordial sacred orienting significance”, engages the “homo religiosus” with the 

sacred by taking the “event into sacred time and space which is qualitatively completely other.” The 

ritual is not merely a repetition of the sacred events, it is meant to “become one with the original 

archetypal event”, thus re-ligare with the scared. Myth is a “recounting of the most significant and 

meaningful events or archetypes that gives fundamental meaning to human life”. Myths usually 

give an account of origin (Genesis, creation myth, etc.), guide us to the sacred and provide us with a 

“salvation account of our destiny” (The ultimate “why” question). Symbols evoke our deepest 

feeling that reveals our connection with the sacred. Axis Mundi, “the center of the world connecting 

heaven and earth”, is a place (such as a mountain, a temple, a cathedral, a tree) that has been 

declared to be sacred. Such a center makes a felt sense of connectedness to the scared possible.  

 

The sad truth is, even Eliade points out that [even though] all religious traditions share a common, 

fundamental human experience of the sacred; people argue and fight about the differences because 

they are caught up in the literal interpretation of the sacred text and the “ideological conflict due to 

their typical insistence on logical Truth. As the Guide points out, the Abrahamic religions, including 

Christianity, attempt to rationalize and historicize the sacred events, making them historical events 

Comment [DP1]: Why is it that without symbols, 
myths and rituals would have no meaning?  Symbols 
both reflect and evoke a deeply felt sense of 
importance, of power, the power to be and that one 
can connect with that power.  This can even be used 
to describe non theistic religions such as Buddhism 
where the Buddha himself become a symbol of what 
is possible for each human being, a wakefulness to 
our condition that is emancipating and thus 
salvational from the condition of selfishness, fear, 
and iniquity. 
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through “rationalized doctrines that offer faith the support of logical grounds” (such as theology). 

This effort of highly rationalized and historicized interpretation of the sacred provides no room for 

other interpretation, and in fact pulls us away from the real, felt, overpowering experience of the 

sacred. Indeed, as Augustine and Kierkegaard say, “God is completely unknowable, ungraspable, 

and is only approachable by giving up all pretence to historical or theological truth.” But is it 

possible to experience the sacred out of the context of traditional religion?  The answer is yes and I 

will discuss this new approach in the next segment. 

GRADE: A 

 
 
Miller: What is the “postmodern condition” and why has it tended to undermine yet make more 
available a genuine connection to the sacred by better understanding what a “world” is? What is 
the throe of inquiry? What intimations are there of the sacred? What are wonder and horror and 
why are they openings onto the sacred? Explain how wonder, horror, and temporality are 
“ruptures.” Ruptures to what? Discuss the following passages: “Nothingness is no intruder, no 
trespasser, no other. It is what I am, in and of myself.” (186) “Awe is more profound than wonder 
or horror.” Wonder and horror are anticipations of this speechless awe which is at the same time 
more upsetting than any other dread, and more joyful than any other ec-stasis. In this sense, all of 
our experiences lead us to intimations of being itself as the ultimately sacred, the absolute Other.” 
How does the throe of inquiry that wonder and horror set in motion lead to the Absolute Other for 
Miller? What is the rupture and the absolute other of time? Why do wonder and horror not take us 
all the way like awe to the realization of our nothingness then the Absolute Other? What else is 
needed in affirming the Absolute Other than the experience of awe and nothingness? What role do 
reason and judgment play from here and how do the experiences of wonder, horror, anguish and 
awe provide the bases for premises that lead to the conclusion that the Absolute Other (though we 
can say nothing about it) is a necessary condition for our contingent being, our existence? (3-5 
pages) 
 

 

In the first chapter of In the Throe of Wonder, Miller acknowledges the “inescapability of 

interpretation” and the “centrality of its role in the constitution of meaning” (which also correlates 

with Russon’s theory of interpretation). He argues that we are “aware of the fact we operate in 

different universes, are governed by different paradigms, play different language games; we know 

our thoughts have been shaped by different myths and are grounded in different presuppositions.” 

Condensation and Summary of Chapters describes the problem even better: “wisdom was seeing as 

the very principles that support and constitute a system of knowing the world. But such institutions 

though they can be used to justify a system that cannot, themselves be justified within the system 

they constitute. They are shown to be prejudices disguised as institutions.” The acknowledgement 

Comment [DP2]: Intuitions: something that is 
self-evidently true 

Comment [DP3]: intuitions: something that is 
self-evidently true 
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and recognition of the fact that we live in “the midst of a multiplicity of world” and the 

“inescapability of interpretation”, is what Miller refers to as the postmodern condition.  

 

In Chapter 4, Miller further elaborates this by contrasting the philosophy of the past and the 

postmodern philosophy: past philosophy attempts to “provide a map of all possible universes, a way 

of integrating them”. The good side of this approach is that we can more clearly understand the 

concept “world” itself. With the arrival of postmodern philosophy and the recognition of 

“inescapability of interpretation”, the notion of an understandable “world” is shattered; instead, we 

“lost capacity for genuinely belonging to or fully participating in any world.” On the other hand, the 

postmodern condition guides us to a new way to approach this. Miller proposes the following: “A 

world is not a collection of things. In entering a world, one experiences something like birth or 

being itself. A world cannot be observed. It can only be lived in.” This is a powerful concept that is 

not dissimilar to the concept of “embodiment”, or the “I can” of Russon’s theory. “A world 

becomes accessible only by stepping inside it and leaving the one we previously occupied.” One of 

the examples The Summary uses is that of a child and the telescope – one look through the 

telescope maybe all it takes for the child to become an astronomer in her heart. Indeed, by exposing 

the child to a new world of wonder and possibilities the child is no longer in her old world; she is 

reborn as a new person with this new world as a new center. This is the same experience as falling 

in love, “being pulled”, becoming enchanted, or having a deeply felt sacred experience. It’s thesis of 

Miller’s study and it provides an alternative way to understand the sacred experience out of the 

context of religious traditions. 

 

The throe of inquiry, subsequently, is the throe of being oneself. Miller suggests that in the face of 

pluralistic situation of the postmodern condition, throe of wonder and inquiry is where we are led to 

seek an understanding of wisdom. He elaborates: “metaphysics that begins in wonder and 

recognition of a fallibility presupposes being that even though it cannot be made immediately 

transparent and know it also cannot be erased or avoided.” Since being is only accessible to us 

through the throe of inquiry, we can only know being by “surrendering to the throes of inquiry and 

embracing fallibility to which it exposes us.” Beautifully summarized, The Summary describes the 

following: “The realization that we have no access to being outside the throe of inquiry is the 

beginning of wisdom that requires giving up the hope of ever standing on a foundation.” The 

“suffering” of exposure of oneself to “nothingness” is essentially caught up in the “throe of being 

Comment [DP4]: The toward which of wonder 
and inquiry 
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itself.” Any other attempts to stop us from this “suffering” of “nothingness” stops us from being, 

thus block us from the path to wisdom. 

 

What is rupture?  To answer this question, I want to go back to a previous paragraph and continue 

the discussion of “decentering” amidst the throe of inquiry.  We as human beings are situated in a 

known world where we feel at home; we try to stay within the boundary of our known worlds, not 

rupture them with otherness. “The more exclusively we live within the limits of a horizon, the less 

aware we are of there being any limits to it”; until a rupture tears it apart, such as “falling in love, a 

breach of trust, loss of a loved one, etc.” The phrase “loss of innocence” is a good example: a child 

or a young person is exposed to an evil he/she has never seen or experienced, and his/her world is 

changed forever. Wonder, death, temporality are ruptures, because they all share this “decentering” 

quality that ruptures your world. We explained the throe of wonder in the last chapter. Death, as 

The Summary points out, provides us a fail-safe way of escaping an experience of nothingness.” 

Temporality is rupture of the present by the radical other of time that operates in time. Miller uses 

the entire Chapter 7 to explain that time by nature is the “turn of temporality”. Since the time is in a 

constant flow, this turn is always “in the present of the past and the future, this turn is the in-

between of a sense of past and future. The problem is, “the past or the non-existent present that has 

passed, does not exist except in this in-between and the future or the not yet that does not exist 

except in the in-between.” We are horrified to discover that we are not “held in the grip of 

presence.” We are thus forever “caught between the given and the unknown, familiarity and 

mystery, same and the other, immanence of the now and the transcendence of the future”. The 

rupture caused by our awareness of the unknown ruptures a world that otherwise would have been a 

universe of “unbroken presence and unmarred plentitude.” 

 Based on his analysis of the temporality as rupture, Miller explains that “past” and “future” 

are only ways of talking about immediacy; they are “an attempt to articulate something about 

presence”.  We can have abstractions of past, future and present, yet they do not affect our 

experience that leads to the question of time. They are simply abstractions attempting to make the 

“felt sense of the turn of temporality intelligible, manageable, and controllable”. The turn of 

temporality opens us to the possibility of nothingness or radical contingency, that “our world or 

meaning could be completely undone, completely an illusion of permanence and security in the 

utter impermanence of temporality.” That radical otherness that makes such turn possible can only 

be eternity (utter non temporality), Miller argued. This most profound, eternal otherness sets in 

Comment [DP5]: Right.  It leads us to mistake 
our “world” for being itself.  A world is possible and 
is nothing in itself only in relation to what allows us 
to “world” namely, Being and our only access to it is 
ironically from some “world” but only in 
overcoming that world.  This “rupture” of our 
meaning, our world, opens us to our nothingness 
which is our only access to being.  Typically we try 
to hang on to our world and make all experience 
consistent with that world.  But it is only when the 
world is ruptured by wonder or horror that we have 
an intimation of being, the source of the possibility 
of having a world at all.  

Comment [DP6]: Excellent! 
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motion “the possibility of any rupture as in wonder and horror”. When such experience of 

nothingness becomes strong enough that it is no longer intimation, it sets the condition for awe, an 

experience “in which one’s world and one’s sense of self has been obliterated” and “that one 

remains only in the most minimal sense of a being”. Only through such a condition one can get in 

touch with the sacred.  

A+ 

 
Guerriere: What is the truth proper to religion and why? Flesh this out with the issues of the 
essence of religion, the essence of religious truth, religious truth and nontruth, and religious truth 
and untruth? Why can’t we start with speculative questions and arguments but must begin with 
phenomenology? What are the ways religion can be false (falsity for religion, falsity in religion, 
falsity of religion)? Why is most religion not genuine even though all religion has a genuine 
source? If most people are not truly religious, what do you think they are doing? What can you 
draw from Russon or any other source to explain this? What does the truth proper to religion come 
down to? Why are atheism and agnosticism not possible views to hold? What has love got to do 
with religion? (3-5 pages) 
 

What is the truth to religion? “It’s not easy to attain”, Guerriere says in the conclusion of 

“The Truth, the Nontruth, and the Untruth Proper to Religion”. But he points out: it lies between the 

untruth for religion and in religion and beyond the untruth of religion. We will discuss them in the 

following paragraphs. 

Guerriere explains the issue by the articulation of the essence of religion.  First, Religion as 

remedy: The reason of religion’s existence and its universality is that it provides answers to the 

most fundamental existential question: can we reach our selfhood, our Being? The only reason to 

anything, he argues is to be our Being. And this effort is undermined by the “evil that we undertake, 

evil suffered and evil done.” The evil is, he points out, essentially the “aggression against our 

possibility to grow”. And this is where Religion arises, “if human beings cannot remedy their own 

condition of iniquity, they can only hope others will do it for them.” Guerriere’s arguments are very 

similar to Russon’s theory of human self-transcendence and therapeutic nature of religion. The evil 

in Guerriere’s article can be interpreted as a form of neurosis according to Russon, while the 

remedy in Guerriere’s article can be interpreted as the therapy and philosophy in Russon’s theory. 

Second, experience of the salvational power: by using largely the same vocabulary shared by Miller 

and Eliade, Guerrier introduces what is essentially the same concept of “the sacred” and “the 

wonder”. We will not elaborate here. 

The above two segments lead to the next chapter, Essence of Religious Truth, a 

phenomenological analysis, in which Guerrierer explicate simply as “a mode of manifestation or 

Comment [DP7]: Again, excellent! 

Comment [DP8]: Also as a rupture of wholeness, 
of our world, that we then respond to by flight or 
deflection, domination, denial of anything sacred, 
anything ethical, and other forms of self-deception to 
not come face to face with our deep vulnerability, 
our iniquity in the face of the ethical demand that 
every “other” who seeks to be presents to us. 

Comment [DP9]: But this could have been an 
opportunity to show the difference between 
Guerriere’s and Russon’s sense of the sacred.  For 
Guerriere can only be salvational from outside, from 
a salvational power, that as Miller says, is an 
Absolute Other (but not the metaphysical God most 
people say they believe in).  Russon’s view, in 
contrast, is more like the Buddhist conception of 
salvation: that it can come from within the individual 
within an intersubjective context and support. The 
arising of universal love or compassion is a kind of 
transformation in both cases, but for Russon it can 
arise in breakthrough cognitive or critical 
realizations that can then be used to rehabituate the 
heart, our way of being in the world and therefore 
redirects our behavior such that we become ethical in 
our stance toward others without it being imposed by 
outside rules or by a salvational power.  It is a 
salvational power, but not an Absolute Other. For 
Russon  rather, that power is inherent in the 
emancipator potential that is at the core of our erotic-
linguistic co-creative (inter-subjective) nature. 
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manifestness.” He uses Heidegger’s words to summarize it: “truth is manifestness (aletheia)” – the 

unconcealment. The key to understand aleitheia is the process, as Husserl says “the process from 

concealment to revealment is precisely truth, or perhaps better, truthing”. In brief, “truth” is to be 

understood primarily as a process, secondarily as the “stable acquisition”. Thus the fundamental 

truth of religion is the experience of salvation and the complications of the experience. “Truth is 

manifestation, and fundamental religious truth is the manifestation of a power that would resolve 

the fundamental existential problem.” On top of this fundamental truth, there are also other 

derivative truths: the manifestive power of the original announcement or proclamation of the 

salvational experience, the manifestive power of tradition, and manifestive power of theological 

reflection. In conclusion, Guerriere reiterates that there is only one criterion for truth – experience, 

and in the case of religion – the salvational experience.  

The question of Nontruth in religion is the “question of limitations and the degrees of the 

truth”. The limitations refer to the limitations of manifestness appears: First, every symbol “is such 

only in contrast to that which surrounds it” – the truth defines itself within nontruth. Secondly, 

“every symbol is such only as the manifestation of a covert power in, as, and through the overt 

phenomenon. Thirdly, every symbol is such only as the manifestation of a power that hides himself. 

Guerriere summarizes the three nontruth of religion as the profane, the overt and the lethe. 

Contrary to the truth of religion is the religious falsity – the untruth. There are three kinds of 

untruth: falsity for religion – a function of the degrees of truth (manifestness); falsity in religion – a 

function of the limitation or finitude of manifestness; falsity in religion is a function of the 

possibility of manifestness itself.  

Falsity for religion is a misapprehension of the degree of truth in experience; it arises when 

“human person adopts an uncritical response toward what is manifest in his experience. For 

example, one can lose distinction of the sacred and profane and takes the profane as if it were 

sacred; one can also over-interpret or under-interpret the overt; one might be uncritical in regard to 

the adequacy of the manifestation of the lethe. Guerriere concludes that religious truth is not easy to 

secure since it always lies between “fetishism and infidelity, between idolatry and impiety, between 

presumption and laxity.”  

Falsity in religion arises in the function of the finitude of the truth. Untruth is the failure to 

recognize the limits of truth. Falsity may lie in the archaic experience itself, in the proclamation of 

the experience, in the tradition of the proclamation, or in the theology of the tradition.  

Comment [DP10]: Explain 

Comment [DP11]: Explain.  This means the 
symbols, myths, tradition, theology, etc., that comes 
after such a founding experience (and of course, that 
kind of experience can be recapitulated within the 
tradition, though it typically is not, but is rather 
believed in rather than experienced). 

Comment [DP12]: OK.  Good.  This explains 
what I noted above. 

Comment [DP13]: At some point, perhaps 
below, you will or you need to say what this is: a 
transformational experience where one is made new, 
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one is free “to be” and this manifests itself in one’s 
relation to all others. 

Comment [DP14]: OK, but you could add a few 
lines clarifying what fetishism, etc., are and how 
they show up in experience (and that most of what 
parades itself as religion is one or more of these, i.e., 
isn’t truly religious at all, but manifestations of ego 
or self-centeredness). 



8 

Falsity of Religion lies in two scenarios: one, religion in general maybe untrue – the 

experience of salvation could be an illusion; the proclamation could be a fraud; the tradition could 

be superstition; Theology could be mystification. Two, does god exist? The problem with the latter 

is that “an argument for God that starts outside experience can never conclude to its content. Only 

an experiencing can reach in a factual way, an experienced.” 

Guerriere’s arguments leave only two possible positions: theism (affirms an experiential 

God) and nontheism (indicates lack of an experience thus absence of an affirmation).  

At the end of the chapter, Guerriere concludes that in its simplest, religion is – given 

interpretation of the relevant symbols – the life lives as if love and not evil were invincible. And this 

is why many who profess a religion may be falsely religious and those who do not may be truthfully 

religious. This is true. Since it’s so difficult to discern the truth proper to religion, one could easily 

get lost in the untruth of religion. On the other hand, philosophy inquiry provides a way for the 

nonreligious to connect with the sacred and the “homo religiosus” self, to be enlightened in the 

throe of wonder and the salvational experience, which is, ironically, at the core of any religion. 

Grade: A- 

                                                
i http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1O101-Homoreligiosus.html 
http://www.csun.edu/~rcummings/sacred.html 
Guide for The Sacred and the Profane – “The Guide” – http://www.deanpickard.com 
Guide for In the Throe of Wonder by Jerome Miller – http://www.deanpickard.com 
Guide to Truth Proper to Religion – http://www.deanpickard.com 
Phil 23 Guide for Writing Exam 2  – http://www.deanpickard.com 
In the Throe of Wonder Chapters – “The Summary” – http://www.deanpickard.com 
 
 
Excellent paper.  Answers the questions with a genuine engagement with the ideas and does so 
in a relatively short space. 
 
Nice work! 
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