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from primitive and biblical times to. the-pres-

ent is here discussed by six distinguished reli-

gious thinkers-Catholic, Jewish, Ortho-dox,

änd Protestant. They argue that men of the

twentieth century' despite their advances in

space and technology, have need to recover

örn. ,"nt" of that piety and resPect toward

their created environment which characterized

earlier ages.

The contributors to this volume challenge

the view that God's lordship over the world is

threatened by every new discovery of a natu-

ral law of organic growth, by every new

invention, and by every new medicine that

tames disease and solves another of life's mys-

teries. Achieving harmony in the scientific and

religious approaches to the universe.is_pre-

senied as a- iask to which the theological and

the scientific mind both have a contribution
to make; only together do revelation and sci-

ence give a concePt of the universe which is

both correct in detail and satisfying to the hu-
man spirit.

A chapter is devoted to the rvork of Mircea
Eliade, who has turned the history of religions
into a source of creativity and rebirth for
modern man. Another chapter is a study of the
thought of the scientist and philosopher Teil-
hard de Chardin, of his unparalled capacity to
see "the divine in the heart of matt-er," and of
his faith that the further man discovers the

world the more magnificently will expand thc
frontier at which he meets God.
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Modern Man and the Meaning oJ the (Jniverse

A WISDOM AND DISCOVERY BOOK

Under the theme "Wisdom and Discovery for a Dynamic
World," Georgetown University marked the' rT5th rrrrriu"rr"ry
of its founding in 1789 with a varied program of lectures, con-
ferences, and symposia on the key ideas 

"nd 
irr,r", of our time.

From the addresses and deliberations of these occasions, attended
by_ 

1o1ed scholars and experts, have come the volumes being
published as Wrsnorur awo Drscovsny Boors.

In the present volume are the addresses given at the z7üt
Annual Convention of the Catholic Art Association, held in the
Reiss Science Center, Georgetown University, August rz-tj,
ry64, in conjunction rvith the University's anniveriary observ-
ance.

Rrr,ry Hucnrs
General Editor
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The ßiblical View of the Cosmos

Myth, Symbol, and Ritual

BROTHER DAVID, O.S.B.

Lrr us BEcrN BY seuARELY FÄcrNG A

problem. Can we still accept the image of the cosmos which the
Bible takes for granted? Can we accept the following description
of the world?

The earth is a disk, covered by the inverted bowl of the
sky. The disk foats upon the limitless waters of "the lower
abyss," which "*pt "i intervals into springs and fountains,
a.rä which ar" thä source of the sea whiöh surrounds the
earth. In the sky are the heavenly bodies, revolving in their
orbits, and above the sky are the storehouses of rain, snow,
wind. Light and darkness are imagined as distinct entities, each
with its -proper place of repose,-from which they go out to
cov", the'ea^rth in their regulai tn.tt. Above thd siy is the
heaven, the seat of divinity.'

This is the world image of ancient man, the world image also of
the Bible. Let us admit that we have outgrown this image. But let
us distinguish between world image and world view.

t5
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The image which a given view, a given outlook, will produce
must change as man's knowledge increases and new data are
added; but his view, his approach, may basically remain the same.
Think of a traveler exploring a foreig.t land. His view will be
determined by the basic characteristics of the counrry and by his
own character, and both these factors will be fairly srable.-yet,
while his view remains the same, the image he has of this new
land will change with every new day, näw impressions being
added with every turn of the road.

. Thus man's 
_image of the cosmos will change with every new

discovery, but his uiew of the cosmos will be *ore stable. it will
be determined by the basic characreristics of the universe and by
his own character, by what makes manrncnl.. But it will also make
a difference whether our traveler is a child, an adolescent, or a
mafure person. And that is why we shall have to examine the
phases of mankind's history and their typical world views, so as
to understand the biblical world view in its contexr. When we
have done so we may understand what acceptance or rejection of
the biblical view (not image) of the cosmor i""rm for us here and
now, at a moment when mankind seems to be entering into a new
phase of history.

Beginnings: The Woid.View of Mankind|s Chil"dhood

We must begin by studying the world view of prebiblical man,
going as far back as we can in history and prehistory. Of course
we fnda great variety of cultural patterns in the ancient world,
each culrure seeing t.he cosmos irr a somewhat different shade.
Andyet rhese are different shades of the same light. The light in
which ancient man sees the world is the lighiof his ,.h-giorrc
experience. No-matter how far back we go in hisrory, we finJthat
man's view of the world depends on his view of God.

It is not to be expected that we shall ever reach absolute
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certainty regarding man's view of God in earliest rimes. We can,
however, study the religious beliefs of peoples with very primitive
cultures surviving to our own times, äscärtaitt the mäsi ancient
elements of their traditions, and compare them with the findings
of archaeology. The picture of man'Jearliest religion which this
method reveals stands in sharp contrast to th" preconceived
notions anthropologists had in the eighteenth anä nineteenth
centuries. They simply took it for granted thar man's religion and,
in general, his view of the world around him developed srep by
step in close parallel to his biological evolution; that the further
we go back in time, the more "savage" we expect man to be; and
that the closer we come to our own time, the more "refined"
become his religious views, culminating in the appearance of
monotheism. Within our cenrury, however, a wealfi of objective
material has been accumulated which proves beyond doubt that
the most ancient cultural stratum to which we can penetrate by
anthropological methods is simple but by ,ro -ea.r, "savage." 

-

The most remarkable feature of man's earliest religionlscer-
tained by this method is the belief in a Supreme Being who is
beyond the world, in no way part of the cosmos, and often said to
be its maker and sustainer. Sometimes the way in which this
Supreme Being made the world is described in elaborate myths;
sometimes only the fact of creation is stated, as when one
primitive_ tribe says: "He brought all things inro being by
inexplicable ways."'Frequently the Supreme Being is desciibed
as making the world by thinking it, by a word of command, by
singing, or by merely wishing it to be. The Wijot Indians in
nofthern California, for example, say: "The Old Man Above did
not use earth and sticks to make men. He simply thought, and
there they were."'

But even where the Supreme Being is described as using what
we might call pre-existent matter (for example, mud from the
primordial sea) in order to fashion all things, he remains the
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altogether Other, transcending the universe by being without
beginning or end, immortal and unchanging, "the One Who
Stands (forever)" (Cree Indians).n

He is not always said to know all things, but his power is
supreme. And this is the power of a personal will; the Supreme
Being is not power, he has power. He is a person, conceived in
vaguely anthropomorphic (or sometimes zoomorphic) terms, but
hardly ever depicted, for, as they say, "no o.rä has ever seen
Him."'And yet the Kono, an African tribe of the Siena Leone,
call him Yataa, "the One You Meet Everywhere." u You meet him
in everything around you, because he is "the Beginner," t "God
the Maker,"'"the One Who Fills Everythirg."'And you meet
him in your innermost heart, because he is "the All-Seeing." to

The world is "open" toward him in this double way: it comes
from him, and it faces him, "the Seeing One," " eye-to-eye
through man. For man is responsible to the "Owner of Breath" tt
for all his actions. "The Great Chief" " is the embodiment of
goodness, but he is also feared for his severity.

All these names given to the Supreme Being are of great
interest, for they tell us much about the theology of "primiiive"
man-primitive in the sense of being "uncorrupted by the
mendacity of civilization."'n The most widely used name for the
Supreme Being is "Farher." We find it all over the world in
the most primitive cultural stratum, and it expresses most con-
cisely man's reverence, confidence, and responsibility toward the
Author of the universe.

__ 
Still more telling than these names are the creation myths of

"primitive" peoples. Many of them are great masterpiäces of
mankind's poetrl, philosophy, and theology all in one. Häre is one
example, the opening words of the creation story as the Maori of
New Zealand tell it:

_In the beginning all was_ darkn_ess with water everywhere.
There was nb lighiand Io dwelt alone in immensity. Änd out
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of utter darkness the voice of Io said, "Darkness, be light."
And light appeared. Then he said, "Light, be dark." And
again iiwasä-L. Th". was the alternati6n 

'oE 
day and night

ordained.tt

Stories like the following often remind us of the Genesis
'i' account, even when their independence of the Bible is beyond

dispute.

The Tiena del Fueso Indians have been called the most
primitive, the least adänced of all the people in the world,
and "without religion." Yet long before there were any mis-
sionaries among ihem, or any outside contact or infuerrce,

, these people worshipped an invisible supreme god, whomI 4rey thought of as liiing in the sky. The i.tp..*""god of the
I Ona was-T6maukl', whom they called That One There
tr nbove, or The One in the Sky. The Yahgan say My Father,

or The Old One, The Good One, or The Strong One, or
(when they are stricken with grief for a death) The-Murderer
in the Sky. Both the Ona and the Alacaluf regard their su-
preme gods as creators of the universe. Tdmaukl' always ex-
isted, tht Ona say. He created the sky and the earth, and there
was no time when Tdmaukl' was not. He had the giving of

, life and the giving of death, and sometimes punished the peo-

I ple by sending epidemics.'u
6Tclr-a

I fhe religious beliefs of these {äffid Indians did not find
poetic expression in any myth. But arilong other peoples we some-

times encounter myths of the highest refinement; for example,

the following one of the South American Uitoto of Colombia:

In the beginning there was nothing but mere appearance,
nothing really existed. It was a phantasm, an illusion that our
father io,rched; something myst^erious it was that he grasped.
Nothing existed. Through the agency of a dream our father,
He-whois-appearance-only, Nainema, pressed the phantasm
to his breast-and then was sunk in thought.
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Not even a rree existed that might have supported this
phantasm and only through his breatTr did Nainemä hold this
illusion attached to the thiead of a dream. He tried to discover
what was at the bo_ttom of it, but he found nothing. "I have
attached that which was non-existent," he said. fh"r" was
nothing. fb"" our tather trled again and investigated the
bottom of this somethinq and his"finsers sousht th" "-owphantasm. He tied the imptiness to 

"the 
dreäm-thread ä"ä

pressed the magical glue-subitance upon it. Thus by means of
his dream did ha hold it ]ike the fuff oT raw coton.

He seized the bottom of the phanhsm and stamped upon
it_repeated-ll, allowing him_self finally to resr ,rpo., ihe eärth
of which he had dreämr."

One can feel the srrain of the poet-philosopher who labored
under the painful search for the ultimate gronnä of all being until
he gave birth to this myth. Bur even where the imagery is cäarser,
the essential features remain: a supremely po*"if,ri and good
Being beyond space and time freely decides to make the universe
and to make man the lord of the world, a lord responsible to his
Maker. It is through man's relarion to God thät the cosmos
remains t'open,"

Man's relation to God often finds expression in the concept that
God made man in his own likeness, another feature we know
from the Bible. In the myths of prebiblical man this idea is often

"-*p.:1-"d 
in-poetic language of surpassing beauty, for example, in

this Winnebago story of creation:

Earthmaker made man out of a little piece of earrh and
shaped it like himself. Then he spoke to the man, but the
man did not answer. He did not heär. So Earthmaker nut his
finger-into his own right ear, and then into the ear'of the
man. Then he spoke tö the man again. The man could hear,
but he did not-answer. He could not see. So Earthmaker
touched his own eyes, then the eyes of the man, and the man
could see.

Earthmaker spoke to him again, but still the man did not
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speak. So he put his fineers on his own lips and then touched
tle lips of tlie man. TTre man could späak, brrq he did not
knoraiwhat to sav. Earthmaker then perceived that the man
had neither minä nor heart. So he bieathed his own breath
into the mouth of the man, and the man breathed and his
heart was full. Earthmaker spoke to the man again and the
man answered his creator; üery nicely and quiedy he an-
swered.

Earthmaker then sent the man into the world. When he
came to the very center, there he split and was dispersed. And
thus all the different peoples and äll the languages came into
existence.ts

Or more colorful still, this part from a long creation myth of the

Jicailla Apache Indians of New Mexico:

cl

Dos was soinq around with Creator. Everywhere he went,
Dos üent. äd ivatched all that he did. When Creator fin-
ishäd one'job and moved on to anothel, $e dog went- too.

"Are you going to stay around here all the time?" said the
dos. "Or will vou have to eo away?"

rWell, p"th"pr somedaly I shill have to live far away," said
Creator.

"Then, Grandfather, will you make me a comPanion?" So
Creator lav down on the eround.

"Draw " li.r" arouttd-" with your paw," he said.
So Dog scratched an outline in the earth all around the great

Creator. Creator got up and looked at it.
"Go a little *ö off rttd don't look," he said. The dog went

off a litde wav. In-a few minutes he looked.
"Oh, someone is lying where you were lying, Grandfather."
"Go alonq and don't look," said Creator.
The dog"went a little farther. In a few minutes he looked.
"Someo-ne is sitting there, Grandfather," he said.
"Turn around and- walk farther off," said Creator.
The dog obeyed.
At last Creafor called the dog. "Now you can look," he said.
"Oh, Grandfather, he moves," cried the dog in delight.
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So they stood by the man and looked him over. "Pretty
good," said Creator.- "He's wonderful," said the dog.

Creator went behind the min and lifted him to his feet.
"Put out your foot," he said. "Walk. Do this." So the man

walked.
"Now run," Creator said.
He took hold of the man and showed him how to run. The

man ran.
"Talk," said Creator. But the man said nothing.
Four times Creator told the man to talk. "Say words," he

said. Finally the man said words. He spoke.
"Now shout," said Creator. He gave a big yell himself

and showed the man how.
The man shouted.
"What else?" he said.
Creator thought a minute.
"Laugh," he said. "Laugh, laugh, laugh, laugh."
Then the man laushed.
The dog *rt u"iy h"ppy when the man laughed. He

jumped ,rp' otr him ;nd iari otr a little, and ran'back and
jumped up on him. He kept jumping up on him the way dogs
do today when they are full of love and delight.

The man laughed and laughed.
"Now you are fit to live," said Creator.
So the man went off with his dog.'n

There is great subdety behind this lively coloring, and if we
listen carefully we perceive precisely a deep sorrow in this myth
about the creation of laughter. Surely there is a bond between
laughter and sorrow. Man alone can laugh because man alone is
capable of this sorrow, this grief too deep for words. People tell
one another about their little pains. About their great sorrows they
are silent. All the myth tells us is that perhaps one day the Creator
will have to "live far avtay," and that "man went off with his
dog."

Somehow this one phrase seems to sum up thousands and
:ii
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recent stories, and they are frequently the ones concerned with
the origins of the world and wit'h the serious side of man,s world
view:

When the Haidafndians^tell the story of Raven and how
t'e created the world o"t of notlhi"*,";i; äil; ;il ^ö"ü

Yr"i story, and no one *"y l""lh.-h, tli" ,to- f*ntf,"",into Raven's ridiculo-us _adventure-s "f it"äf i"s* ;'il-ffi 'ä;
mankind or srealing the halibut f; ; ilü;";ti;k ;ägetting hooked himJelf, then the p"oft";äi;idiri

In connection with creation myths, the more ancient concept
of a.Supreme Being long persists even in a more complex 

"rrltrrälenvironment, at least in the form of one supremä head of a
hierarchy or family of gods. But these minor goä, 

"r" -.,"h "t*",to man than the ftanscendent Creator who äade both man and
the.gods. For they are pe-rsonificadons of the powers with which
he is most concerned in daily life, especiaily in agrarian curtures:
the earth, vegetation, ,rrrr, ,noorr, 

".rd 
,turr, the" seasons, or the

weather. Sometimes they are magnified figures of ancestors. The
more their characteristics 

-are 
projected änto the image of th"

Supreme.Being, the -o.e the_cäncept of creation 
"h"rrg"", 

f.o- ,
"making" to a ''begetting,,_of the world by the goarl o, ,o un
impersonal evolving of both gods and *oird orrt"of primordiar
chaos. W}ere this process is completed, man no lo.,g", takes the
transcendent into view. His cosmos croses in ,rpoi itself. His
world view becomes a "closed" one.

_ 4t " 
typical example, we might quore a myth from the Wivot

Indians, the same tribe from *t i"Ä w" q,roi"d ,bou" th" *äJ
about the Old Man creating man simplf by his ,lr*ghi. Thi,
myth expresses an altogethär differeni view,

__ There was nobody there. Space was there and emptiness:
Kyuvish, space; Atahvish, em'ptiness. Th;;; ;; ";iffi;;

|,_ 
LJ

):lY
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Wh"l- no gods whatever had been brought into beins,
Uncal I ed b"y n ame,- tl,"ii ää, ti"ä'rriä"tEr- ir,;ä_-^""'
Then ir was that it 

" goa, 
-*i" 

i"rä"a within rhem.,n
ft matters little whether the myth_speal<s of a wedding between

Fresh Waters and Se^a o, b.t*""., St y 
""aEarth. 

In either case itis two innercosmic forces_that is tire important point_which
produce.the gods. In the further course ofih" g"byto'iu., _uih
man and (presumably,,"r rl.r,part ofthemyrh;, #t;ä;#;:
are made out of the limbs of tlr"se gods who in a cosmic strussle
tear one another to pieces: the goäs and the 

""r_;;;;;-;f"r"h;same stuff; that is däcisive. Man"'s view no I""g;;;;;lil;;
this "closed" universe.

^ 
7o sum up what we have said so far: two views of the cosmos

find expression in early my-qhs about the..fa,, 
"rigi",-;; 

;;;;;
world view and a "closed,, one. To the open w"orld vie# the
universe is an immense house, as it were, *irh o".rrf.r;;;ils.
But outsid"e it is night. Beyond th" rrr,rp".ent walls lies the
clarkn€ss of mysrery, the invisible p."r".r." of the utterlv Other-
nameless, imageless. And as man tries to understand the mystery
in which the world is emb,edded, he begjns ro projecr i_ug"J, u.i
were, onro the walls of grass behind t,ihi.h ür in" "iltl-"r ,rr"Great Question.

_,' Yun't poetic imaginatio-n c_reates images of the Invisible, a wall
or lmages that turns out to hide more than it reveals. The darkness
of man's loneliness and eshangement in the world becomes fitedwith dreams, in rhe sense in #l,i"l, a child defin", dr"r;;;;y;;
look at the'ight a-nd see rhings." " at i*i man can become so
preoccupied with the dream images his own heart has oroi"o"Jonto the walls of his cosmic hoise that he loses rh" il;;;;looking 

^through-at 
the night. Th" iru"rparenr walls become

opaq_ue for the closed worlä view, a.,d fir,illy _"" ;;;;;h;
anything could lie beyond.

It has not always been sufficiently stressed that the open and
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the closed world view are two diametrically opposed metaphysical

perspectives, although their lines are not yet completely drawn at
this stage, which we might call mankind's childhood. The tvrto

examples we quoted from the Wijot Indians show that we can

find expressions of these opposing views side by side. Still, two
seedlings might look very much alike, and yet the one will grow
into a ground ivy, the other one into a tall tree. Only later will the
implications of man's childhood views of the cosmos become fully
evident.

The term childhood which we have used for this phase of
man's history and prehistory should not be pressed, but in a

certain respect it is useful and accurate. Like the child, primitive
man looks at the world not objectively, not in profile, as it were,

but with the frontal approach of personal encounter. And, again

like the child, he focuses not primarily on the world of phe-

nomena but on the mysterious ground from which these phe-

nomena rise. We call him primitive because he is also "unspoiled"

with regard to this broadness and depth of vision, this power to

marvel, to be filled with wonderment like a true philosopher.

When.a child says: "The world is so you have something to
stand on," we sense that for this child the world is but a small

island surrounded by deep mystery. In fact, we must comPare this

definition of the world with that of a foor. "A floot," says the

child, "is so you don't fall in the hole your house is in."'u This is

what I mean by seeing the world on the background of mystery.

And this mystery behind things is what really counts both for the

child and for primitive man.

In this attitude the open and the closed world view of ancient

man agree. And we must stress this psychological similarity in
spite of the metaphysical opposition between the two views.

Metaphysically the Mystery on which the open wo,rld view
focusäs is altogether transcendent, although it will not be neady

distinguished in every case from mysterious phenomena which

'
Ii
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!,elolg to the cosmos. For the closed world view, on the other
hand, there is nothing leyord rhis cosmos, nothing transcendent,
and so mysrery is merely that which lies beyond"man's compre_
hension. Bur psychologically, mystery is in ioth cases the ,!eal
reality'_' behind everything; in both iases it is known through
symbol, expressed through myth and shared through ritual.'

Myth, symbol, and ritual are the three forms of ancient man,s
contact r'vith.that mysterious reality which ultimately counts for
him, and unless we understand these forms we shall understand
neither the prebiblical nor the brblical view of rhe cosmos.

Myth, in the sense in which we are using the term, is an
inruitive insight into the mystery of human exlstence, expressed
by concrere, dramatic imageiy, and sanctioned by the authärity oi
tradition. Through myth, man bears wirness to his religious
experience, to the awareness that his existence is open to*arith"t
-lti.lr lies bey-ond his 

_comprehension, the mysterious reality
yhigh artracrs him, and 

"t ih" same time, fills'him with awJ.
Myth in this full sense is nor a fiction but a testimony ro
unquestionable fact. "Yyth has reality,,' says paul Tiliich,
"because it focusses on the uncondition"iry ,"ni . . . but rt has
not the realiry- of a portrait, for ir liu", 1r, symbols.,'.

, L".t us only beware of asst,ming that the ,"iliry of a syrnbol is
Iess thanthat of a portrait. euite ih" 

"o.rtrury 
is ti.re. There is in

varying degees an inner connection b"tween a symbol and the
realiry it manifests. The symbol and the symbolir"d ,tr.rd ir, 

"relation similar to that of body and soul. Män discovers that he is
a $rmbol, and therefore he can see symbols. For by symbol." do

"ot,3"1" an arbitrary sign chosen by man to d"r,ote a'well defined
reality, but rather a sign in which some not fullv definable realitv
manifests and expresses "itself"l a sign distinct from that realit/,
and yet to a cerrain degree particif,atinq in it.

word and gesrure as symbols of that ki"nd make it possibre for


