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COSMIC PIETY

Modern Man and the Meaning
of the Universe

Edited by CHRISTOPHER DERRICK

MAN’S CONCEPT OF THE WORLD AROUND HIM
from primitive and biblical times to the pres-
ent is here discussed by six distinguished reli-
gious thinkers—Catholic, Jewish, Orthodox,
and Protestant. They argue that men of the
twentieth century, despite their advances in
space and technology, have need to recover
some sense 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-
sented as a task 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 work 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 matter,” and of
his faith that the further man discovers the
world the more magnificently will expand the
frontier at which he meets God.

Jacket design by Rus Anderson
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Modern Man and the Meaning qfthe Universe

A WISDOM AND DISCOVERY BOOK

Under the theme “Wisdom and Discovery for a Dynamic
World,” Georgetown University marked the 175th anniversary
of its founding in 1789 with a varied program of lectures, con-
ferences, and symposia on the key ideas and issues of our time.
From the addresses and deliberations of these occasions, attended
by noted scholars and experts, have come the volumes being
published as Wispom anp Discovery Books.

In the present volume are the addresses given at the 27th
Annual Convention of the Catholic Art Association, held in the
Reiss Science Center, Georgetown University, August 12-15,
1964, in conjunction with the University’s anniversary obsery-
ance.

Rirey Hucuss
General Editor
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The Biblical View of the Cosmos g
Myth, Symbol, and Ritual

BROTHER DAVID, O.S.B.

LET US BEGIN BY SQUARELY FACING A k
problem. Can we still accept the image of the cosmos which the  F
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 3]
sky. The disk floats upon the limitless waters of “the lower :
abyss,” which erupt at intervals into springs and fountains,

and which are the source of the sea which surrounds the .
earth. In the sky are the heavenly bodies, revolving in their I
orbits, and above the sky are the storehouses of rain, snow, O
wind. Light and darkness are imagined as distinct entities, each v

with its proper place of repose, from which they go out to

cover the earth in their regular turn. Above the sky 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 4
us distinguish between world image and world view.
5]
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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 foreign land. His view will be
determined by the basic characteristics of the country and by his
own character, and both these factors will be fairly stable. Yet,
while his view remains the same, the image he has of this new
land will change with every new day, new impressions being
added with every turn of the road.

Thus man’s image of the cosmos will change with every new
discovery, but his view of the cosmos will be more stable. It will
be determined by the basic characteristics of the universe and b
his own character, by what makes man man. But it will also make
a difference whether our traveler is a child, an adolescent, or a
mature 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 context. When we
have done so we may understand what acceptance or rejection of
the biblical view (not image) of the cosmos means for us here and
now, at a moment when mankind seems to be entering into a new

phase of history.

Beginnings: The World View of Mankind’s Childhood

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 find a great variety of cultural patterns in the ancient world,
each culture seeing the cosmos in a somewhat different shade.
And yet these are different shades of the same light. The light in
which ancient man sees the world is the light of his religious
experience. No matter how far back we go in history, we find that
man’s view of the world depends on his view of God.

It is not to be expected that we shall ever reach absolute

T—
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certainty regarding man’s view of God in earliest times. We can,
however, study the religious beliefs of peoples with very primitive
cultures surviving to our own times, ascertain the most ancient
elements of their traditions, and compare them with the findings
of archaeology. The picture of man’s earliest religion which this
method reveals stands in sharp contrast to the preconceived
notions anthropologists had in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. They simply took it for granted that man’s religion and,
in general, his view of the world around him developed step 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 century, however, a wealth 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 no means “savage.”

The most remarkable feature of man’s earliest religion ascer-
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 into being by
inexplicable ways.” * Frequently the Supreme Being is described
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
northern 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).*

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 one has ever seen
Him.” ®* And yet the Kono, an African tribe of the Sierra Leone,
call him Yataa, “the One You Meet Everywhere.” ¢ You meet him
in everything around you, because he is “the Beginner,”” “God
the Maker,” ® “the One Who Fills Everything.” ° And you meet
him in your innermost heart, because he is “the All-Seeing.” *°
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” **
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 “primitive”
man—primitive in the sense of being “uncorrupted by the
mendacity of civilization.” * The most widely used name for the
Supreme Being is “Father.” 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 masterpieces of
mankind’s poetry, philosophy, and theology all in one. Here is one
example, the opening words of the creation story as the Maori of

New Zealand tell it:

In the beginning all was darkness with water everywhere.
There was no light and Io dwelt alone in immensity. And out
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of utter darkness the voice of Io said, “Darkness, be light.”
And light a%peared. Then he said, “Light, be dark.” And

again it was dark. Thus was the alternation of day and night
ordained.”

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

The Tierra del Fuego Indians have been called the most
primitive, the least advanced of all the people in the world,
and “without religion.” Yet long before there were any mis-
sionaries among them, or any outside contact or influence,
these people worshipped an invisible supreme god, whom
they d}:ought of as living in the sky. The supreme god of the 4

Ona was Témaukl’, whom they called That One There

Above, or The One in the Sky. The Yahgan say My Father, 3

or The Old One, The Good One, or The Strong One, or N

(when they are stricken with grief for a death) The Murderer 4

in the Sky. Both the Ona and the Alacaluf regard their su-

preme gods as creators of the universe. Témauﬁl’ always ex-

isted, the Ona say. He created the sky and the earth, and there

was no time when Témaukl’ was not. He had the giving of
life and the giving of death, and sometimes punished the peo-
ple by sending epidemics.”®

Fwelvd

The religious beliefs of these E@ﬂand Indians did not find
poetic expression in any myth. But among other peoples we some-
times encounter myths of the highest refinement; for example,

the following one of the South American Uitoto of Colombia:

ke s ianenil

In the beginning there was nothing but mere appearance,
nothing rea]slg;r existed. It was a phantasm, an illusion that our
father touched; something mysterious it was that he grasped.
Nothing existed. Through the agency of a dream our father, :
He-who-is-appearance-only, Nainema, pressed the phantasm -
to his breast and then was sunk in thought.
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Not even a tree existed that might have supported this
phantasm and only through his breath did Nainema hold this
illusion attached to the thread of a dream. He tried to discover
what was at the bottom of it, but he found nothing. “I have
attached that which was non-existent,” he said. There was
nothing. Then our father tried again and investigated the
bottom of this something and his fingers sought the empty
phantasm. He tied the emptiness to the dream-thread and

ressed the magical glue-substance upon it. Thus by means of
ﬁis dream did he hold it like the fluff of raw cotton.

He seized the bottom of the phantasm and stamped upon

it repeatedly, allowing himself finally to rest upon the earth
of which he had dreamt.””

One can feel the strain of the poet-philosopher who labored
under the painful search for the ultimate ground of all being until
he gave birth to this myth. But even where the imagery is coarser,
the essential features remain: a supremely powerful 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 relation to God that the cosmos
remains “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
expressed in poetic language of surpassing beauty, for example, in
this Winnebago story of creation:

Earthmaker made man out of a little piece of earth and
shaped it like himself. Then he spoke to the man, but the
man did not answer. He did not hear. So Earthmaker put his
finger into his own right ear, and then into the ear of the
man. Then he spoke to 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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Eeak. So he put his ﬁniers on his own lips and then touched
e lips of the man. The man could speak, but he did not
know what to say. Earthmaker then perceived that the man
had neither mind nor heart. So he breathed 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; very nicely and quietly 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 all the languages came into
existence.™

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

Jicailla Apache Indians of New Mexico:

Dog was going around with Creator. Everywhere he went,
Dog went, and watched all that he did. When Creator fin-
ished one job and moved on to another, the dog went too.

“Are you going to stay around here all the time?” said the
dog. “Or will you have to go away?”

“Well, perhaps someday I shall have to live far away,” said
Creator.

“Then, Grandfather, will you make me a companion?” So
Creator lay down on the ground.

“Draw a line around me 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 way off and don’t look,” he said. The dog went
off a little way. In a few minutes he looked.

“Oh, someone is lying where you were lying, Grandfather.”

“Go along and don’t look,” said Creator.

The dog went a little farther. In a few minutes he looked.
“Someone is sitting there, Grandfather,” he said.

“Turn around and walk farther off,” said Creator.

The dog obeyed.

At last Creator 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 man 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 laughed.

The dog was very happy when the man laughed. He
jumped up on him and ran off a little, and ran back and
jumped up on him. He kept jumping up on him the way dogs
do today when they are u]f 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.”

There is great subtlety 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 away,” and that “man went off with his
dog.”

Somehow this one phrase seems to sum up thousands and
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hundreds of thousands of years of man'’s history before history:

“man went off with his dog.” Man went off on his own; he got
preoccupied with the gifts and forgot the Giver. The anthropo-
logical data agree with this poetic word: the Supreme Being is
pushed into the background as man becomes more and more
preoccupied with “deities associated with his daily needs, that is,
with the minor gods. The Supreme Being thus develops into
what has been admirably described as an otiose deity, one resting
on his laurels after the creation of the world and leaving it entirely
to its own devices.” *

“When his work was done, he disappeared,” say the Pomo
Indians of California. “Hold together,” he told the world, for the
last time, and disappeared.” :

In other myths the estrangement between man and the
Supreme Being is explained by a misunderstanding, by disobedi-
ence on the part of man, or by some fatal coincidence. Often
death and sickness and all human misery are said to result from
this estrangement, sometimes as a punishment. But whatever the
cause of the estrangement, it sheds a new light on the world. Man
sees the world in the light of this estrangement. Or shall we call
it the “darkness” of estrangement?

It is a darkness filled with dreams. At first man’s view of the
cosmos remains “open” toward that which lies beyond the cosmos.
But this Beyond is the altogether Other, the great and painful
Question raised by everything around man, cross-questioning
man’s innermost heart as he “walks off with his dog.” When we
are pained by a gnawing question, we tend to get busy with
something that will distract us. We see this tendency at work in
the early myths of mankind; gradually elements are added which
have little to do with the original perspective. Man, preoccupied
with practical matters or with poetic embellishment, pays less and
less attention to the Great Question.

Sometimes it is easy to trace the older elements within more
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recent stories, and they are frequently the ones concerned with

the origins of the world and with the serious side of man’s world
view:

When the Haida Indians tell the story of Raven and how
he created the world out of nothing, they call it the Old
Man’s story, and no one may laugh. As the story lengthens
into Raven’s ridiculous adventures of stealing the sun for
mankind or stealing the halibut from a fisherman’s hook and
getting hooked himself, then the people may laugh.*

In connection with creation myths, the more ancient concept
of a Supreme Being long persists even in a more complex cultural
environment, at least in the form of one supreme head of a
hierarchy or family of gods. But these minor gods are much closer
to man than the transcendent Creator who made both man and
the gods. For they are personifications of the powers with which
he is most concerned in daily life, especially in agrarian cultures:
the earth, vegetation, sun, moon, and stars, the seasons, or the
weather. Sometimes they are magnified figures of ancestors. The
more their characteristics are projected onto the image of the
Supreme Being, the more the concept of creation changes from a
“making” to a “begetting” of the world by the gods, or to an
impersonal evolving of both gods and world out of primordial
chaos. Where this process is completed, man no longer takes the
transcendent into view. His cosmos closes in upon itself. His
world view becomes a “closed” one.

As a typical example, we might quote a myth from the Wiyot
Indians, the same tribe from which we quoted above the word
about the Old Man creating man simply by his thought. This

myth expresses an altogether different view:

There was nobody there. Space was there and emptiness:
Kyuvish, space; Atahvish, emptiness. These two called out




Biblical View of the Cosmos 25

to each other and became Omai-Yaman, which means “Noth-
ing Exists.”

en came upheaval, the time when things were stirring
and coming into shape, and a time when things were falling
in various directions through space.

Then came the pale glimmering time, and the Milky Way,
Piwish, was stretched across the emptiness. And after that
came a time when all things were moving in the dimness,
without the sun, without the moon; and deep down in the
heart of the earth things were working together to become.

Then Empty Space made a man, Tukomit, the sky; and a
woman, Tamayowut, the earth.

Still there was no light, but these two knew there was some-
body there.

Sky said, “Who are you?”

“T am stretched out; I am extended; I resound; I am earth-
quake; I revolve; I roll—who are you?”

“I am night; I am inverted over you; I am the arch of
heaven; I cover; I seize; I devour.”

“Brother!”

“And you are my sister, the Earth.”

And thus by her brother, the Sky, did the Earth conceive
and give birth to all the first things and creatures.”

Note how similar this myth is in its general outline to the
following lines from the Babylonian creation myth which brings
us close to the cultural environment of the Old Testament. It
describes the origin of the cosmos in terms of a wedding between
Apsu, a personification of the fresh waters, and Tiamat, the
sea:

When on high the heaven had not been named, 1,
Firm ground below had not been called by name,
Naught but primordial Apsu, their begetter,

(And) Mummu-Tiamat, she who bore them all,

Their waters commingling as a single body;

No reed hut had been matted, no marsh land had appeared,
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When no gods whatever had been brought into being,

Uncalled by name, their destinies undetermined—

Then it was that the gods were formed within them.

It matters little whether the myth speaks of a wedding between
Fresh Waters and Sea or between Sky and Earth. In either case it
is two innercosmic forces—that is the important point—which
produce the gods. In the further course of the Babylonian myth
man and (presumably, as that part of the myth is lost) all things
are made out of the limbs of these gods who in a cosmic struggle
tear one another to pieces: the gods and the cosmos are of the
same stuff; that is decisive. Man’s view no longer goes beyond
this “closed” universe,

To sum up what we have said so far: two views of the cosmos
find expression in early myths about the world’s origin: an “open”
world view and a “closed” one. To the open world view the
universe is an immense house, as it were, with transparent walls.
But outside it is night. Beyond the transparent walls lies the
darkness of mystery, the invisible presence of the utterly Other,
nameless, imageless. And as man tries to understand the mystery
in which the world is embedded, he begins to project images, as it
were, onto the walls of glass behind which lies the night of the
Great Question.

Man’s poetic imagination creates images of the Invisible, a wall
of images that turns out to hide more than it reveals, The darkness
of man’s loneliness and estrangement in the world becomes filled
with dreams, in the sense in which a child defines dreams: “You
look at the night and see things.” * At last man can become )
preoccupied with the dream images his own heart has projected
onto the walls of his cosmic house that he loses the power of
looking through at the night. The transparent walls become
opaque for the closed world view, and finally man denies that
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 two
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 floor. “A floor,” says the
child, “is so you don't fall in the hole your house is in.” * 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 world view
focuses is altogether transcendent, although it will not be neatly
distinguished in every case from mysterious phenomena which
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belong to the cosmos. For the closed world view, on the other
hand, there is nothing beyond this cosmos, nothing transcendent,
and so mystery is merely that which lies beyond man’s compre-
hension. But psychologically, mystery is in both cases the “real
reality” behind everything; in both cases 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 with that mysterious reality which ultimately counts for
him, and unless we understand these forms we shall understand
neither the prebiblical nor the biblical view of the cosmos.

Myth, in the sense in which we are using the term, is an
intuitive insight into the mystery of human existence, expressed
by concrete, dramatic imagery, and sanctioned by the authority of
tradition. Through myth, man bears witness to his religious
experience, to the awareness that his existence is open toward that
which lies beyond his comprehension, the mysterious reality
which attracts him, and at the same time, fills him with awe.
Myth in this full sense is not a fiction but a testimony to
unquestionable fact. “Myth has reality,” says Paul Tillich,
“because it focusses on the unconditionally real . . . but it has
not the reality of a portrait, for it lives in symbols.”

Let us only beware of assuming that the reality of a symbol is
less than that of a portrait. Quite the contrary is true. There is in
varying degrees an inner connection between a symbol and the
reality it manifests. The symbol and the symbolized stand in a
relation similar to that of body and soul. Man discovers that he is
a symbol, and therefore he can see symbols. For by symbol we do
not mean an arbitrary sign chosen by man to denote a well defined
reality, but rather a sign in which some not fully definable reali
manifests and expresses “itself”; a sign distinct from that reality,
and yet to a certain degree participating in it.

Word and gesture as symbols of that kind make it possible for




