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INTRODUCTION

Few  thinkers  have  reshaped  our
understanding of religion as profoundly
as  the  Romanian  historian  of  religion,
Mircea  Eliade.  His  work  bridges  the
worlds of anthropology, philosophy, and
theology, introducing concepts that have
become  essential  tools  for  anyone
seeking  to  understand  why  human
beings believe, worship, and search for
meaning. Central to his entire framework
is  the foundational  distinction between
the sacred and the profane. This is not
merely  a  classification  of  objects  or
spaces; it is a fundamental way of being
in  the  world.  Eliade  argued  that  for
religious humanity, reality is not uniform.
Instead, it is experienced in two distinct
modes: the sacred, which is imbued with
power,  meaning,  and  transcendence,
and the profane, which is the everyday,
mundane,  and  desacralized  world  we
often inhabit today. Understanding this
dynamic  is  key  to  grasping  the  inner
logic  of  myths,  rituals,  and  religious
experiences across cultures. This article
explores  the  sacred  and  profane
nature  of  religion  Mircea  Eliade
described, dissecting his core concepts
and  their  enduring  relevance  in  a
modern,  often  secular,  world.

THE FUNDAMENTAL

DISTINCTION: SACRED VS.
PROFANE

At the heart of  Eliade's thought is  the
idea  that  the  sacred  is  not  simply  a
stage  of  development  or  a  primitive
error.  It  is  an  irreducible  element  of
human  consciousness.  He  defined  the
sacred  as  something  that  is  "wholly
other," a reality of a different order than
the profane. The profane, in contrast, is
everything  that  falls  outside  this
numinous  sphere.  For  the  religious
person, known as homo religiosus,  the
w o r l d  i s  f u l l  o f
hierophanies—manifestations  of  the
sacred.  A  rock,  a  tree,  or  a  particular
place  is  not  chosen  at  random;  it
becomes  sacred  because  it  reveals
something transcendent. This qualitative
difference  means  that  the  sacred  is
powerful,  dangerous,  and  ful l  of
meaning,  while  the profane is  neutral,
without inherent significance.
El iade  argued  that  the  profane
experience  is  a  relatively  recent
phenomenon in human history, largely a
product of modern, secularized societies.
In traditional cultures, almost every act
had a sacred dimension. Eating, building
a house, or getting married were not just
biological  or  social  necessities;  they
were  repetitions  of  archetypal  acts
per formed  by  gods  or  myth ica l
ancestors.  The  act  of  distinguishing
between  the  sacred  and  the  profane,
therefore,  is  not  just  a  classification
system;  it  is  an  ontological  stance.  It
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determines  how a  person lives,  where
they  build  their  home,  and  how  they
understand time and space. The sacred
and  profane  nature  of  religion
Mircea Eliade  articulated is  a  duality
that  explains the structure of  religious
experience itself.

Hierophany: The
Breaking of the
Plane
The key mechanism through which the
sacred enters the profane world is the
hierophany.  Eliade coined this  term to
describe  the  act  of  manifestation.  A
hierophany  occurs  when  something
sacred  shows  itself  to  us,  interrupting
the homogeneous flow of profane space.
It  is  important to note that the object
itself does not cease to be an object; the
stone remains a stone, but it also reveals
something beyond itself. This paradox is
essential.  The sacred is  not  limited to
one  object;  anything  can  become  a
hierophany,  from  a  simple  river  to  a
complex  temple.  This  concept  helps
explain  the veneration of  icons,  relics,
and  natural  wonders  across  different
faiths. Every hierophany creates a break
in the plane of existence, establishing a
fixed  point  of  orientation.  This  is  why
sacred places are seen as the "center of
t h e  w o r l d , "  a  p l a c e  w h e r e
communication  with  the  divine  is
possible. Understanding hierophanies is
critical  to  unpacking  the  sacred  and
profane  nature  of  religion  Mircea
Eliade so thoroughly documented.

SACRED SPACE: THE AXIS MUNDI

One  of  Eliade's  most  popular  and
enduring contributions is his analysis of

sacred space. For homo religiosus, space
is  not  homogeneous.  There  are
privileged  places  that  are  qualitatively
different  from  all  others.  These  are
sacred  spaces,  and  they  are  often
marked  by  the  presence  of  an  Axis
Mundi—a pillar, a mountain, a ladder, or
a temple that connects the three cosmic
leve ls :  Heaven,  Ear th ,  and  the
Underworld. This axis is the point where
the  sacred  breaks  through.  The
construction of a temple or an altar is a
repetition  of  the  cosmogony,  the
creation  of  the  world.  By  creating  a
sacred  space,  humans  are  not  just
building  a  shelter;  they  are  recreating
the world in an ordered, meaningful way.
The  profane  experience  of  space,  by
contrast,  is  one  of  homogeneity  and
relativity. A modern person might see a
city  as  a  collection  of  streets  and
buildings, with no "center" that is truly
different  in  essence.  There  is  no
qualitative break. For Eliade, the loss of
sacred space is  tied to  the anxiety  of
modern life—the feeling of being lost or
disoriented. The sacred space provides a
fixed  point,  a  foundation  for  reality.
Rituals  often  involve  moving  from the
profane  world  into  this  sacred  zone,
which  is  why  pilgrimage,  crossing  a
threshold,  or  entering  a  temple  is  so
significant. This geographic and spiritual
orientation  is  a  core  theme  when
examining  the  sacred  and  profane
nature  of  religion  Mircea  Eliade
explored.

The Threshold
and the Gate
The  boundary  between  sacred  and
profane  space  is  often  marked  by  a
thresho ld .  Th is  i s  not  a  s imple
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architectural feature; it is a liminal zone,
full of danger and power. The threshold
is  the  frontier  between  two  worlds.
Passing  through  it  requires  caution,
respect, and often ritual purification. This
is why we have practices like removing
shoes  before  entering  a  mosque  or
temple, or the use of holy water at the
entrance  of  a  church.  The  threshold
symbolizes  the  passage  from  the
mundane to the divine, from the profane
to the sacred. It is a physical reminder of
the  discontinuity  of  space  that  Eliade
described.

SACRED TIME: THE MYTH OF THE
ETERNAL RETURN

Just as space is not homogeneous, time
is  not  linear  and  irreversible  for  the
religious  person.  Eliade  introduced the
concept of sacred time, which is cyclical
and recoverable. This is best understood
through festivals  and  rituals.  During  a
festival, the religious person steps out of
profane, historical time and re-enters the
mythical  time  of  the  origin.  They  are
transported  back  to  the  moment  of
creation, or to the time when the gods
walked the earth. This is the essence of
the  Myth  of  the  Eternal  Return.
Through  ritual,  the  past  becomes
present again. This is not a memory; it is
a re-actualization.
For example, the New Year celebrations
in many ancient cultures were not just a
party;  they  were  a  repetition  of  the
cosmogony.  The  o ld  wor ld  was
symbolically  destroyed  and  the  new
world  was  created.  Chaos  was  turned
into cosmos. This cyclical pattern allows
humans to  regenerate themselves and
the  world.  It  abolishes  the  "terror  of
history"—the  weight  of  random,
meaningless events. By re-enacting the
archetypal acts of the gods, the religious

person  finds  meaning  and  renews  their
existence. This stands in stark contrast
to the modern, profane view of time as a
linear,  irreversible  flow of  history,  which
c a n  o f t e n  f e e l  b u r d e n s o m e .
Understanding this  temporal  dimension
is  crucial  to the sacred and profane
nature  of  religion  Mircea  Eliade
framework.

Ritual as a Re-
enactment of
Myth
Ritual  is  the  primary  way  to  access
sacred time. It is not a spontaneous act
but  a  precise  repetition  of  a  model
established by divine beings. The ritual
must be performed correctly because it
is a re-enactment of the myth. The myth
tells the story of what happened in the
beginning,  and  the  ritual  brings  that
story to life.  This rejects the idea that
myth is simply a false story. For Eliade,
myths  are  true  narratives  of  sacred
reality.  They  provide  the  models  for
human  behavior.  Every  significant
human  action—marriage,  hunting,
agriculture—has  a  divine  model.  By
imitating these models, humans sanctify
their  lives  and  connect  themselves  to
the sacred. This link between myth and
ritual is a vital part of the sacred and
profane  nature  of  religion  Mircea
Eliade described in his major works.

SYMBOLS AND THE
COINCIDENTIA OPPOSITORUM

Eliade was also a master of symbolism.
He argued that religious symbols are not
just signs; they are capable of revealing
a deeper reality. A symbol can express
the  "co inc idence  of  oppos i tes"
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(coincidentia  oppositorum),  where
contradictory  concepts  (like  life  and
death, male and female, being and non-
being)  are  united.  The  symbol  of  the
moon, for example, is a powerful symbol
of death and rebirth because it waxes,
wanes, and disappears only to reappear.
The tree symbolizes life, knowledge, and
the center of the world. These symbols
are not arbitrary; they are rooted in the
structure of the human psyche and the
cosmos. They provide a language for the
sacred,  allowing  humans  to  grasp
realities that are otherwise inaccessible
to the rational mind. Water, for example,
symbolizes  both  the  primordial  chaos
from  which  l i fe  emerged  and  the
purification  that  leads  to  new  life.  This
symbolic logic is a key component of the
sacred  and  profane  nature  of
religion Mircea Eliade analyzed.

THE DESACRALIZATION OF THE
MODERN WORLD

A major  theme in Eliade's  work is  the
process  of  desacral izat ion  that
characterizes modern, Western society.
He did not argue that modern people are
incapable  of  religious  experience,  but
that the dominant mode of existence is
profane. We have, in large part, rejected
the cosmos of symbols and myths. We
see the world as a collection of objects
to be used, not as a manifestation of the
sacred.  While  this  has  brought  certain
freedoms, Eliade saw it as a source of
deep  existential  anxiety.  The  modern
person  lives  in  a  world  that  has  no
"center,"  a  history  that  is  a  chaotic
sequence of events, and a time that is
merely a trap. He suggested that even
the  most  secular  person  engages  in
"camouflaged"  myths  and  rituals.  For
example,  the  celebration  of  the  New
Year or the fervor of political ideologies

often retain a hidden religious structure.
This analysis of modernity is a profound
and often  unsettling  conclusion  of  the
sacred  and  profane  nature  of
religion Mircea Eliade investigated.

Survivals of the
Sacred
Despite  widespread  secularization,
Eliade  believed  that  the  sacred  never
f u l l y  d i s a p p e a r s .  I t  i s  s i m p l y
camouflaged. A fascination with "sacred"
places  in  nature,  the  popularity  of
fantasy  literature  with  mythological
themes,  or  the  intense  devotion  to
celebrities  or  sports  teams  can  all  be
seen as survivals of religious behavior.
The  search  for  "peak  experiences"  or
"flow  states"  can  be  understood  as  a
secularized  search  for  the  hierophany.
While  these  are  not  the  same  as
traditional  religious  experience,  they
point to an enduring human need for the
sacred.  Recognizing  these  survivals
helps  us  understand  that  the  sacred
and  profane  nature  of  religion
Mircea Eliade described is not just an
academic category for ancient cultures,
but a living dynamic in our own lives.

CRITICISMS AND LEGACY OF
ELIADE’S WORK

While  Eliade's  work  is  foundational,  it
has  not  been  without  criticism.  Some
scholars argue that his concept of homo
religiosus is too universalizing, ignoring
the specific historical and social contexts
of  different  religions.  Others  have
criticized his Romantic view of traditional
societies, implying that modern life is a
form  of  "fall"  from  a  more  authentic
state.  There  have  also  been  debates
about his political past and how it may
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have  influenced  his  work.  Despite  these
criticisms, his influence is undeniable. He
provided a phenomenological framework
that takes religious experience seriously
on its own terms. He helped rescue the
study of religion from being reduced to
sociology, psychology, or economics. His
concepts of the sacred, the profane, the
myth of the eternal return, and the axis
mundi  are  now  part  of  the  standard
vocabulary  of  religious  studies.  The
sacred  and  profane  nature  of
religion  Mircea  Eliade  articulated
remains  a  powerful  and  necessary
starting point for any serious inquiry into
the human experience of the divine.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF
ELIADE'S THOUGHT

Understanding Eliade's theory is not just
an  academic  exercise.  It  offers  a
valuable  lens  through  which  to  view

contemporary issues.

Interfaith Dialogue: His concept
of hierophany helps explain why
certain objects or places are
sacred to different traditions,
fostering respect and
understanding.
Architecture and Urban
Planning: The idea of the axis
mundi can inform the design of
meaningful public spaces that
provide a sense of orientation and
community.
Psychology and Well-being:
Recognizing the human need for
"sacred time" and "sacred space"
can help individuals create rituals
and habits that provide stability
and meaning in a chaotic world.
Environmental Ethics: Eliade’s
view of a living, meaningful
cosmos stands


