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I. DEeFNITiON ‘'OF MYTH

THE irﬁt}a‘.]_ difficulty in our topic is the definition of myth. The
Oxford English Dictionary defines myth as “a purely fictitious nar-
rative usually involving supernatural persons, actions, or events, and
embodying some popular idea concerning natural or historical
phenomena.” This definition does not represent an opinion which
is gaining strength in contemporary scholarship. Some deny that
it defines the thing to be defined; others regard it as composed
a priori and too incomplete to be of much value. This scholarly
trend is a recent development in philosophy and anthropology. Most
contemporary exegetes, it seems, accept the saying of Hermann
Gunkel that there is no myth in the Old Testament. Myth, according
to Gunkel, was by its nature polytheistic, and it frequently repre-
sents the deity in close connection with nature If this is the
proper understanding of myth, then there is no room for further
discussion of the topic.* But the question has been raised because
of the efforts of philosophers and anthropologists to define myth
in such a way as to remove the note of falsehood, which popular
opinion places in the very definition; and exegetes ought to face
the question.

One cannot review or even mention all the writers who have
attacked this problem; but one cannot ignore the work of Ernst
Cassirer. Cassirer treated the problem in more than one of his
works, but his opinions remained substantially the same in his
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various writings. He defined myth with art, language, and science
as a symbolic form of expression. These four have in common that
they are “forces each of which produces and posits a world of its
own.” The mythic mind is not the abstract analytical mind of
discursive thought.* Myth is an intuition, not an abstraction or a
discourse, and the peculiar quality of mythical intuition is that its
object, which is the momentary experience, becomes substantial and
permanent.® Myth differs from art in that it is an act of belief.®
It perceives physiognomic, not objective characters; its world is a
world of actions, forces, and conflicting powers.” To mythical and
religious feeling nature becomes one great society, the society of
life.* For Mircea Eliade myth is an autonomous act of creation of
the mind which translates an event into a mode of being.® Myth
expresses in action and drama what metaphysics and theology
express dialectically.*® Myth is not merely story or tradition, be-
cause the object of myth is an archetype, which survives in an
eternal Now. Myth is not history but exemplar history, the meaning
and value of which lie in its tition.” Johannes Hempel calls
myth a form of expression of belief, with no judgment about its
veracity implied.'* Myth claims a correspondence with reality.'
The element common to all myths, according to Eduard Buess, is
that they deal with the knowledge of the unknowable:* The
unknowable here signifies not the absolutely unknowable or mys-
terious, but that which is unknowable to man in a given concrete
stage of intellectual development. The reality which he perceives
but cannot recognize and define is inadequately defined by myth,'s
Ultimately myth reduces all causality to the mysterious divine
causality which lies beyond perception.”® Henri Frankfort dis-
tinguished mythical thought from logical thought in this, that where
logical thought confronts the world of phenomena as an “It”
mythical thought confronts it as a “Thou,” and mythical thought is
dominated by the “I-Thou” personal relationship. Frankfort defines
myth as “a form of poetry which transcends poetry in that it
proclaims a truth; a form of reasoning which transcends reusnnin%
in that it wants to bring about the truth it proclaims; a form o
action, of ritual behavior, which does not find its fulfilment in the
act but must proclaim and elaborate a poetic form of truth.™”
Frankfort, generally following Cassirer, has set forth the character-
istics of mythopoeic thought: it does not distinguish the subjective
and the objective, reality and appearance, life and death, symbol
and reality, part and whole, impersonal and*personal causality.'®
Myth is not discursive thought, which operates'on general principles
and accepted laws of thought and being. Admitting that reality







