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Thomas Howard has been a favorite author of mine for ages. As expected from 

English professors (he taught in both Protestant and Catholic universities) his 

vocabulary is vast, his prose exquisite, and his scholarship emphasizes the 

sacramental, incarnational, and transcendent. He’s a popular author, a convert from 

fundamentalist Protestantism to Episcopalism and then to Roman Catholicism, and 

the brother to evangelical writer, Elizabeth Elliot. I bought this book eager to learn 

how he justifies his belief that the universe is ordered by a higher power (the “dance”) 

rather than it being haphazard and random (“chance”).   

Having just finished reading, Enlightenment Now by Steven Pinker, and a 

book by Pinker’s wife, Rebecca Goldstein, 36 Arguments for the Existence of God: A 

Work of Fiction (both pro-Enlightenment, anti-religious works), it seemed only 

fitting to give faith a hearing.  

 

Chapter One: The Old Myth and the New 

 

Without intending to sound churlish, I could sum up Howard’s book with this nostalgia-rich slogan, 

“Make the Middle Ages Great Again.” It’s not often one reads a book that lauds the worldview of the Dark 

Ages. My favorite classes as a history student at UW (1979-1981) focused on the Enlightenment, the scientific 

revolution of the 17th century, the philosophes, and the history of science. The Middle Ages, like Rodney 

Dangerfield, got no respect.  

Imagine my surprise then when I read in Howard’s first chapter that he defends the Dark Ages and 

snipes at the Enlightenment.  

People in the Dark Ages, says Howard, had a wonderful imagination and believed that things 

represented other things. They read vast significance into things like nature, politics, animals, and sex. Life was 

loaded with images. They “saw correspondences running in all directions,” p. 4, that there was another reality 

behind what was visible. This Medieval world view, according to Howard, was that “everything meant 

something.” Historians, Howard correctly notes, blame this medieval belief for the decline in learning, an 

obsession with superstition, and adding unnecessary background to nature resulting in the Ages called Dark. 

Howard apparently approves of many of the beliefs popular during the Dark Ages:  

1. Last judgment 

2. Fiery torment 

3. Devils caused dementia 

4. Disease was a plague from heaven 

5. Existence of the human soul 

6. Portents, charms, and talismans 

7. God was in heaven 

8. Beelzebub was in hell 

9. Virgin birth 

10. Angelic and demonic conflict 

11. The diurnal phases of sun and moon were an exhibition of what was True. 

12.  Kings wore crowns and princes wore medallions signifying political realities as Truth. 
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13.  Sex occurred in private because, “there is a mystery of being not to be thrown open to all, and that 

the right knowledge of another being is ecstatic, and that what appears under these carnal forms is, 

in fact, the image of what is actually True.” p. 3. (More on this theme in Chapter Seven, “Sex”). 

14. Birds eating mice were emblematic of a fierce duke plundering a duchy. 

Then, Howard explains, along came the Enlightenment which replaced fear of judgment with the more 

bracing, “fear of Nothing.”  

1. People have no souls 

2. There is no God in heaven  

3. There are no devils behind plagues 

4. There is no divine wrath; cancer just happens  

5. “Nothing” lay behind things  

“The myth sovereign in the old age was the everything means everything. The myth sovereign in the 

new is that nothing means anything,” p. 2. 

All this is warm up for his main thesis (which I think is a very clever thesis): “this way of looking at 

things did not die when the myth that made it possible died,” p. 4.  

In other words, even though the Enlightenment eradicated the belief that everything means everything 

and now, “nothing means anything,” modern people still behave and speak of their experiences as though 

“everything meant everything,” p. 4.  

Enlightenment became the new dogma. The scientific method reduced things to impersonal and 

abstract. Howard admits, “There is no laboratory or equipment for chasing and tracing these orbiting and 

glorious correspondences in which the lion and the king appear as images; that is, as serious suggestions of 

something real,” p. 5. In this sense he speaks as an empiricist (only what we detect with our five senses is 

real).  

And yet the image-making inclination of humanity continues. “All the while, all unaware, we keep the 

old myth alive. It has trickled out of the old ages into the enlightened ages,” p. 5. Modern customs betray our 

tendency to continue to imagine meaning “behind” things like: 

1. Handshakes 

2. Setting the table 

3. Using metaphors 

4. Birthday cakes  

5. Dancing 

6. Writing sonnets 

7. Having sex in private 

8. Standing up in the presence of presidents 

9. Going to mass 

10. Different clothes for different purposes: work vs. fancy dinners 

Each of those actions and behaviors suggest “this” (handshake) means “that” (“Hello, I see you, I greet 

you”). A sonnet about evening, “may be speaking more accurately than when we speak analytically, since the 

poetry is itself perhaps a case in point of something that is exhibited in the colors, tranquility, and clarity of the 

evening,” p. 6. 

The “new myth” explains the “old myth” this way: “You have projected your experience of your father 

onto the cosmos, so that the Father exists strictly as the extension of your own situation,” p. 6. “It is only 

imagination that leads us to project one thing onto another,” pp. 6-7. “But it is just that—imagination—and 

nothing more. Things look as though they answer one to another, so we may speak of them in that way so long 

as we do not suppose that we are saying anything true thereby,” p. 7. 

COMMENT: My summary so far: there is nothing inherent in a custom that make us imagine meaning 

behind the custom. We’ve “cooked up” rituals, symbolism, and meaning behind nature and history.  
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He continues, the new myth sees imagination (the image-making faculty) as “a flight into fancy. By the 

old it was seen precisely as a flight toward actuality,” p. 7.1 

The new myth (Enlightenment, scientific materialism, empiricism) gives a grudging nod of approval to 

the old myth (imagination) so long as we don’t “personify things,” p. 8. The new myth implies, “This whole 

mythopoeic way of speaking belongs to the ages that really believed that things were animated and charged 

with identity and being, all dancing in the great Dance,” p. 8. 

The old myth “saw all the data of experience precisely as epiphanies of what was true at the heart of 

the matter, and felt that therein lay their special validity,” p. 8. To assert that a lion is only muscle, blood, and 

bone would leave old myth thinkers puzzled. “Whatever makes you say, ‘That’s all there is to it?’ What a 

truncated view… your myopia and superstition blind you,” p. 9.2 

In the last paragraph of chapter one Howard states his aim: “This book is an attempt to describe how 

our experience might look if we looked at it once more under the terms of the old myth. Or, put another way, 

to observe some of the regions in which, probably unaware, we keep the old myth alive by acting as though it 

were at least useful in organizing experience,” p. 9. 

COMMENT:  Rather than arguing like most apologists, Howard simply suggests that we do a pragmatic 

experiment: what would it be like if we returned to the Old Myth and believed in theism, providence, and “the 

Dance?” This is not a book about rational proofs or arguments but “the imagination.” But then, what else 

would we expect from an English prof who uses words like “mythopoeic,” and quotes Dante and T.S. Elliot?  

I am willing to try this experiment. I like art and love symbols, analogies, metaphors, images, and 

imagination. Howard claims poetry, painting, ceremony, and sexual rituals are all lingering holdovers from the 

old myth. Are those holdovers fanciful and superstitious or an authentic index of the way things are? “God or 

somebody will have to let us know which is the case,” p. 9. 

 

Chapter Two: Of Dishrags and Borzois 

 

In this chapter Howard elaborates on his thesis that our constant use of imagination suggests 

something momentous is going on. Imagination is, he argues, more than reverie, dreams, or mere spice adding 

flavor to logical thought. It is, Howard argues, always at work, never dormant, and shapes how we think about 

ourselves and everything. Like eyesight, imagination shapes our whole experience of life largely unnoticed 

(until we lose it).  

Imagination is, “the faculty by which we organize the content of our experience into some form, and 

thus apprehend it as significant,” p. 12. “Put another way,” he continues, “[imagination] is what makes us 

refuse to accept experience as mere random clutter and makes us try without ceasing to shape that experience 

so that we can manage it. We cannot live with the idea of mere randomness. All of us, besides merely passing 

through an experience (thirst, love, exhaustion), want to be able to say something about that experience,” p. 

12. 

COMMENT: This to me is both compelling and indisputable. I write/draw for that very reason, to make 

sense of experience. 

How does image-making appear in ordinary affairs? 

1. Metaphor “reaching out to other realms of experience for images,” p. 13. For example, “I felt like a 

dishrag,” p. 13. “By calling upon some other area of familiar experience, we heighten our 

appreciation of the experience in question,” p. 12. 

2. Synthesis “bringing things together” rather than analysis “breaking things apart,” p. 14.  

                                                           
1 NOTE: Thomas Howard’s book Christ the Tiger makes a similar claim: artists “add emotions to” the material world.  
2 See A Clockwork Image by Donald MacKay for a similar argument, “nothing buttery.” (IE., there’s “nothing but” material. 
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Next, Howard waxes eloquent about a breed of dog called borzoi. I’ve never seen a borzoi. Here are 

some photos.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Howard says the sight of this dog calls up words like, nobility, royalty, fleet, lean, coiled power, floating 

gait, thin silhouette, “like the Grand Duke in his progress...awesome grace, restrained power, like Nureyev” pp. 

14-15. Seeing such a dog conjures up (“evokes,” p. 15) for Howard images of elegance, velvet, damask, 

heraldry, Peter the Great (not Khrushchev), feudal Russian courts and boar hunts. 

Howard’s next question is, “Why does this dog evoke such images?”  

COMMENT: I’ve never seen a borzoi so I’ll take his word for it, “this dog means something.” I don’t 

know that it evokes in me what it evokes in Howard, but I concede the point; some things evoke images of 

other things.  

But why? 

One option, “the locale of the evocative activity is in me and has nothing to do with the dog…There is 

nothing implicit in the borzoi that demands such a setting,” p. 15. “The analytic knowledge of a given 

phenomenon yields little to our associative—that is, imaginative—perception,” p. 16. 

COMMENT: That would be my first guess, too. It’s subjective, informed by culture, social forces, 

parents, institutions (church and school), and a lifetime of movies and television. 

Howard spends several pages comparing the borzoi with courtly royalty and then turns his attention to 

critique the analytic, scientific way of looking at things.  

“…since what keeps the earth in place in the stellar system is thus and so, it follows that Atlas isn’t 

holding it up; that is, that something more true about the nature of things is being said when we talk of gravity 

and centrifugal forces than when we talk about Atlas,” p. 19. 

Howard cites another example. Scientists explain the musculature of a man’s frown; but it takes 

imagination to say, “his visage is like a thundercloud” p. 20. 

The New Myth analyses; it takes things apart from concrete to abstract; the New Myth synthesizes, 

goes from the abstract to the concrete. 

Howard’s main point in chapter two, “The habit we have of resorting to [imagination] all the time may 

suggest something about the nature of things and language that is far more radical than we might at first 

suspect. For the effort to clarify and intensify by finding an image is at work on all levels of 

communication…poetry, business, military, mathematics, sociology, politics, theology…The habit suggests that 

our whole apprehension of things occurs under the species of concrete analogy, and that no thought or 

utterance at all is possible in any other terms. Even in symbolic logic, exactness and distinction are sought by 

supposing that we may evoke this (some quantity or idea) in terms of this (some squiggle on the paper),” p.p. 

22-23. 
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Chapter Three: Lunch and Death 

 

“We dispose our experiences ritually,” p. 25. 

COMMENT:  Half way into the second paragraph of chapter three I hit my first snag. That sentence, 

“We dispose our experiences ritually,” rubs me the wrong way. If he said, “We dispose our experiences 

habitually” I’d be okay with it. But ritual has always been a thorn in my side.  

When I attended a parochial school, the ritual was to wear a uniform in 4th through 10th grades.  

When I was 18 a friend convinced me to eat a macrobiotic diet of only rice. Part of the ritual was to eat 

every grain of rice, not merely not to waste food, but eating every grain had some mystical import to 

somebody, somewhere. Not me. I lasted a day.  

When I was a pastor I was immersed in rituals—the expectation to preach Hallmark-like messages on 

Mother’s Day, Thanksgiving, 4th of July, Memorial Day, and so on. I was expected to show deference to 

ecclesiastical traditions started in the 1920s.  

My objection to ritual was not due to disregard for blue sweaters and grey trousers, rice, mothers, 

pilgrims, founding fathers, departed loved ones, or grown adults putting birthday pennies into a church piggy 

bank, scheduling our services around farmers’ milking schedules, or celebrating Christmas on December 25. 

It’s that these rituals seemed arbitrary, the results of human invention, adding complexity to everyday 

routines.  

“We have festooned everything with formality,” p. 25. 

COMMENT: This sentence makes me cringe again; I’m uncomfortable with formality. 

“Nearly every act is loaded down with gestures that bespeak much more than can be discerned in the 

functional demands of the situation itself,” p. 25. 

COMMENT: “Loaded down.” I’ll say. I see rituals as unwanted burdens. I’m sure I engage in hundreds 

of rituals every day, so maybe I’m over-reacting. 

Howard is warming up to his subject. Here’s his list of ways we “festoon” our lives. 

1. Handshakes “exist as ritual residue,” p. 26.  

COMMENT: How will Howard leverage this notion into an argument for “the dance” and an argument 

against “chance?” I don’t cringe at the handshake ritual because it’s quick and serves a purpose—recognition, 

greeting, and proof that neither of us is holding a dagger. 

2. Setting the table. “What is this rigid, invisible, and benign tyranny to which the company subjects 

itself?” p. 27. 

COMMENT: Good question! Tables manners are good customs but is using the wrong fork really cause 

for consternation? (NOTE: I never watched Dowtown Abbey).  

3. “From the outside, of course, it is great fun to comment on the externalities of any ritual at all. To a 

democrat, the maces, ermine, and trumpets of monarchy look funny,” p. 27.  

COMMENT: Yes.  

4. “To a Low Church man, the murmuring, shuffling, and gesticulating of High Churchmanship look 

precious.” p. 27. 

COMMENT: Yes.  

5. “To a Baptist, the Low Churchman’s cassock, kneeling pads, and rote prayers look suffocating.” p. 

27. 

COMMENT: Yes!  

6. “To a secularist, the Baptist’s Sunday clothes, testimonies, and choir look tragicomic.” p. 27. 

COMMENT: Yes!!  

7. “To Madison Avenue, Bleeker Street looks like a charade.” p. 27. 

COMMENT: Hey, back off. I’m a fan of Bleeker Street—NYC’s Greenwich Village, home of bohemian 

artists and musicians! 
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8. “To Bleeker Street, Madison Avenue looks like a charade.” p. 27. 

COMMENT: Damn straight.  

9. “To the penthouse cocktail party, the Sunday school picnic looks dull.” p. 27. 

COMMENT: Yes!  

10. “To the Sunday School picnic, the cocktail party looks dull.” p. 27-28. 

COMMENT: Yes! 

11. “But back to eating….The chances are that even when we are alone, we do not stand at the stove 

and fork our food out of the saucepan directly into our mouth,” p. 30. 

 COMMENT: If Thomas Howard disapproves of the way I eat he can take his hoity toity smugness and 

shove it. This is what riles me about ritual. I don’t eat his way, but who is he to imply his way of eating is the 

only way? And while I’m whining, earlier he wrote, “Some rituals may have sunk into bathos…celebrating 

mere emotion,” p. 29. It’s hard to hear that he underappreciates emotions. Yikes. Tom, you’re losing me. He 

responds to my complaints with this bon mot, “your paradise is my hell and you’ll have to write you own 

book,” p. 30. I just may do so. 

Howard hasn’t entirely lost me, however. He redeems himself with this sentence which I read on the 

fifth anniversary of my wife’s death (Sept. 1, 2018). “And, if he was supremely unlucky, he experienced the 

death of his most beloved, an event that has been called worse than death by us who can’t quite know what 

we are saying,” p. 32.  Thank you, Dr. Howard. 

“Shaking hands, setting the table for lunch or a banquet, funeral obsequies—these are cases in point of 

the imagination, the image-making faculty, at work. They are the carving in action, we might say, of human 

experience, just as sculpture is the carving in stone, or poetry the caring in words, of human experience; the 

articulation in this mode (stone or words or ritual) of something that appears in this realm (human 

experience); the whole effort energized by the invincible suspicion that the appropriateness we sense in 

establishing these correspondences  is more than merely haphazard—indeed, that it might have something to 

do with the way things are: that everything means everything,” p. 37. 

COMMENT: Word by word, Howard effectively builds the case that we humans like to add meaning to 

our experiences.  He starts to lose me however when he fails to give a rationale for why his meanings are the 

best (or only?) meanings available. I attach great meaning to my habit of standing in front of the stove forking 

food straight from the saucepan into my mouth, none of which come close to incarnation, sacrifice, or 

hierarchy. 

I hope there will soon come an “ah ha!” moment when he pits secularism against sacramentalism with 

better reasons than “everything means everything.”   

 

Chapter Four: “One Foot Up One Foot Down” 

 

Chapter four is a lengthy description of how and why poems work. Howard concludes the chapter by 

saying, “It deplores the myopia that creeps through experience with no vision of the whole. It sees that the 

dismantling of experience by analysis may yield some view of its parts, but that it will never yield that sense of 

a perfect whole toward which imagination always strains,” p. 61.  

COMMENT: I think Howard just lobbed the first salvo against secularism: it’s “myopic.” Imagination 

sees meaning in places and things where the secularist only sees chemistry, physics, and cosmology. 

Here are several salient quotes I enjoyed from chapter four. 

…in both cases (poetry and ceremony) a new thing has appeared from the union of form and content, a 

thing which arrays the materials in such a way as to yield a sense of significance—a significance not foreign to 

those materials, but rather inherent in them,” p. 39. 

COMMENT: I’m not sure significance is “inherent” in a thing. We all agree that paper money is 

valuable, that Jerry Garcia’s guitar is collectable, and that a one-inch square piece of carpet the Beatles 
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walked on at the Edgewater Inn in 1966 Seattle is worth more than the carpet I walk on. By social custom, 

agreement, and cultural convention we add a layer of significance to a thing that is NOT inherent in the thing. 

Disassemble that guitar and no Jerry Garcia molecule will be found. A kidney or lung is valuable to an organ 

recipient, gold and diamonds are scarce and therefore valuable. But we’ve all agreed that paint on a canvas is 

more valuable when signed by Van Gogh. Examples abound. I point these out because meaning is subjective. 

Driving on the right or left side of the road is not inherent in the road. Dates for celebrations—December 25th 

and February 14th—are arbitrary. One man’s trash is another man’s treasure, beauty is only skin deep, gold is 

so common in heaven it’s used as paving material, and so forth.  

 “The argument of this book is that there is in nursery rhymes a case in point of what the human 

imagination suspects—that the formal disposing of common things may not be misleading,” p. 43. 

COMMENT: Yes, humans write poetry, sing songs, and indulge their imaginations. If these are “not 

misleading,” pray tell, where do they lead? I’m still waiting for Howard to explain his reasons for favoring the 

Dark Ages over Enlightenment progress. 

Howard spends several pages comparing the adult “work-a-day” world to a child’s imagination laden 

life “in the now,” claiming, successfully I might add, that both work and play are necessary. Howard then 

spends several more pages explaining why poetry is so popular, “rhythm and fancy appeal to us,” p. 43. I 

found it instructive, but you won’t see me running out to buy Dante, Beowulf, Homer, Whitman, Keats, or 

Wordsworth anytime soon. 

But then he says, “when you are finally satisfied that you have imposed the right form on it, you will 

wonder whether that form was imposed by you or whether it emerged from the thing itself,” p. 46. If only 

creativity was so simple. Most creatives I know wrest their creations from raw material with great labor. 

Poems “work” because they employ a formal use of language: rhyme, rhythm, ellipsis, inversion, 

metaphor, economy, and precision (p. 47). He also adds, “resolution, recurrence, recognition and 

transfiguration,” p. 52. Poets, take note. 

 

Chapter Five: Sublimity, Soup Cans, Etc. 

 

The previous chapter was about poetry; this one is about painting. Howard explains why, since this 

isn’t a book about aesthetics. “[The poet and painter’s crafts] bring to a sharp focus what all of us see more or 

less dimly all the time…--that the formless wants a form; that raw matter wants to be shaped; that the 

invisible wants to become visible…” p. 63.  

This is a problem in our epoch, says Howard, because “this is a world from which significance seems to 

have disappeared…. Things don’t mean anything; they simply are, and the effort to keep significance alive is 

nostalgia or atavism,” p. 63. 

COMMENT: Maybe modern people have realized that the meaning and significance they have given to 

borzoi, eating, walking, poetry, table manners, and death rituals are inventions of the human mind, that the 

brain is wired to make up meaning, and that all this imagining is subjective. Just because borzoi remind 

Howard of royalty, courts, hierarchy, and the King doesn’t mean there really is a king out there somewhere. 

Analogies prove nothing. 

“The disappearance of significance is the man burden of nearly all twentieth-century painting and 

poetry and drama,” p. 63. Howard compares two artists to make his point, Warhol (new myth) and Vermeer 

(old myth). 
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 While both paintings depict common household themes, they display different “sensibilities,” p. 67.  

Though an elusive term, Howard defines sensibility as something like consciousness, frame of mind, taste, 

and presuppositions that lie at the bottom of everything. 

 The differences in sensibility between pre-modern and modern (might I add post-modern?) can be 

seen in architecture, jokes, games, dance, movies (plays). Howard’s language (“art [old myth] or the mass 

vulgarity [new myth]” p. 68), suggests which sensibility he prefers.  

To be specific, “The re-creation which took place in Western history involved a dismantling of that 

ordered, significant, and purposive world….there arose ways of looking at and describing things other than by 

attributing them to the gods. The method seemed fair enough: just look at something and see if you can, 

without commandeering all the hosts of heaven, discover how it worked. See if you can, by observing many 

instances of a given kind of behavior, discern a patter and articulate it,” pp. 68-69. 

COMMENT: So far, I read Chance or the Dance? as Howard’s pining for the old ways. He seems 

appalled at scientific materialism (the Enlightenment) for desacralizing our sensibilities. “A tree is, really, so 

much carbon and hydrogen and oxygen,” p. 69. “It was empirical in that it refused to rise higher than that 

data at hand forced it to rise, so that you may say that rocks in fact fall, but there is nothing in the falling 

action that forces the idea of a jinni who makes it fall,” p. 69. 

COMMENT: I for one am glad rocks are not made to fall by the influence of a jinni.  

“You don’t, no matter how hard you try, conjure a god from crystalline structure,” p. 70. 

COMMENT: Howard seems sad that this is so. Since (presumably) he can’t conjure evidence for a god 

from chemistry, he has written this poetic lament. A lament, I might add, not without a tinge of scorn. 

Consider this sentence, “The dogmas of the new myth have been written into the books and clamped into the 

archives of modern imagination as securely as the Holy Bible was ever chained by the good abbot to the desk 

in the monastery library. And precisely as there were questions then which, if you asked them, put you in peril 

of thumbscrews, so there are questions now which are not to be asked on pain of more subtle thumbscrews—

ostracism, or an avuncular pat on the head and the suggestion that you get busy reading your modern 

psychology, history, and sociology,” p. 70 

COMMENT: I’d take an avuncular pat on the head over thumbscrews any day. By the way, eliminating 

thumbscrews was inspired, not by “good abbots,” but enlightenment values of justice3.  

“We have learned [to live with the absence of meaning] since our method of exploring and describing 

our world has not yielded anything that can be called meaning,” p. 70. 

COMMENT: If not from imagination, poetry, or Medieval “old ideas,” how and where does Howard 

derive meaning? He’s keeping his cards close to his chest. 

                                                           
3 See Steven Pinker, Enlightenment Now. 
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We have a “pestiferous wistfulness4 that keeps insisting that we would like to ask the question,” (p. 70) 

namely, does anything mean anything?  

COMMENT: I for one have such a “pestiferous wistfulness.” I ask often, “What is the meaning of life?” 

I don’t get it from borzoi dogs, poetry, or a ninth century world view rife with thumbscrews.  

“There lies, then, at the bottom of modern discussion an array of suppositions that are held to be 

axiomatic. It is a post-Enlightenment array, and issues in an ironic simultaneity of omniscience and 

agnosticism; that is, that we, unlike any other epoch in history, finally have the equipment to conquer the 

unknown, but that at the same time we strenuously disavow the assumption that a man can really know 

anything at all about what is at stake in existence,” p. 70-71. 

COMMENT: This is an excellent insight. Never in history have humans known so much about nature 

while knowing so little about purpose, meaning, and significance.   

Howard uses the following words to describe the paintings of Vermeer: luminescence, sublimity, 

incandescent religious imagery (angels, bishops, saints, virgins), heroics, hagiology, noble imagery, and order. 

Then he discusses Warhol. 

“Warhol…paints in an age whose sensibility is different from this. Its researches have convinced it that 

there are indeed boredom and thralldom and ignominy, and that luminescence and sublimity belong only to 

ages that fled to belief [his emphasis] for meanings in things,” p. 72. 

Our first hint of where Howard derives meaning, “belief.” It is clear to everyone there are differences 

between classical paintings and modern art. Howard makes no secret which “myth” he prefers. If I am 

reading him correctly, his thesis is: art and poetry and architecture are “better” when informed by belief in 

supernatural hierarchies.  

COMMENT: There is still much to glean in the remaining 50 pages of this book, so the following 

observation may be premature: it appears that Howard is making an impassioned plea to return to the “old 

myth” on aesthetic grounds. My paraphrase: “believe in supernatural hierarchies and renounce 

Enlightenment materialism and you’ll make better art.” Even if I’ve mischaracterized Howard’s argument, this 

does raise an interesting question. Is embracing medieval theology for the sake of art worth the risk of 

abandoning Enlightenment science, medicine, law, and technology? Would you rather have a Smart Phone in 

your pocket and an MRI machine in the hospital, or a Vermeer hanging on your wall? Does faith boil down to 

Art vs. Technology? I hope Howard offers reasons for returning to the Dark Ages other than “one makes 

better art with belief than without.”  

Howard continues his critique. “The experience of fragmentation has shaped the sensibility of our 

epoch…” including having profound effects on surrealism, novels, painting, philosophy, and the social 

sciences. 

His disdain for the changes in intellectual history hits its zenith with this witty zinger, “We may 

respond with disgust, or with blankness, or with applause (this is called ‘camp,’ and denotes a frame of mind 

that laughs brightly at its own clumsiness when it barks its shins stumbling along the corridor to the gibbet),” 

p. 73. 

Lest anyone think Howard dismisses all 20th century art and artists, he makes this generous 

observation, “We haven’t yet found an agreed-upon source from which we can draw images of affirmation. (It 

must be said for the artists of the twentieth century that theirs has been one of the most varied, powerful, and 

dazzling outputs of any period of art. The very ambiguities and questions of the epoch have goaded them in 

their promethean task, and their response is a record of human courage, passion, and resourcefulness),” pp. 

75-76. 

COMMENT: I love that sentence.  

 

                                                           
4 I’m sorry, but Pestiferous Wistfulness would be a great name for a band. 
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Chapter Six: Autocrats, Autonomy, and Acorns 

 

In this chapter Howard says the shift from old to new myth has radical implications on moral 

questions. No one really cares what groups think, he says, until those thoughts translate into action. Howard 

suggests the actions the new myth inspired have had, and continue to have, dire consequences. 

If, 400 years ago the new myth had suggested, “rule out from the start all mythic and superstitious 

presuppositions and lay down strict rules as to what may and may not be admitted into serious discussion 

(‘facts’, yes; prophecies, omens, and angels, no)—if we had come across this, we would undoubtedly have 

tried to arrange a public burning,” p. 78. The new myth would have been heresy at the time. When the new 

myth made “gods and terrors and glories” vanish, and when gods were not concerned with, nor would 

intervene in, human affairs, a radical change occurred in what people thought it meant to be free. Under the 

new myth humanity became autonomous.  

Reminder: the new myth said, “if we can’t see it, it’s not there…we disallow all those unverifiable ideas 

that undergirded and energized the old myth,” p. 79. To me that sentence is a good summary of 

secularization. 

Some of the consequences of this new myth: 

1. “we are alone…no one is looking over our shoulder…we owe fealty to no one but ourselves,” p, 78-

79.  

2. Belief that the new myth will result in liberation from the tyranny of superstition and “fear, 

obligation, and code.”  

COMMENT: In my opinion this statement is incorrect. One can cast off superstition and still feel 

fear, fulfill obligations, and live by codes.  

3. Instead of relying on gods to point out what is good and lasting and worthy (or evil, ephemeral, 

and worthless), humans assume that role. 

4. “Self-determination,” p. 80. Humans are released from servitude to deities and their vicars and 

told to conquer the world according to the light of the new myth. 

5.  “Kings and their divine right fled…political imagery changed…from hierarchy to ad hoc committee, 

from fiat to consensus, from arbitrariness to arbitration, from autocracy to participation,” p. 80. 

COMMENT: This isn’t the first time in this book Howard suggests (hints, indicates, let’s slip?) that 

he’s in favor of the divine rights of kings. This is so problematic I don’t know where to start. But 

this is his book, so I’ll drop it and continue to follow his train of thought. 

6. “Theology …was supplanted by physical and social and behavioral sciences,” p. 80.  

COMMENT: I hope he’s not implying this is a bad thing. When one has a kidney stone they needed 

Vicodin, not a vicar.  

7. “The intellectual images shifted…from creators and animation and personification (Atlas to gravity, 

for example) to hap and mechanism and abstraction,” p. 81. 

COMMENT: And thus, was born the scientific revolution, enlightenment, the US Constitution, 

outlawing thumb screws, witch hunts, and heretic burning.  

8. “It is natural that, with the disappearance of divine sanctions for authority, the notion of authority 

itself should come under surveillance, since the question of an origin for authority is thrown open,” 

p. 81. 

COMMENT: When I compare democracy (consent of the governed) with theocracy I prefer 

democracy.  

9. Howard puts into the mouths of sixties radicals’ complaints to New Myth leaders, “You have made 

as horrible a mess of society as any priestcraft ever did,” p. 82. I wouldn’t let “priest craft” off so 

easy. Whether Protestant (Calvin’s Geneva) or Catholic (priests who molest), it was science that 

gave us human rights, penicillin, and technology. 
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10. “It is perhaps above all astonishing to note that the great emancipation of the human spirit from 

the dread placed upon it by superstition and priestcraft released not a light and merry spirit 

capering out over the  fields of a new world unhaunted by the goblins and angels, but a dread 

more ravaging than all of them, the dread descried by modern prophets as angst,” p. 83.   

COMMENT: This is certainly a well-crafted sentence. But, if Howard’s “cure” for angst is 

superstition, adopting a Dark Ages world view, and returning to belief in “hell, and of souls in 

torment, and of judgments and sacrifices and wrath,” p. 83, I predict he’s going to have a hard sell. 

11. “There is no word from the universe to tell us what to do,” p. 84. The unpleasant results of this 

shift have been captured by “poets, dramatists, and filmmakers [who tell us we are] bored, vexed, 

frantic, embittered, and sniffling,” p. 84. Howard longs for the heroism of Achilles, Lear, Hamlet, 

Beowulf, Troilus, Tristan, and Lancelot. He pits these against the likes of Willy Loman, Jack Barnes, 

Fellini, Ionesco, Godard, Antonioni, The Graduate, and the films of Andy Worhol who offers “no 

acts of courage. No acts of generosity. No acts of sacrifice or loyalty. No delight and laughter. No 

pain or grief. No torment and endurance and desolation. Only the murmur of creatures untroubled 

by the hard distinctions and choices that human beings have to make,” p. 90. 

COMMENT: I haven’t watched Worhol movies. But I do get the impression he’s comparing the 

worst of the New Myth with the best of the Old Myth. Again, without meaning to be uncharitable, 

is Howard cherry picking? Guilty of confirmation bias? Pitting straw men arguments against one 

another? 

12. The old myth offered freedom by learning to live within a world with strictures and limitations. 

Adam and Eve had two choices: “either assert their autonomy, live in illusion, and find out in the 

end that it was no autonomy; or assent to the way things, alas, were, and see if the matter of 

freedom weren’t something vastly different from what they might have supposed it to be,” p. 91. 

COMMENT: Are “vassalage and self-determination,” p. 91 our only choices?  

13. “Whatever [the stars’, sun’s, and moon’s] glory is (and it registers itself on our consciousness as 

wholly satisfying, mathematically and aesthetically), it does not involve either self determination or 

randomness,” p. 92. Howard makes further pragmatic appeal to living within strictures (rules, 

limits, boundaries) by citing astronomy, athletes, race horses, sonnets, and music. “In that very 

subordination emerge in their own special excellence,” p. 93. 

14. “…it would have seen all these images as suggesting not a moral servility for that unique creature 

Man, but rather the brilliant display, under a thousand forms, of the Dance, which goes on eon 

after eon, and which waits all breathless with hope for the Man to recognize the pattern, see his 

place, assent to it, and join,” p. 93. 

COMMENT: Why can’t one jettison the superstition and live within strictures at the same time? 

“Chancers” are not the only ones to invent, create beauty, and elevate the human condition. 

“Dancers” have their own horrific history of pogroms, inquisitions, and theocratic domination. 

 

Chapter Seven: Sex 

 

Thomas Howard “understands sexuality to be perhaps the supreme image in human experience of the way 

things are. It is at once ebullient and an austere view,” p. 95. Exactly how “austere” will be evident as he 

proceeds “on the suspicion that the way things appear in our experience may be an image of the way they in 

fact are, and that to confront it all courageously might be nudged toward an awareness of a pattern,” pp. 95-

96. He makes readers aware of patterns of sexuality in our day. Consider the following. 

1. “Human imagination has always handled the phenomenon (sex) as a thing of enormous import,” p. 96. 

This statement seems self-evident, but he adds, “It is exceedingly difficult to find a tribe anywhere, or an era 

ever, that has no consciousness of sexuality as being a hot potato, as it were,” p. 96. 
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COMMENT: I spent twenty years doing marriage and family therapy and I couldn’t agree more. Sexuality 

was indeed a “hot potato.”  

2. It’s always made a difference “what man spends the night with what woman,” p. 96. 

3. Nowhere is sex “on a par with breathing or defecating—one of the random functions of the human 

body,” p. 96. 

4. Even in the old myths when gods took partners in arcadian groves it was “away from the public eye,” 

and if a maiden conceived it would “entail of difficulty,” or if they displease a god or lover by their act there 

was “no telling what furies they had let loose on the world,” p. 96. 

5. “This blissful and procreative function is highly charged with significance that reaches in all directions,” 

p. 96-97. 

6. To those who say the significance goes no farther than the edge of the bed must explain “the armies of 

outraged cuckolds and jilted lovers down through the centuries,” not to mention “poetry, [Homer, Oedipus, 

Helen, Olympus, Dante, Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton], myth, ritual, and drama by which the human 

imagination has, from the beginning of history, spoken of its apprehension of experience,” p. 97. 

7. “…novels of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries, and in the cinema …sexuality is 

acknowledged as an energy that far exceeds the biological and hedonistic description of it,” p. 98. 

Howard sums up this chapter’s argument so far, “…the human imagination transfigures what is, on one 

level, merely functional into an occasion of significance,” p. 98. 

Anticipating the charge that he cherry picked stories from history to back his claim by omitting “tales of 

bawdy” that would seem to counter his argument, he offers the following. 

1. If critics think, “the race labored under a pointless bondage for centuries, and that the fields of joy 

ahead in which all will frolic free of our fears about abstinence and continence and scruple in sexuality 

promise more than was ever imaginable under the cold breath of superstition—if this is your case, then 

bon courage: you have the brave task of showing not only how the conflicts experienced by the human 

imagination, from the mythic heroes on down, were trivial, but also of indicating that your new myth 

has deep roots in human experience and that it will yield a richness of sensibility equaling that which  

emerged from those old conflicts,” p. 99. 

2. “There is this to be said about bawdy. When it occurs in serious literature, it occurs as a foil; that is, it 

appears in conscious and grinning contrast to whatever the serious theme may be,” pp. 99-100. 

Having dispatched his critics Howard now broadens his theme to “the phenomenon of man” (I’m sure 

he means humanity), p. 103. “We experience that phenomenon under two modes, male and female. The 

one mode has seemed to embody some such qualities as strength and courage and sovereignty, and the 

other gentleness and nourishment and care,” p. 103. 

COMMENT: Enemies of “binary” thinking will struggle with these pages as will those who bristle at the 

thought of men being “sovereign” over women.  

This “rite of life” (intercourse) was also a “rite of knowledge.” To have sex was to “know” your partner, 

otherwise it turns into “nightmare and rape,” (p. 104). Howard explains that the yearning to “know” 

personally another person takes shape in the rite of sexuality and “here the distinction between spirit and 

matter disappears, as it does in the Sacraments. For here I experience the oddity that flesh is the mode 

under which I apprehend the truth of a thing,” p. 105. The ecstasy of merging is not merely physical but the 

junction of two separate things, male and female. “This may be the point at which the human imagination 

has traditionally suspected masturbation, homosexuality, incest, bestiality, etc. to be less than the 

desideratum,” p. 106. 

1. Masturbation, a form of solipsism, “knows” another only through fantasy. There is no quest for 

knowledge of the other. 

2. Homosexuality seeks ecstatic union with another, “but with an image that is not an image of 

the other mode under which man [IE., humanity], appears, the opposite sex,” pp. 106-107. Having sex with 
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the same sex is a union of identicals and “there is no analogy in all heaven and earth for such a thing—for 

significance (or fruit, or meaning),” p. 107. 

3. Incest “does not find an image appropriately differentiated from itself,” p. 108. There are no 

self-evident rules why this body (son) may not merge with that body (mother) besides a biological 

monstrosity issuing from such a union. Roles do not permit such cohabitation.  

COMMENT As a family therapist I saw the confusion and conflicts that arose when a husband wanted 

his wife to enact the role of his mother, or a wife who wanted her husband to enact the role of her father, 

or a father who wanted his daughter to enact the role of his wife or mother, or a mother who wanted her 

son to enact the role of her husband or father. It’s called emotional incest.  

4. Bestiality fails for the same reason. The “other” is not sufficiently “other.” “But here as in the 

other cases, the scientific and hedonistic approaches to the question will discover nothing on the face of the 

green earth to show why a man should not have his dog to the point of carnality. It is only the mythic and 

imaginative level that valuation is possible,” p. 109. 

5. Promiscuity is another form of failure to discern the other authentically. It focuses on body not 

as image but as object alone. “The human body is available for any number of activities (sports, medical 

inspection, work), but when it is taken into the service of the sexual rite, a universe of significance comes 

upon it, like God into the Mass, and immediately the participants are less than the thing in which they are 

participating, and it is theirs to observe with rubric and awe,” p. 109-110. Promiscuity “takes the form (the 

body) and discards the substance (the person); it takes the form (the rite of two bodies) and discards the 

substance (the union of two persons),” p. 110. 

6. Lack of privacy (IE., “no longer treating the sexual phenomenon as a fenced-off area”) has been 

the norm to all cultures, in all epochs: keeping sexuality private, exclusive, and one of privilege. Howard 

lists dozens of ways in which secrets (“exclusion and debarring” p. 112) add interest to life: mystery novels 

and movies, following a trusted hero into the unknown, secrets around birthdays and Christmas, gated 

communities, members only clubs, first class passengers only, sacred places only for the washed, private 

beaches, the President’s office, and so forth. 

COMMENT: Howard is a fan of “great parks behind the chateau where the earl and countess used to sit 

with their friends in the cool of the evening—now that the chateau has been open to the public, it is trodden by 

a thousand draggled couples with crying infants,” p. 112. Howard should know that I am “the public” and with 

my wife and kids have been a “draggle couple with crying infants,” and that I wince when being excluded from 

places (though I’ve never ventured into a great park behind a chateau in my life). But this does not mean I am 

eager to see what goes on in couple’s bedrooms, which, I presume, is where this long section is taking us. 

7. Some things are supposed to be private, holy, and “set apart,” p. 112. Disregarding this fact leads 

to desecration. 

8. The parable Animal Farm (George Orwell) illustrates the inevitability of privilege in human affairs. 

9. Human imagination has treated sexual phenomenon as a fenced off area.  

10. Since there is nothing inherently private about intercourse it must be admitted, Howard argues, 

that “setting it apart” is a human invention. “Will the breaking down [of walls of privacy] be desecration or 

emancipation?” p. 115. Anthropologists, psychologists, theologians, East Village Other, Playboy, modern 

film say emancipation. “The view which is being put in this book, however, is that the rush into the fence-

off place is a desecration and not an emancipation,” p. 116. 

11. The fact that most sex occurs in private, a “veiled sanctum,” p. 117, suggests that sex is a holy 

phenomenon wherein two people “know” each other. 
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CHAPTER 8: Bravo the Humdrum 

 

 In Howard’s last chapter he caps off this book’s argument, that life is better when experienced as a 

meaningful “dance” (participation in a universe with cosmic meaning that transcends our five senses) rather 

than “chance/random” (mere biology, physics, and chemistry). He does so by calling attention to the 

humdrum routines of life (“the pedestrian demands of domesticity,” p. 122) that many of us (perhaps all of us 

at some point) find tedious, boring, and taxing. 

“Whatever may lie behind things, one still has to live one’s life,” p. 119. And that living involves 

ordinary things like caring for children, cooking, working, dishes, sickness, cleaning, and more. Those who see 

life as chance see those chores as “things to get through in order to get at what it’s really about,” p. 119. 

Those who see life as dance see those activities as inherently meaningful (albeit often boring). 

To illustrate this point, he sites the attempts people make to escape tedium, whether in hippie5 values 

(pot, beards, and wearing sheepskin), Esquire values (lauding youth, money, travel, beauty, taste), or Good 

Housekeeping values (seeing mopping and dusting as “plebian necessities that obstruct what a human might 

otherwise being doling all day long,” p. 122).  

What these and other images have in common, “There is a quest…for…significance other than in the 

humdrum,” p. 122. 

Howard explains that he is not advocating a return to “a neo-Vermeer kitchen,” p. 122. 

Howard also points out the irony that labor saving devices have not delivered on their promise of 

increased human freedom. “The spirits of twentieth-century man are not notably more blithe and amiable 

than those of his seventeenth-century fathers,” p. 123. With technology, says Howard, have come an increase 

in vexation, frustration, ennui, and the birth of new healers called “psychiatrists,” p. 124. 

The old myth saw the humdrum as “the very occasion of glory…both concealing and revealing 

something significant about the way things are,” p. 123. In short, the old myth finds significance in the 

humdrum even though often weighed down by fear of goblins and hell; the new myth gives us burdens almost 

too heavy to bear and leaves humanity asking, “What do we do with ourselves?”  

“We disavowed the gods who, our fathers thought, had stood behind things, and who, we thought, 

kept us from becoming masters of our own world; but, by becoming sole masters of that world, we suddenly 

found out that we may have become masters of something worth no more than a clinker,” p. 124.  

In short, Howard suggests it is to our disadvantage to do away with metaphysics on the grounds that 

it’s psychologically healthier to embrace the old myth.  It is unwise, he says, to consider mountains, blood, sex, 

borzois, dolphins, wine, babies, and other “humdrums” consisting of nothing more than what we see. Such a 

viewpoint leaves the world with ennui, alienation, insignificance, “weary, flat, and unprofitable,” p. 125. This 

leaves a vacuum to be filled with, “the new, the varied, the bizarre, the remote, and the intense,” p. 126. 

Howard sounds an alarm: fleeing the humdrum out of fear of missing out on real life have themselves 

become slaves. Better to see humdrum as the “agent and mediator of something substantial,” p. 126. 

The old myth saw the humdrum as images, “what life is ‘really about,’” p. 127.  

COMMENT: Howard’s sacramental way of looking at life is intended to elevate the humdrum to a high 

state of significance. Not a bad mission, in my opinion. One either recoils and escapes from the humdrum, or 

one embraces (“sanctions,” p. 127) the humdrum with alacrity and joy.  “What is at the center is the given, the 

obvious—things like birth and growth and work and learning and marriage,” p. 127. Unfortunately, what he 

doesn’t explain is how and why these things are significant in themselves. One could still see these as 

expressions of biology, culture, and nature taking its course. Plays, film, opera, poetry and art “utter 

something about,” p. 128, the humdrum; agreed. But what?  

His final pages answer this question. I offer them here as bullet points. 

                                                           
5 This book was first published in 1969. 
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1. “Commonplaces [are] images of glory,” p. 130. 

2. Childbirth is an image that reminds us that “union” produces fruit, p. 130. 

3. The “union” is “ecstatic” and reminds us that joy is written into the sources of life, p. 130. 

4. Pain and agony are bound up in the whole process of joy, p. 130. 

5. Nursing babies are an image the reminds us “nourishment issues from the self-giving of another 

life,” p. 130. 

6. “Humdrum necessities—dishes and laundry and cooking—are the accouterments to the liturgies 

celebrated in this temple,” p. 130. 

COMMENT: I think that last sentence means, “reframe daily duties as liturgies.” Certainly, one can use 

their imagination to turn tasks into liturgies. But I’m still left with the source of these imaginations. 

Couldn’t corrupted imaginations turn rituals ugly and evil? 

7. Child-rearing involves curbing, channeling, denying, perhaps punishing, rigor, renunciation, and 

austerity. These are images that remind us that learning results in skill building.  

8. Love is a motion “outward and away from self,” p. 131. “…he may discover that if he visits his 

psychiatrist often enough that there is an unsettling ratio between a person’s unhappiness and his 

concentration on himself,” p. 131. 

COMMENT: I wish he hadn’t made this comment. We live in a therapeutic age and in twenty years as a 

therapist I’ve seen the opposite: it sometimes requires attention on self to overcome sadness and 

ennui. 

9. Death (“Conquering worm,” p. 131) reminds us that life issues from death, dawn from might, 

Phoenix from ashes,” p. 132. 

Howard’s summary sentences leave me wondering why he wasn’t more direct. This may be a stylistic 

choice, or intentional decision to not come across preachy. Either way, is life chance or dance? He writes, “The 

business of poet and prophet has always been to take the saws and astonish and delight us into a fresh 

awareness of what they mean by discovering them suddenly in this image, and in this, and this. And the rest of 

us may see it all either a s pointless jumble of phenomena, or as the diagram of glory—as grinding tediously 

toward entropy, or dancing toward the Dance,” p. 132. 

COMMENT: Apparently the editors at Ignatius Press thought Howard’s ending was vague as well so 

they added an Afterward by Tyler Blanksi, modern day RC musician, mystic, and author. 

1. “Light came into the world, but people loved darkness instead of light—and they called the 

darkness Enlightenment,” P. 133. 

2. “Howard’s Chance or the Dance? casts you into darkness so black you’ll stumble and fall to your 

knees,” p. 133. 

3. “You’ll wish you could exchange your smartphone for just one poor battered gargoyle,” p. 133. 

4. “You’ll be strongly tempted to find the nearest altar,” p. 130. 

COMMENT:  Yikes. No. No. And no. 

SECOND TO THE LAST COMMENT: I should have mentioned this earlier. Eric Metaxas, author, radio 

host, and founder of lecture series, Socrates in the City, wrote the Forward to Howard’s book. It gushes with 

praise. He uses the following words to describe Chance or the Dance?  

Miracle, C. S. Lewis-like, beautiful, important, prose better than C. S. Lewis’ fiction, sumptuous, 

symphony, unforgettable, foundational, helps us apprehend the cosmos, exquisite, baroque but not rococo, 

lapidary, fun, impossibly wonderful. “I cannot think of a single book in creation that says anything approaching 

what this book says,” élan, joie de vivre, “if you ever in your life discover a better chapter on sex than the one in 

this book—in any written language—do not delay in dropping everything and chartering a plane to wherever I 

am to share it with me, for which I will hock all I have to reimburse you,”  a happy bramble of giddy turns of 

phrase, whorls and whoopee, “there is nothing like this book,” “it cant be compared to any other books ever 
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written,” “makes me want to be a better man,” grandiloquence, “best reply anyone has ever written and that 

anyone will ever write,” luminescent. 

 LAST COMMENT. Howard is an excellent writer, and this is a witty book that stands on its own. Being 

sandwiched between two enthusiastic hagiographers, however, seems odd to me. I understand Ignatius wants 

this book to stay in print and recruiting effusive commenters is certainly their prerogative. Since I do not 

believe this book lives up to Metaxas’ and Blanski’s praise it’d be best for you to read it yourself and not rely 

on my summary and comments. Tolle lege, “take up and read.” 


