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Chapter 1

Introduction: Setting the scene, issues and challenges, overview and editorial reflections

Denise Cush

The idea for this book came from a weekend spent at the Ammerdown Centre (31st January – 2nd February 2014), when a group of nearly forty Pagans and Christians were invited to take part in a ‘Conversation’ in a place dedicated to dialogue, reconciliation and renewal. Initially seen as a Druid/Christian dialogue, the Pagan contribution widened to include Wiccans and other Pagans. The hope was that the participants could explore their prejudices and preconceptions, learn more about each other, and find common ground in ‘Celebrating Planet Earth’, as the event was called. Although this was not the first time that Christians and Pagans have attempted dialogue, all involved felt that something new and special had occurred, which could be built upon. The contributors to the book either gave talks during the Conversation or were present as participants with particular expertise. The proposed book seeks to capture the insights of the weekend and point to some ways forward.

We hope that the book will be of interest to Pagans and Christians interested in making connections, to academics and undergraduate students in Study of Religions taking courses on inter-faith dialogue, Paganism and Christianity and anyone with an interest in inter-faith activities. Some of the contributors are academics in the field, but as well as academic input, there is a practical emphasis on personal spirituality and ritual practice.

I was invited to be the ‘impartial chair’ of the Conversation, and subsequently editor of the book, as someone with academic (and some experiential) knowledge of both traditions, but currently identifying as neither Pagan nor Christian. My research has included fieldwork with Christians from diverse denominations, and young people who identified as Witches and Pagans. My own religious background was Roman Catholic, but I would describe myself as a ‘pluralist agnostic’, finding wisdom in a variety of religious and non-religious worldviews.

My initial reaction to the idea of the Conversation was that there would be a number of issues and challenges to face in attempting to bring Christians and Pagans together over a shared concern for the natural environment. It is important to clarify our terminology, and ensure that our use of terms such as ‘Pagan’, ‘Druid’, ‘Witch’, ‘Christian’ are carefully defined when they can carry very different meanings. Such terms often come with ‘baggage’ and elicit stereotypes. The history of encounters between Pagans and Christians over the past 2,000 years has tended to the negative, from the early Christian martyrs to the accusations of ‘Satanic’ ritual abuse of children in the 1980s and 90s. This unfortunate ‘real’ history has been exacerbated by the ‘imagined’ history such as Margaret Murray’s (1921) theory that many of those burned as witches by Christian authorities in late medieval and early modern times were actually Pagans who had kept going an underground, unbroken tradition since the conversion of European countries to Christianity. It is a human tendency to define oneself over against ‘the other’, and Christians and Pagans have been the ‘other’ against which identities have been constructed. Early Christians had to distinguish themselves from both Jews and pagans, and in doing so created negative pictures of these ‘others’. This could even be said to start when Jesus himself, when advising his followers about prayer, said (according to Matthew’s gospel) ‘do not babble as the pagans do’ (Matthew 6.7). In a similar way, some contemporary Pagans tend to define themselves in contrast with the predominantly Christian culture, seen as patriarchal and planet-destroying.

Section A: Addressing our fears and prejudices

The first section of the book explores further the fears, prejudices and imagined histories that each side has held against the other, as it was felt important to acknowledge and explore these issues first, in order to distinguish stereotypes and misunderstandings from real points of debate between the traditions. It recognises that even using terms like ‘Christian’ and ‘Pagan’ suggests that these are neat, definable categories and fails to emphasise that neither so-called tradition is monolithic and indeed each is in itself very diverse. Some Pagans and some Christians may have more in common with each other than their co-religionists.

Steve Hollinghurst writes from a Christian perspective. He examines the ‘mythic histories’ that each side tells about the other and explores how far these stereotyped pictures measure up to what can be known from historical research. History reveals a more complex picture of relationships and mutual influences between various Christian and Pagan groups in different times and places. There have indeed been what might be euphemistically called unfortunate encounters, but myths such as that of the ‘burning times’ need to be cleared out of the way if there is to be any mutual understanding. An important part of dealing with fears and prejudices is realising that both ‘Paganism’ and ‘Christianity’ are very diverse, both over time and in the present, so that any statement about either tradition needs at least to be qualified by the word ‘some’. Steve goes on to look at Christian attitudes towards ‘other’ religions more generally, and demonstrates that they are very varied. He employs the now familiar terminology of ‘exclusivist’, ‘inclusivist’ and ‘pluralist’ (a typology that originated with Alan Race, 1983) to categorise attitudes, divides ‘pluralist’ into ‘modern’ and ‘postmodern’ varieties, and adds his own ‘transformational’ approach. This reminded me of my own 1994 typology (Cush, 1994), in which I also subdivided the traditional three categories, and suggested my own ‘positive pluralist’ approach, which is not too dissimilar from the ‘transformational’ approach, but without a Christian theological underpinning. We share the idea that only someone already at the top of the mountain is in a position to claim that all paths eventually get there – meanwhile we less elevated mortals may be able to learn much from those on other paths.

Graham Harvey, writing from an animist Pagan perspective, examines some of the clichéd preconceptions that each side has had of the other. Humour can play an important role in taking the sting out of stereotypes. He also warns us not to rush into false claims of unity, which tend to presume others are more like us ‘really’ than they actually are. It is important (and more interesting) to acknowledge and discuss real disagreements. Whilst acknowledging the diversity in each tradition, he uses the motifs of ‘salvation’ and ‘enchantment’ to explore some of the real differences between the two traditions. The separation of ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ is challenged, and the importance of seeing humans as part of a web of human and other-than-human relationships is stressed. Both Christians and Pagans share a common home and ecology, threatened by capitalist modernity and its managerial bureaucracy. Ritual can play an important part in strengthening our relationships with our other-than-human neighbours, and both Pagans and Christians need to be in the world as full participants, working, as well as just talking, together.

Section B: Possibilities for co-operation

Having, we hoped, cleared away some of the misconceptions that can get in the way of dialogue, and laughing together about some of the more ridiculous of these, the Conversation moved on to examining what the prospects might be for co-operation. In the second section, two Christians and two Druids suggest some positive ways forward.

Liz Williams examines some of the reasons why Paganism is growing in popularity – these include the lack of dogmatism, and tolerance of diversity. Significantly, ‘its eclecticism, and often its refusal to take itself too seriously, are appealing to a generation raised on media fantasy which rejects hierarchical and dogmatic movements.’ Rejecting the claims of an unbroken ancient tradition, and indeed, pointing to some Christian influences on magical and Pagan practices, she traces the roots of much in contemporary Wicca and Druidry to concepts and figures in the imagination of 19th century poets and novelists. A recurrent theme in this book is the importance and power of story, whether ancient myth or modern romance, in providing the materials to fashion contemporary beliefs and practices. In drawing upon literary sources, it seems to the current editor that contemporary Paganism in its adult form does after all have something in common with the ‘Pop Culture Paganism’ growing among younger adherents, who add to ancient myth and modern novels, figures and ideas drawn from film, television, graphic novels and digital resources (for information on Pop Culture Paganism see for example the blog at thepaganstudygroup, 2014; I would also like to record a thanks to my student Bryony Vine for alerting me to this particular self-designation to describe the phenomenon). From a Pagan and Druid perspective, Liz can identify several areas where Christians and Pagans share common ground. These include sacred places, seasonal festivals, social action to aid others, care for the environment and the very recognition that there is a divine or a spiritual dimension. Where there is goodwill, there are several possibilities for co-operation.

Myths in the sense of false information, especially ones with negative consequences, need to be exposed and rejected. However, another sense of the term ‘myth’ is that of a significant story, through which we explore our deepest feelings about the most important aspects of life. The ‘literal’ truth of such stories is irrelevant, one way or the other, what matters is the meaning conveyed (see for example Armstrong, 2000, on ‘mythos’ and ‘logos’ in the ancient world). Simon Howell employs this positive understanding of myth in exploring the value of – possibly ‘mythical’ – Golden Ages in inter-faith relationships. Even if historical research casts doubt upon an idyllic 11th century Toledo or an Iron Age Celtic Britain where Pagans and Christians lived in harmony with nature and each other, the inspiring myths of writers such as John Michell can provide us with a vision of what might be, in this case Pagans and Christians sharing a concern and working in mutual co-operation for the planet that all inhabit. Our ancient ‘Celtic Connections’ may be in part fantasy, but can still provide a powerful mythology to influence the future. Both traditions have a notion of the veil between this world and the otherworld of deeper reality, and consider that at certain times this veil can be very thin. Sharing our stories, poetry, songs and rituals can bring about moments of transcendence where what might have been or might one day be, becomes, if only for a moment, a present reality.

Philip Carr-Gomm takes the ideas of shared roots and inspiring myth and stories a stage further to examine whether as well as co-operation and mutual learning between Pagans and Christians there might even be new spiritual paths that fuse elements of each. Realising that some Druids and Christians would find this unacceptable, he explores examples where individuals and groups have made coherent spiritualities that draw upon both traditions. He points out that combining Pagan and Christian ideas and practices is not a new idea. In fact the origins of contemporary Druidry in the 17th and 18th centuries were in Christian circles, and there were many Christian influences on Wicca. As neo-Paganism struggled to define itself in the last few decades of the 20th century, it consciously differentiated itself from Christianity, but now should be confident enough of itself to draw nearer. One real difference is found in the historical claims of orthodox Christianity, whereas Paganism is more comfortable with accepting their stories as ‘myth’ (in the positive sense). Philip sees the Forest Church movement as an exciting new development drawing upon both traditions. Although this movement (see chapter 9) does not set out to be a syncretism of Christianity and Paganism, but rather emphasises the need to participate in, and seek the divine in, nature, it is open to other earth-based spiritualities, and some rituals used draw directly upon Druid and Wiccan models. Another example that explicitly draws upon both Christianity and Druidry is the Celtic Orthodox Church in Brittany. The current editor tends to avoid the word ‘syncretism’ as it might suggest the combination of two fixed and bounded traditions. However, it will be interesting to see what new and creative combinations of already diverse and fluid Christian and Pagan traditions, and indeed hybrids and fusions will emerge and, whether welcomed or not, this is happening already.

In fact, the chapter that follows is an example of one person’s experience of the transformative power of a spirituality able to draw upon both Pagan and Christian sources.

Tess Ward shares with us how the discovery of earth-centred Pagan traditions enabled her to come through a difficult period in her life into a renewed, deeper and more compassionate Christian faith. This journey may need to be replicated by the Christian tradition more widely, which may even have to die in its old, patriarchal, nature-neglecting form in order to be resurrected into a new, earth-centred faith. We considered it important to include personal experience in this book for several reasons. Religion is so often better expressed in poetry, story, silence, ritual and action than in academic philosophy and theology. In most forms of contemporary Paganism, human experience is a main source of authority, as well as listening to the other-than-human world. Similarly, feminists both Christian and Pagan have emphasised the authority of women’s experience (for example, Isherwood and McEwan, 1993, pp.79-80, Reid-Bowen, 2007, pp.44-45), a crucial source of authority as women have tended not to be the major spokespersons or authors of sacred texts in more established religions.

Section C: The role of ritual practice, story, music and poetry in inter-faith encounter

Not only did the speakers emphasise the importance of story, poetry, ritual, being outside in nature, and silence in their own traditions, and in inter-faith encounters, but during the weekend Conversation, we (whether Pagan, Christian or neither) had several occasions to participate in shared ritual and/or meditation and music. Hence it was felt important to include reflections on the role of ritual, story, poetry and music in such encounters in this book. Shared ritual is often more controversial in inter-faith work than meeting for discussion in order to understand each others’ beliefs and worldviews better, and may not always be thought appropriate. However, on the other hand, in the history of most religions, ritual, story and song were prior to the working out of systematic theologies and so sharing these can be seen as a more appropriate first step in inter-faith encounter than theological debates, and more likely to enable an empathetic understanding.

Viannah Rain shares with us four examples of rituals that illustrate the use of myth, symbol and nature in a way that is in large part common to Druids, Wiccans and some other Pagans. These are the Circle, the importance of participation, dressing up as deities and ‘sharing cakes and ale’. She stresses the ‘performative’ nature of ritual, which brings about transformation, and the importance of relationships with others and with nature. Pagan festivals follow the rhythms of the natural world, as in the well-known ‘wheel of the year’, the eight seasonal festivals, many of which coincide with Christian festivals. Again the poetic truth embodied in myth is an important motif, as is the psychological power of symbolic ritual, and the inspiration that both can bring. The examples given all stress the importance of embodied existence and connection with nature. As Christians and Pagans share much cultural history it may be possible to design rituals meaningful to both. Viannah considers that perhaps Paganism has something to offer Christianity in allowing it to discover (or perhaps re-discover) the sacredness of nature and power of ritual.

The Reformation and the Enlightenment in Western Europe gradually, in the term popularised by Max Weber, ‘disenchanted’ the universe. As a result, the power of ritual, as well as the connection between human and non-human nature, has perhaps been neglected by the more protestant wing of Christianity. Paganism can offer a ‘re-enchantment’ that gives meaning to life via ritual. A feature that strikes the outsider is that Pagan ritual has much scope for individual and group creativity in that participants are free to create their own new rituals.

Bruce Stanley, pioneer of the ‘Forest Church’ movement, also creates new rituals and experiential exercises, with the purpose of enabling people not just to be in nature, but also to participate in nature. Although Forest Church practices sometimes resemble or draw upon Pagan patterns, for Bruce the important thing is connection with and participation in nature, and through this participation to both connect with God and gain a deep motivation to care for the planet. There are some Druid influences, but Forest Church is not an attempt to create a syncretistic movement. Though open to all, his Forest Church is clearly rooted in what he calls ‘the Christ Tradition’, an expression he prefers to ‘Christianity’ because of the ‘baggage’ associated with the latter term. Some of the exercises in the Forest Church book resemble bushcraft on the one hand or ‘experiential’ religious education lessons on the other, but all seek to reconnect people whether Christian, Pagan or of no religion with nature – not a place or a thing, but a ‘process of complex inter-relationships’.

Bruce and Viannah describe innovative practices from within the Pagan and Christian traditions, and invite the ‘other’ tradition to join in. However, there have been attempts to deliberately create inter-faith rituals that draw Christians and Pagans together. Greywolf (Philip Shallcrass) describes one such initiative taken over 20 years ago, the Avebury Gorsedd in 1993. This brought together various Pagan groups with Christians and others in a ceremony that all found valuable. Greywolf provides us with some of the text of the ritual, which was carefully worded so that different traditions could understand it in their own way. It is fascinating to learn that part of the script written for this ceremony was used in the closing ceremony for the Paralympics in 2012, a perfect illustration of a prayer originating in Druidry having something to offer those of all religions and none. As in Viannah’s examples, the circle, the four directions, myth, symbol, poetry, creativity and inspiration (the awen of the Druidic bard) are vitally important in the ceremony. It is the power of poetry, music and creative arts more generally that speaks across traditions, allowing all to join in in a way that would be impossible with, for example, reciting a creed viewed as doctrinal propositions. Greywolf also speaks movingly of the Christian/Druid funeral arranged for his wife, the two examples showing that shared ritual can actually work.

Alison Eve Cudby and Paul Cudby arranged the ceremonies and music over the weekend, designed to be shared by both Christians and Pagans. Alison reflects on this experience and discusses how far shared ritual can actually work. Questions arise such as whether Christian use of Pagan elements is appropriate or appropriation. Some of the meaning of a ritual may be shared, but other aspects may be given different meanings by different participants. Some within both traditions may be very critical of attempts to share ritual, especially if ritual is seen as the unambiguous expression of doctrines. However, if ritual is seen as performative and transformative then perhaps theological differences can be put to one side and the power of symbol, myth, music and action can create a valuable experience for a diverse group, and one that actually achieves something, especially in the area of celebrating planet earth and reconnecting with nature.

The idea that ritual ‘works’ in this sense of actually achieving something is one shared by Catholic Christians, Pagans, practitioners of magic and many religious traditions. Whether the transformation is in the mind of the participant or in the external world is debated, but perhaps this distinction breaks down anyway.

Most of the material in Section C reflects what Christians can learn from Pagan use of ritual. Could the process also work the other way round? Shared ritual goes a stage further in inter-faith encounter than simply learning about each others’ traditions and using such knowledge to get beyond prejudices. However, along with shared practical, ethical and social action, it is probably more accessible than the attempt to construct shared theology, a project beyond the scope of a single weekend.
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A

Addressing our fears and prejudices





Chapter 2

No-one expects the Spanish Inquisition! Understanding how Pagans and Christians can see each other today through the distorted lenses of their mythic histories

Steve Hollinghurst

The shadow of the Burning Times

On several occasions Pagans I have met, on discovering I am Christian, have said, ‘You people burnt our ancestors’. I usually apologise for what some Christians did in the past to people they called witches and suggest that Christians and Pagans today need to learn to understand each other so that we can overcome the prejudices that led to such events.

It is still true today that anyone calling themselves Pagan, especially anyone claiming to be a witch, may well meet prejudice. My response is based on the assumption that any Pagan who raises witch-burning fears that prejudice is what they will receive from me as a Christian and I want to allay that fear. But I could treat the statement as a historical claim and suggest that the story of the ‘burning times’ is not what is often assumed. At various times and places in the past people have been burnt for being witches; however, most of this was not carried out by the church. Indeed, much of it was carried out either before Christianity or in non-Christian countries. Further, that a modern Pagan is really an inheritor of the traditions of a mediaeval witch is also highly debateable. We are dealing here with a mythic history in which the Spanish Inquisition in some versions burnt as many witches as the number of Jews who died in the Second World War.

Sadly, in reality, the Spanish Inquisition was not like the Monty Python sketch in which they torture an elderly lady suspected of being a witch by putting her in the comfy chair and poking her with cushions. The reality is also far from the myth. Indeed, as is argued by historians like Ronald Hutton (1991), persecution of witches was common in pre-Christian Europe until it was outlawed by Christians, who in the earlier years of the faith taught that witchcraft was not real. Later, this position changed, and from about the 13th century onwards there were Christians teaching that witches could receive power from the devil. This opened the way for a renewal of witchcraft persecution. Even then this was at its most virulent in areas where the church had little control. During the centuries of witch trials in Europe somewhere between 40,000 and 60,000 people were executed. Most of the deaths were as a result of cases brought by ordinary people in secular local courts (see for instance Behringer, 2004, and Scarre and Callow, 2001). Within this total the Spanish Inquisition executed at most 5,000, 2%-3% of those accused, most of whom were Jews forcibly converted to Christianity who carried on Jewish practice (See for instance Kamen, 1997 and Rawlings, 2006). This is, of course, still a bad legacy and one for which a change in Christian teaching bears some responsibility. On these grounds I am happy to offer my condemnation of past Christian action to today’s Pagans. But the truth is not as the myth would have it.

Anthropologists like Mary Douglas (1973) would argue that witch hunting seems to be a sociological issue. In Douglas’s schema societies are structured along two axes, ‘Group’ and ‘Grid’. The former indicates emphasis on the collective, strong ‘Group’, or individual, weak ‘Group’. The latter indicates the emphasis on hierarchy and power, strong ‘Grid’, or the lack of these, weak ‘Grid’. In societies that have an important ‘Group’ element yet a lack of strong hierarchical ‘Grid’, witchcraft is often used to explain the threat of others to the group’s identity, which is not rigidly defined by social structure. The traits of a ‘witch-hunting’ society are for Douglas: a distrust of civil power; an emphasis on charismatic leadership and a mistrust of internal hierarchy; an emphasis on the spiritual and denigration of the physical; a view of those inside the group as pure and holy whilst those outside are witches dwelling in an evil and hostile world; a stress on rigidly orthodox behaviour and belief. Often of course, religious belief can be used to bolster such social tensions, but the beliefs themselves do not explain such tensions.

As mentioned above, witch hunting precedes Christianity. Pre-Christian Rome expressed it within the crime of Lucerna Extincta, ‘lights out’, a clandestine ceremony in which the participants allegedly went to an underground place, often a cave, extinguished the lights, had a sexual orgy, and then met nine months later to sacrifice the babies so produced (see Eliade 1976, pp.69-92). One group of people often accused of this crime were Christians, who did meet in catacombs and allegedly drank human blood. However much a Christian communion celebration might be misinterpreted this way, it is a classic way to label them as outcasts to be feared or loathed (Eliade 1976, pp.69-92). At the height of the early modern witch craze, descriptions of the supposed witches’ sabbat are a version of this crime. Indeed such accusations surfaced again during the investigations of alleged satanic ritual abuse during the late 1980s. In places suspicions during this fell on contemporary Pagans, raising fears that the ‘burning times’ might return in a modern form.

If the stereotyping of witches has passed from pagan to Christian and led to persecutions on both sides it is also true that issues of power have contributed to this. So the gradual acceptance of Christianity as state religion by successive Roman Emperors also led to Christian suppression of other faiths. With some periods of repression, Jews had received tolerance from the Emperors prior to Christian acceptance. The church increasingly opposed such tolerance. During the reign of Theodosius, 379-395, for instance a North African Christian mob incited by the local bishop looted and destroyed a Jewish Synagogue at Callinicum (see Chadwick 1967, pp.167-170 and Lee 2013). The Emperor felt this was criminal activity and ordered the church to pay reparations to the Jewish community. Bishop Ambrose of Milan insisted the church would do no such thing and threatened to excommunicate the Emperor if he pressed his case. The Emperor backed down. Later as Christianity was established as the religion of all Romans by the edict of Justinian in 529, Jews alone were officially exempt from becoming Christians (Code of Justinian 1.11.10). However, it was not unknown for Jews to be forcibly baptized anyway; a practice that would become more prevalent over time. Christianity, a once persecuted Jewish sect, had by this time become a Greco-Roman faith that persecuted Jews. From the establishment of the Holy Roman Empire in 800 under Charlemagne it also increasingly coupled religious conversion with invasion and forced baptism. This is hardly a history of tolerance even when the church was teaching against witchcraft persecution.

When speaking at events on contemporary Paganism I have often been asked by Christians about an allegation that witches are meeting to cast curses on the Christian family, putting these on cassette tape in trees outside churches or Christian homes, or on roadsides to cause accidents (just Google this to find articles about it). I can’t find any reason to see this as anything but a sinister reading of a natural phenomenon, and note that with the demise of the cassette, plastic bags have taken their place. Firstly if anyone did want to curse someone, and I know people who do believe cursing is sometimes justified, this seems an odd and very random way to do it. More worryingly, the assumption that there are people causing harm by witchcraft is the kind of thinking that lay behind the very witch hunts we have just discussed.

As Pagans and Christians seek to understand each other better there are fears and prejudices both sides bring with them. Some of these may be based on real issues, but most are the result of our respective mythic histories. Both communities need to recognise these for what they are and seek out the genuine issues our communities need to explore. However, these mythic histories run deep and need handling respectfully. Underneath them may be real events turned into the mythic version of today. Also these stories are felt strongly because they are linked to real fears and hopes, and these too must be taken seriously. So let us trace some of our respective mythic histories and hope that behind them we can get to the real issues that matter.

Christian and Pagan mythic histories

The outlines I give are caricatures; they may raise a smile, but will be recognisable to both communities. Both have some truth in them, but have become part of a mythic history. As such they are part of each community’s identity and one that sees both communities as historical enemies when the reality is often more complex.

The Christian narrative begins with Jewish mythic history. Jewish religious identity was formed against a backdrop of Ancient Near-Eastern paganism, especially Canaanite (I am here following the convention that contemporary Pagans and Paganism have a capital letter as they are the name of a religion, ancient paganism has no capital as it is a label given by later writers). This history depicts the people within the land that would become Israel as polytheistic pagans seeking to appease their gods by offering child sacrifices and indulging in ritual sex. For this corruption the Jewish scriptures claim God gives power to the Jews so they can conquer them and take their land. In this mythic history within this corrupt pagan world the one true God exposes the false gods of paganism and gives the law through Moses so that the Jews become a beacon of good in a corrupt world. However, they themselves are constantly fighting the corrupting influence of surrounding pagan nations, a temptation they sometimes give into with severe consequences. Ultimately God’s plan to bring light to the world unfolds in Jesus and his followers who take the good news to the surrounding pagan countries. Indeed, as they do so we again find Christians driving out pagan customs and setting people free from superstition, idolatry and evil demonic forces. But if the nations gradually become Christian there remain occultists and witches who follow the devil and perform evil magic, seeking to thwart the Christians, though they can never win as God’s victory is assured.

The contemporary Pagan version tells its mythic history from a rather different perspective. In this mythic history there was a time when all the world was pagan and people lived in harmony with the land and respected nature and all life. Women were equal with men in all things including divinity. But then came the angry Sky God of the Jews and their monotheistic beliefs and attacked the noble pagan way of life. This new faith taught that there was only one true belief and that the earth was given to humans as something to use for their benefit. This faith was then taken up by Christians who took it round the world driving out local belief and culture and taking ancient pagan sacred sites and festivals into Christianity. It became an imperial religion and Christian armies went out attacking other faith groups and conquering and forcibly converting pagans. They introduced patriarchy and abused nature and made religion all about getting to heaven after you die. But in secret people kept the old pagan faith and passed it on to new generations. These people have been persecuted by Christians, especially during the ‘burning times’. However, from this a new Paganism has begun to flourish, offering hope of a return to tolerance and living well as part of nature.

Both mythic histories are a mix of real events and simplification, embellishment and interpretation. As we have already seen from a brief exploration of early modern witch hunts the reality is often complex. Often there is a limited amount of evidence. Until recently we relied heavily on Jewish Scripture for an understanding of ancient Canaanite religion. These talk of the sacrifice of children to Molech, ritual prostitution and the frenzied rites of those in the religion. Examples of this can be found in Leviticus 18.3, 22-25, Deuteronomy 9.4-5 and 1 Kings 18.28. What can be noted from such passages is also that they functioned both as a justification for the formation of the nation of Israel and for Jewish separation from the surrounding nations. They thus form a powerful part of Jewish national and religious identity. The very negative view of the Biblical account was also backed up by later Greek and Roman sources like Herodotus who wrote about ritual prostitution in the region (Histories 1.199).

More recent archaeology and especially the discovery of more durable cuneiform tablets of writing at Ras Shamra have enabled a rediscovery of Canaanite descriptions of their religion. There is considerable debate around how this should be viewed. There is a recognition, at the very least, that the biblical account, and that of Herodotus, is greatly exaggerated. Some scholars have become convinced that neither human sacrifice nor sacred prostitution or ritual marriage were part of Canaanite religion at all. Others think these were occasional ritual acts and may have been symbolic rather than actual. Interestingly, some contemporary Pagans have created Natib Qadish, a modern Pagan faith drawing on the Ras Shamra texts (see Budin 2008, Wyatt 2003, Day 2004).

Biblical scholarship has become increasingly aware of the way Judaism itself emerges from a polytheistic Canaanite religious background. The pre-mosaic Patriarchs do not after the call of Abraham abandon all their old religious beliefs and customs. Indeed it is Abraham who thinks he has been called to sacrifice his son Isaac and discovers that Yahweh doesn’t want this (Genesis 22.1-19). This story makes sense if there was some belief in child sacrifice as a practice. Similarly it is several generations before Abraham’s descendants get rid of their household gods (Genesis 35.2). From this gradual movement towards monotheism the creation story emerges as an adaptation of that in which Baal makes the world. The name of the chief of the Canaanite pantheon, El, becomes the word for God in Hebrew scripture. It is interesting to note in the light of this that later Jewish commentators on Genesis (Rabbah 38) add a story about Abraham destroying the idol workshop of his father Terah. Adding Midrash in this way often in the margins of the text is a common part of Jewish practice, but this story may be seen as countering the impression given by the text of a slow move away from polytheism (see Moberly 2001, McCurley 1983, Hollinghurst 2010, pp.101-105).

The situation is more complex when looking at northern European paganism. Again there is a shortage of records from people like British Druids, leaving us to rely on accounts from Caesar’s The Gallic Wars book VI or the works of Tacitus. These are rather like the early Jewish texts in that they justify the idea of the ‘improvement’ of the Gauls’ and Britons’ lives under Roman occupation. We are also reliant on the lives of the Christian missionaries who converted them. Some of these, like the Jewish accounts, suggest changing views of paganism over time. Later 7th century lives of St Patrick by Tírechán and Muirchu both portray the saint in almost military terms fighting the Druids, in contrast to the more gentle tone of Patrick’s own surviving letters and the few earlier pieces which suggest a far more positive attitude (see De Paor 1993, Hutton 2007, pp.93-136). In researching the lives of some of the earliest Celtic saints one is struck by how often they encounter dragons. Such tales are quite likely to reflect Christian encounters with pagan sacred sites and indeed their pagan guardians. If later accounts have Christian saints slaying dragons this is not so of the early ones in which dragons are tamed and befriended. Here too perhaps we have a record of a changing attitude to paganism.

The Pagan mythic account has also been called into question. Archaeology shows us that ancient pagan societies undertook large scale deforestation as they became agricultural societies (see Brown, 1997). There is also considerable debate about the role of ancient goddesses in feminism. On one hand it has been argued that the presence of female deities empowers women by allowing them to share in the divine nature, others have pointed out how often such deities are based on male stereotypes. Typically female deities are linked to fertility and perform the functions in the divine pantheon of wives and concubines in the world of humans, or perhaps one should say the world of men. The argument can thus be offered that far from liberating women, ancient goddesses were part of their dominance by men.
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