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Paganism Book

Dear Reader,

I have been a Neo-Pagan for over ten years. During that time I’ve explored a few of the branches within the faith, including Wicca and shamanism. As a local Pagan Pride Day coordinator, I’ve had the chance to learn about other Neo-Pagan faiths like Asatru and Druidry, but writing this book greatly improved my knowledge of both.

It was wonderful to brush up on ancient Pagan and modern Neo-Pagan history, and to learn about practices I didn’t fully grasp, like those of Santería and Vodoun. As I wrote, I was even more impressed by the wide variety of faiths practiced under the Neo-Pagan umbrella.

Paganism has long brought deeper meaning to my life, and I hope this book will help you explore a branch of religion that will perhaps touch you as deeply as it has touched me.

Sincerely,
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The Top Ten Myths about Pagans


	Pagans worship the devil.


	Pagans can fly on a broomstick and have special magical powers.


	Pagan women are nymphomaniacs and all Pagans have wild orgies every night.


	Pagans lack a code of ethics and are amoral.


	Pagans worship outdated gods and goddesses.


	Pagans were all raised by hippie nomads.


	Pagans practice animal sacrifice.


	Pagans live in wooden huts outside of society.


	Pagans are a very small minority of the population.


	Pagans don’t have the same legal rights as members of other religions.





Introduction

[image: ] PAGANISM IS SOMETIMES DEFINED as any non-Judeo-Christian or Muslim religion. By this definition, Buddhism, Hinduism, and many other faiths are Pagan, but for purposes of this book, Paganism refers to a group of religions that promote reverence for the earth and/or the deities of pre-Christian religions. The term Neo-Paganism applies specifically to Wicca and other religions that were created during the last century or two. Some Druids call themselves Neo-Pagans, but others dislike the term because they associate their beliefs with older traditions. Asatruars and other reconstructionists sometimes balk at the term Neo-Pagan because they attempt to reconstruct the original beliefs and practices of a specific people rather than creating new beliefs. Santerians, Native Americans, and Vodouns are not Neo-Pagan because they practice older religions with a direct heritage of worship and belief. When talking about themselves, many Neo-Pagans shorten the term to Pagan, and Santerians, Native Americans, and Vodouns don’t usually call themselves Pagan at all.

Collectively, Paganism is one of the most rapidly growing religions in the world. It is a beautiful, life-affirming faith that honors the land and all its creatures. Because it has revived the old gods, it is sometimes called the Old Religion. Whatever the name, many people have found that the faith fills a void they’ve long carried.

Have you ever wondered what happened to the ancient gods you learned about in grade school? Have you ever felt the need to sit beside a tree and listen to it speak? Do lights twinkle at the corners of your eyes and you wonder if they might be faeries? Do animals visit you in your dreams, carrying powerful messages? Do you notice the cycles of the moon and feel a special significance on the solstices and equinoxes? Do you believe Viking lore has much to offer today’s society? Do you feel a call to the sacred sites of Ireland and England? If the answer to any of these questions is “yes,” you just might be Pagan!

This book has several goals. The first is to educate people who feel drawn to an alternative faith, but aren’t quite sure what that means. You might have researched many beliefs, and maybe tried a few practices. This book gives an overview of several of the major Pagan faiths and some of the minor ones. It also offers insights on how many aspects of human life tie into Paganism and how to incorporate Paganism into your life.

Paganism can’t be learned in a day, and you could spend decades researching every branch and every facet. The Everything® Paganism Book aims to give you an overview so you can decide how to start your life as a Pagan and research more specifically from there. It will also give you the tools you need to get started. And if you are a Pagan who wants to know more about another branch of Paganism you are not familiar with, this book can serve as a light refresher on the most important aspects of each faith.

If you need help explaining your Pagan beliefs to someone close to you, this book is a handy tool for conveying your message, and it offers a few tips on just how to do it. As you’ll see, being Pagan is a daily experience and a constant learning process. Even after ten, twenty, or thirty years as a Pagan, you’ll discover new information or wander down a new road to wisdom.

So grab your knapsack, pick up your walking stick, and step out on the path to Paganism. The spirits and the gods will guide you, if you let them. You might stumble over a twig or be carried along by the wind, but don’t be afraid, for many good things lie ahead. When you come to a fork in the road, listen to your heart and it will help you follow the right path. And regardless of how long or how far you travel, you’ll come out the other side a whole new person. [image: ]


Chapter 1


[image: ]The Roots of Paganism

Scholars date polytheism, or belief in multiple deities, to prehistoric times, when it took the form of goddess worship. As cultures and societies became more complex, and as people began to gather in large urban communities, their beliefs also expanded to meet new needs. Although religious practices varied widely from region to region, these societies largely remained polytheistic until the rise of monotheism.

Prehistoric Beliefs

Early humans venerated nature, the cycle of the sun, and the hunt. They honored fertility goddesses for their ability to create life. The oldest image of a goddess dates back to 35,000 B.C.E., and hundreds of goddess figures from this era have been found. They are usually pregnant women with pendulous breasts and broad hips, although some feature only the pubic triangle. Male figures, developed later, were generally depicted by the phallus.
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The Willendorf Venus, one of the most famous of the early goddess figures, dates back to 25,000 B.C.E. and was discovered in Willendorf, Austria. She has no facial features, but wears an ornate hairstyle. The figure, carved from limestone, was painted with red ochre.



Early humans were nomads, and their survival was contingent on the hunt and the vegetative gifts of nature. Around 10,000 B.C.E., as tribes settled in permanent villages, people began attempting to control nature. Village hunters conducted rituals to symbolically re-create the hunt to ensure that it would be successful, and then wore the skins of the beasts they hunted to become one with the animal. Women were the keepers of the medicine and were responsible for developing agriculture.

The shift away from the goddess culture began around 4000 B.C.E., coincident with the rise of militarism and hierarchal societies. As these societies developed, beliefs became more aligned with where people lived. Male deities acquired greater importance in people’s lives, in many cases superseding the roles once held by female deities. The last surviving goddess culture came to an end around 1500 B.C.E..

Ancient Greece

The Minoan society existed from about 2800 to 1500 B.C.E. and is one of the oldest cultures that would later merge with other cultures to form the Greek society. Ancient Minoans lived on the island of Crete and worshipped a goddess associated with animals and a young god, either her son or her consort, who symbolized the cycle of nature. Minoans may have also worshipped Poseidon, although he is never pictured in temple artwork.

The Mycenaeans, another pre-Greek culture, occupied much of mainland Greece. In 1100 B.C.E., the Dorians, who arrived from northern Greece, invaded their lands. Little is known about this period, but by 800 B.C.E., the beliefs of Minoans, Mycenaeans, and Dorians merged to form the myths of the twelve Olympian Gods. Their veneration became the centerpiece of life in ancient Greek culture.
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What is the origin of the word Pagan?

The term is derived from the Latin paganus (or pagani in plural) and was originally used by the urban Romans to refer to people who preferred the faith of their local ruling body. It was later applied to people who worshipped local deities, or people who practiced polytheism.



Worship centered around a sacred tree or spring inside a sanctuary; later, people would construct temples on these sites. Greek rituals involved burnt offerings, including animal sacrifices, as well as offerings of wool, oil, honey, and milk. People also made sacrifices on the home hearth and attended festivals to honor agricultural events, the birth of a new city, a hero’s death, or life passages. Oracles, or shrines for the purpose of prophecy, were important to people’s way of life. The most famous oracle was located at Delphi.

The Greek Creation Story

Part of the Greek mythology was a story of how the world was created. At the beginning, there was nothing (Chaos). From that came Gaea (the earth), and Tartarus (the underworld). Next came Eros (love). Night and Erebus (darkness) emerged together. From their mating came Day and Ether (air). Gaea then created Ouranos (heaven) and the mountains and the sea. Gaea took Ouranos as her consort, and Oceanus was born as a great river that surrounded the flat disk of the earth. They also gave birth to the six Titans, the Furies, nymphs, giants, and monsters. Aphrodite emerged from the foam of the sea, and Love and Desire joined her.

The Titans mated and gave birth to Isis, the Harpies, and the Gorgons. One of the Titans, Kronos, married his sister, Rhea, who gave birth to Hestia, Demeter, Hera, Hades, Poseidon, and Zeus. To avoid the prophecy that his son would overthrow him, Kronos ate each of his sons at birth. But when Zeus was born, Rhea hid the baby until he grew up. Rhea then convinced Kronos to regurgitate their other children, and Zeus returned to kill his father.

Zeus and his siblings took up residence on Mount Olympus and waged war against the Titans. After winning the Cyclopes over to his side, and receiving from them the thunderbolt and lightning, Zeus led the Olympians to victory. The Titans were imprisoned in Tartarus. Aphrodite, Ares, Hephaestus, Hermes, Athena, Apollo, and Artemis joined the Olympians, and Hades took up residence in the underworld.

Prominent Greek Deities

Among the male deities are Zeus, Poseidon, Hermes, Hephaestus, Ares, Apollo, Hades, and Dionysus:


	Zeus is the king of the Olympian gods and is the god of the sky. He is also the father of many of the other gods.


	Poseidon, Zeus’s brother, is ruler of the sea.


	Hades is the god of the underworld, who kidnapped his sister Demeter’s daughter, Kore, to be his queen.


	Hermes is the son of Zeus and the messenger of the gods.


	Hephaestus is the husband of Aphrodite and the god of fire and smithcraft. He made the first woman, Pandora, from clay.


	Ares is the god of war and is disliked by the other gods.


	Apollo is the god of music and poetry. The oracle to Gaea at Delphi was rededicated to him, and later to Dionysus.


	Dionysus is the god of wine, and is not one of the original Olympians.




The female deities include Hera, Demeter, Aphrodite, Athena, Artemis, and Hestia:


	Hera is the wife and sister of Zeus and is the goddess of marriage.


	Demeter is the earth goddess, the goddess of the harvest, and is associated with winter and spring.


	Athena sprang fully formed from the head of Zeus. She is a virgin warrior goddess and is of Mycenaean descent.


	Artemis is the virgin goddess of the hunt and animals, and may be descended from the Minoan goddess, although she is Apollo’s twin.


	Aphrodite is the goddess of love. She is known for her many sexual escapades, especially her affair with Ares.


	Hestia is the goddess of the hearth and her worship was central to ancient Greek home life.
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The Greek gods are also frequently referred to by their Roman names because the two pantheons were merged following the Roman invasion of Greece. Some of these Greek assimilations were less appropriate than others, but the associations have survived to modern times.



Ancient Rome

According to legend, Rome was established in 753 B.C.E. by Romulus, but archaeological evidence tells us that the technological advancements of the Romans followed the emigration of the more advanced Etruscans from northern Italy over 100 years later. The Romans responded to the invasion by conquering the Etruscans, and they continued to expand their territory, eventually amassing the Roman Empire. Their reign of power lasted until 476 C.E. and was partly responsible for the advent of Christianity throughout Europe.

Etruscan Beliefs

Etruscans were among the first peoples of the Italian region. They were masters of engineering and their cities were aligned with the four cardinal points of the compass. Professionally trained priests and seers oversaw religious ceremonies, led by the high priest, who was also their king. The three main Etruscan deities took the form of a triad, and accordingly, the temple was divided into three parts.

Roman Beliefs

Among the ancient Romans, the first gods were guardians of the land, called Lares, and did not have icons or other forms of personification. Each Lare had its own shrine and sacrificial altar, and crossroads were marked with shrines where people made offerings in December. Families also worshipped two household deities, but rather than being highly developed figures like the Greek Olympians, these gods resided in the object being honored. For example, Vesta, the goddess of the hearth, was the flame itself. The doorway to the home was the god Janus.

As the Roman society developed, so did their religion. Etruscan deities and practices merged with Roman ones. Eventually, thirty-three deities came to prominence, and twelve priests were responsible for performing sacrifices and rituals in order to keep the peace between the gods and the people. Jupiter, Mars, Quirinus, and Janus were seen as animals or natural objects. As the Roman Empire grew, local deities were accepted and venerated because it was believed that different deities protected different peoples.

Eventually, the Romans adopted a solar calendar, comprised of ten months, and the festivals followed the cycle of the year. Laws were based on logic, but also on omen, and divination was common. Preferred divination methods involved interpreting bird flight or the entrails of a ritually sacrificed animal.

Ancient Egypt

Like the Greek and Roman cultures, the Egyptian society and its accompanying beliefs evolved over time.

According to legend, Osiris was the first king. He was murdered by his brother Set, and his son Horus took his place on the throne. Each pharaoh was Horus incarnate, who became Osiris at his death. This meant the pharaoh ruled by divine right and was divine himself (or herself in the case of the few Egyptian queens). The pharaoh was the source of all law and justice, charged with maintaining right and harmony with the gods.

Egyptian View of Death

Egyptians viewed time as cyclical rather than linear. To them, the world was essentially unchanging. Recurring events were part of the natural order. Singular events were given little attention. The death of the pharaoh was a transition, not a time of upheaval.

Despite this outlook, death was of great concern. At death, it was believed that each person’s ka, the portion of the spirit that was human nature, was taken to Osiris. He weighed each heart against a feather to determine whether or not the person should be blessed and join the akh, the blessed dead, or be damned. Another portion of the spirit, the ba, enabled movement, and remained connected to the body after death. The ba was represented in the form of a bird. Mummification was required to preserve the body so that the ka could take its rightful place. Food and other gifts were included because life continued after death, and the next phase of life required the same necessities as the former life on Earth.

Egyptian Deities

Egyptian mythology includes countless numbers of deities. Ra, Atum, Amun-Ra, and Aten (the disk of the sun) are all personifications of the sun. According to the Egyptian creation story, Atum created the world, either through speech, spitting, or masturbation. Ptah, the creator according to the Memphite people of Egypt, thought the world into being.

Several deities were linked to each other, and those connections helped explain the cycle of life. For example, Osiris was murdered by Set, then Isis revivified Osiris and became pregnant by him, resulting in the birth of Horus. All four were necessary for the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth.
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For a brief period, Egyptians adopted monotheism (belief in one god), after a pharaoh named Akhenaten declared that Aten, the sun, was the only god. Tutankhamun, his successor, restored the other gods, but the sun god, in the form of Ra, maintained his newfound importance.



Egyptians venerated certain animals, not as divine beings but as manifestations of the divine. Anubis, the god of cemeteries and funerals, is connected to the jackal. Hathor is connected to the cow in her role as the goddess of motherhood, but is depicted as woman when honored for her role in love and sex. Ra, the god of the sun, is connected to the bull. The divine also existed within certain phenomenon, such as the rising of the sun or the flooding of the Nile.

Norse/Germanic People

Originating in Scandinavia, the Norse/Germanic people were actually several groups of people whose beliefs varied, but had some similarities. Over time, these groups spread out throughout much of Europe, moving south, west, and east.

The ancient Scandinavians thought that the trees and bodies of water were sacred. The trees linked humans to the gods, and most especially to the Yggdrasil, the World Tree. It was believed that the Yggdrasil stands at the center of a disk of land surrounded by the ocean, which is occupied by a giant serpent, and its roots reach into the underworld. Below the tree lies the spring of fate, and the tree provides nourishment and healing. The gods live in the sky above the tree and meet under its shade to hold council.

Scandinavians worshipped in sacred groves and sometimes in wooden temples. The dead were buried in mounds, which also served as meeting places. Animal sacrifices and feasts were conducted at major festivals, but also at other times of the year. These feasts and sacrifices were necessary to show respect for the gods or ensure a desired result, especially in battle, because the Germanic peoples were a warring people.

Divination was very important. In some regions, women were considered prophetic, and some were believed to be divine. In other areas, a priest or the father of the family performed divination via symbols carved on sticks, the flight of birds, or the movement of horses. In still other regions, shamanic trances were the primary method of soothsaying.


[image: ]

Some of the Germanic peoples had formal priests who also made the laws, while others had no formal priesthood. In those regions, the king generally performed religious duties.



Ancient Celts

One of the groups that branched off from the Norse/Germanic people was the Celts. The term Celtic does not imply a genetic race of people. The Greeks and Romans referred to all peoples north of their region as Keltoi. As the Celts spread to various regions and separated from their Germanic counterparts, the Celtic belief system evolved into a more cohesive whole that centered on their warrior culture and interaction with deities and other spirits.

The ancient Celts worshipped in temenos and nemetons. Temenos were outdoor enclosures surrounded by a bank of earth and a ditch. Nemetons were clearings occupied by sacred trees. Trees played an important role in Celtic worship: People believed the trees were occupied by land spirits and decorated them with carvings of rudimentary images of the spirits.

Springs, wells, rivers, and other bodies of water also had their own deities and some were places of healing. Caves were seen as entrances to the underworld, which could be visited, and there were rules governing the use of the knowledge people received in other realms. Gaes, or taboos, were very prevalent in Celtic society, and they were seen as necessary for the protection of the people.
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Did the Celts and Germanic peoples share the same deities and beliefs?

Although some similarities can be detected, these people did not worship the same deities. While the Germanic peoples had a creation story and an end-of-the world scenario, the Celts had no similar beliefs.



Celtic Holy People

The Celts had three classes of holy people: the Druids, vates, and bards:


	Druids: A class of priests, judges, and philosophers. The Druid role was hereditary, passed on from generation to generation. The Druids learned by memory, and their training could last up to eighteen years. With some exception, the Druids were male.


	Bards: A class of poets and singers. During the summer months, the bards traveled the land, relating the tales of the people. Like the Druids, they wrote nothing down and received several years of training, during which time they memorized traditional lore.


	Vates: A class of seers skilled in interpreting dreams and reading omens. The vates received less training than either the Druids or the bards. Their acceptance into the order rested largely on their psychic abilities. The vates employed several methods of divination, including bird flight, animal movement, water movement, tides, and clouds. They also interpreted the patterns of thrown stones and special sticks.




Celtic Calendar

The Coligny Calendar, discovered in 1897 in Coligny, France, is the oldest known Celtic calendar and dates back to the first century B.C.E. It spanned thirty years, with five divisions of sixty-two lunar months, and a sixth division of sixty-one months. The calendar indicated which days were good or bad. The single lunar year had two extra months to realign it with the solar year. The year was divided into dark and light halves, with the dark half coming first, and had three seasons: summer, winter, and spring. Summer was the longest, spring the shortest.
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The Celts had no written language, so what is known about their practices today is based on the writings of Julius Caesar and other outside observers, and the archaeological discoveries of the last two centuries.



Introduction of Monotheism

Monotheistic faiths (faiths that accept only one god) did not arise all at once, but rather evolved over time, just as other ancient faiths. The marked difference, however, lay in the intolerance of the monotheistic god toward other gods. When monotheism gained the upper hand, pagan faiths were extinguished, surfacing again in the last few hundred years.

Rise of Judaism

Monotheism emerged in the land of Canaan, now modern Israel. The ancient Canaanites were initially polytheists who worshipped gods of the hunt, war, fertility, and death. Their faith allowed for direct contact with the gods and they believed, as did most other peoples of the time, that their deities had local jurisdiction and did not influence life in other regions.

The Canaanites’ slow transition to monotheism began around 2000 B.C.E., when the first Jewish patriarch, Abraham, adopted the local god, El, as his main deity. He had direct contact with this god, and made sacrifices to him. The episode from the Bible in which El requested the sacrifice of Abraham’s son Isaac is notable as the last time a human would be prepared for sacrifice, and it was an important turning point for the faith.

With the patriarch Jacob came another transition. Canaanites believed that knowing the true name of a god gave humans power over it. When Jacob encountered Abraham’s god, the god refused to reveal his name, thereby establishing that humans cannot have power over god. The all-powerful god later told the Canaanites that his name was “Yahweh,” roughly translated to mean “I am what I am.” A non-name.

At Mount Sinai, Yahweh gave Moses the Ten Commandments and ordered that no other gods be worshipped, but the shift was not immediate. Over the course of the next 700 years, belief in Yahweh as the sole god solidified through a series of events. The final turning point came in 586 B.C.E. when the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem and the people who served him, now known as the Hebrews, were exiled. Because the Hebrews took Yahweh with them into exile, he became more than just a local god and was established as the sole, universal deity.

Jesus and Christianity

Judaism continued as a monotheistic faith for some 600 years, even after the Jews came under Roman rule. Then came Jesus, preaching at a critical time when the Jewish people sought to free their nation from the Romans. After his death, a Jewish sect came to believe that he was the messiah. At first, they did not believe that Jesus was the literal son of God, but rather a human who was closer to God than others.

Paul took up the message that Jesus was the messiah and carried it not just to fellow Jews, but to all people. Christ’s worship grew among the slaves and the poor because of his egalitarian message of salvation. They believed that if he could reach such closeness to God, so could they. As the sect grew, so did its persecution under Roman rule. This persecution lasted 300 years.

The Roman Emperor Constantine was a Christian who is credited with first establishing Christianity as the official religion of Rome. In 325 B.C.E., he called the Council of Nicaea, which declared that Christ was divine. In 346 B.C.E. Paganism was banned in the Roman Empire, was briefly restored, and then banned again.

As Christianity spread through the empire, local practices, festivals, gods, and worship sites were Christianized, with many of the gods being recast as Christian saints. The Celtic lands became Christian, although their Pagan traditions continued as folk customs. The Saxons and Vikings were the last to convert. In 1000 B.C.E., Christianity became the official religion of Iceland. Paganism continued in Norway until the 1120s, when it also became Christian.
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Islam emerged in what is now Saudi Arabia in 610 C.E. when Muhammad received the words of the Koran. He carried the message to Mecca, but the people rejected him and sent him to Medina. There, he gathered followers and raised an army to bring Islam to the entire Arab world. After his death in 632 C.E., four of his caliphs continued the war. By 641 C.E., Iran, Iraq, Egypt, Syria, and Jerusalem had been conquered and converted. In Northern Africa, the Mandinka people were brought into the faith and continued to spread the Islamic faith.



European Witch Craze

The European Witch Craze, known among Pagans as the Burning Times, spanned from the fourteenth to the eighteenth century, with most of the trials taking place between 1550 and 1650. The majority of trials occurred in Western European nations: France, England, Scotland, Switzerland, and Germany.

Witches became the main target of the Catholic Inquisition in 1484, following Pope Innocent VIII’s “Bull of the Witches,” which made belief in witchcraft a heresy. Malleus Maleficarum (Hammer of the Witches), published in 1486, provided detailed instructions on the practices and prosecution of suspected witches.

Accusations of witchcraft tended to flare up during times of famine, plague, social unrest, and other afflictions. Witches were blamed for changes in weather, sudden illness, the death of children, poor crops, and sick or dying animals. Once an accusation of witchcraft was leveled, it was the witch’s duty to prove his or her innocence rather than the duty of the accuser to prove guilt.

Usually, a confession was extracted by means of torture. During torture, the examiner asked a series of leading questions intended to produce confessions and details of the accused’s experiences with the devil. The accused were also asked to name other witches, and some would name their accuser.

Because the accused had to pay for their own trial and imprisonment, trials became big business for judges, jailers, prosecutors, and executioners. As a result, corruption was rampant. Specialists in examination by torture developed special instruments such as retractable blades to give the impression that the accused didn’t bleed when pricked, when in fact they hadn’t been pricked at all.

A death sentence was not the final result of all trials, but nearly half of the accused were sentenced to burning or hanging. The final count of the executed is not known, but scholars place it somewhere between 50,000 and 100,000 victims. Of these, only 25 to 35 percent were men.

The witch trials were a dark period in human history. Finally, when Europe entered a period known as the Enlightenment, logic and reason overcame superstition, and the witch trials were brought to an end.

Salem Witch Trials

The Salem witch trials in Salem, Massachusetts, were the result of a confluence of factors, including a smallpox outbreak, the constant danger of attacks from Native Americans, the revocation of the colonial charter, the deep-seated Puritan fear of sin and punishment from God, and feuding between the farming community and the more fortunate citizens who earned their livelihood from the harbor.

Life in Salem was difficult, and children had little entertainment. When the Reverend Parris and his family moved to Salem from Barbados, they brought their slave, Tituba, who entertained the girls of Salem with fortune telling. The Parris girls received disturbing fortunes in January of 1692, and panicked. Perhaps fearful of being caught or of receiving damnation for their sins, the girls exhibited violent symptoms of hysteria, and they were diagnosed as being bewitched. When questioned, the girls named Tituba and two other women. One was an elderly woman and the other one very poor; both had already been under suspicion of witchcraft.

The hysteria of the two girls soon spread to six others. All eight served as witnesses against the accused, and their evidence took the form of screaming, stamping their feet, and falling to the floor in convulsions. Of those accused, only Tituba confessed. The accusations continued for several months, with several townspeople standing trial and their convictions resting largely on spectral evidence provided by the girls.
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The Salem Witch Museum in Salem, Massachusetts, offers a great deal of information about the Witch Trials, including a dioramic presentation of the sequence of events. A memorial to the victims has also been erected in the town.



As the number of accused increased, the townspeople began to doubt the veracity of the accusations and their faith in the evidence waned. In October 1692, the governor of Massachusetts suspended arrests for witchcraft, issued an order protecting current prisoners, and dissolved the court. The last trial was held in January 1693, and Governor Phipps pardoned those still imprisoned in May 1693.

In total, more than 200 people were accused and jailed. Fourteen women and five men were hanged, seventeen others died in prison, and one man was pressed to death for refusing to stand trial. It is unlikely that any of the accused, with the possible exception of Tituba, practiced witchcraft.

The beliefs of ancient peoples form the basis of modern Pagan worship. Interest in the ancient people was first sparked over four hundred years ago in the Renaissance. This interest still exists today, and although some of the practices of these societies are shrouded in mystery, enough is known to allow for a rich and vibrant religious life for modern Pagans. [image: ]


Chapter 2


[image: ]The Advance of Neo-Paganism

Modern Paganism, also known as Neo-Paganism, is rapidly growing throughout the world. As with other religions, there are several sects within Neo-Paganism, in much the same way there are various branches like Catholicism and Protestantism within the Christian faith. Evolved over the course of the last 200 years, it is the product of archaeological discovery and theory as well as the human imagination and a longing to return to a simpler age in order to recover what was lost.

Dispelling the Myths

As the various faiths within Neo-Paganism have developed, so have misunderstandings about what its adherents believe and how they practice. Controversy has also swirled about the history of Paganism and how it evolved into its modern forms. The most common myths surrounding Neo-Paganism are the myths that it has a direct line of descent from the ancient religions, that the ancient peoples worshipped a single goddess, and that Neo-Pagans worship Satan.

Myth 1: Direct Line of Descent

Neo-Paganism first emerged as a new religion in an age when lineage was very important. People wanted to be able to say that their faith or practices had continued underground from the ancient times. Some came to believe that Paganism had continuously existed from the ancient times to the modern, and that even when Christians dominated the religious landscape and witchcraft was actively persecuted, an organized system of covens still practiced Paganism in secret. Neo-Pagans proudly proclaimed that they had inherited their beliefs from a long line of witches and Pagans.


[image: ]

The term Neo-Paganism refers to most earth-based or polytheistic faiths that emerged in the last century, but most who follow these faiths refer to themselves simply as Pagans.



History does not bear out the myth. There is no evidence that covens of witches survived underground, or that their beliefs flourished amidst oppression. While some of the early Pagan practices persisted as folk customs and folk magic, and indeed even some of their festivals were supplanted with Christian holidays, the ancient religions as a whole did not survive. And even if certain pockets of Pagan practices and beliefs did persist, they were not organized in any way.

Myth 2: Worship of the Great Mother

Some writers have asserted that prehistoric peoples worshipped a single, universal goddess called the Great Mother, and this theory was widely accepted in the feminist movement of the 1970s, but it’s difficult to prove or disprove because the worshippers were prehistoric and had no written records.

The theory is based on archaeological evidence, but the interpretation of the evidence is tinged with personal ideology. In light of the knowledge that later Pagan gods were local to their regions and that the people could deal with them directly, scholars now think it more likely that prehistoric people worshipped local goddesses rather than a single, universal goddess.

Myth 3: Neo-Pagans Worship Satan

Many non-Pagans believe that Neo-Pagans are Satan worshippers. Accompanying that belief are claims that Neo-Pagans (witches and Wiccans specifically) hold Satanic rituals that include human sacrifice, grave desecration, and child molestation. These claims are often made by those who are intolerant of all faiths other than their own.


[image: ]

Are Satanists Neo-Pagans?

Some Satanists worship Lucifer (or other figures closely connected to Satan) as a deity. These worshippers might consider themselves Neo-Pagans. Other Satanists do not worship any specific deity, and are less likely to call themselves Neo-Pagans. There are also Satanists who consider Wiccans and other Neo-Pagans light and fluffy people who fear the dark side. These Satanists never refer to themselves as Neo-Pagans.



While Satanism does exist as a religion, neither Satanists nor Neo-Pagans worship Satan, because they don’t believe in Satan. It’s important to understand that Satan is a Christian construct. Satanists honor the human characteristics Satan represents, but not the figure of Satan. Some Neo-Pagans honor gods who wear horns or take the form of horned animals, but these gods predate the Christian Satan. It is believed that the modern image of Satan stems from attempts by the Catholic Church to recast the Pagan deities as demons when Pagan lands were conquered and converted.

Needless to say, neither Satanists nor Neo-Pagans practice any form of human sacrifice. They do not worship in cemeteries or desecrate the dead. They do not molest children; the flurry of accusations of Satanic child molesters in the 1980s were later proven false by authorities. News reports of satanic crimes persist, but usually the perpetrators of those crimes have no actual connection to the Church of Satan or any Neo-Pagan group. Instead their actions are based on “satanic“ practices they may have discovered in movies and on television, and may only have been used to add a touch of sensationalism or excitement to the crime.

Major Branches of Neo-Paganism

Neo-Paganism today consists of three main branches and several smaller sects. The major branches consist of three divergent faiths: Wicca, Druidry, and Asatru. The sects, described in greater detail in Chapter 15, include Hellenism (Greek Reconstructionist Paganism), Senistrognata (Celtic Reconstructionist Paganism), Kemeticism (Egyptian Reconstructionist Paganism), and Thelema.

Wicca, a modern blend of polytheism and occult practices, is the largest of the faiths within Neo-Paganism and has several offshoots within it. Druidry, which is based on ancient Celtic Druidism, is more closely aligned with ancient practices and beliefs than Wicca. Asatru is the smallest of the three, but it is growing rapidly. Its beliefs and practices are based on Norse Paganism of Iceland, Germany, and Scandinavia.

All three faiths developed independently and each flourishes today. Druidry and Wicca are more prevalent in the United Kingdom and Asatru is most popular in northern Europe. All three are actively practiced in the United States, and they are also growing in popularity in South America, Australia, and parts of Asia.

The Roots of Wicca

Wicca does not have an unbroken line of practice stemming from ancient times, but it didn’t emerge overnight either. Rather, its beliefs and practices evolved over the course of about 200 years. Its modern roots lie in folk magic, the romantic movement, magical organizations, and archaeological discoveries.

Family Traditions

Family Traditions, or Fam-Trads for short, are comprised of practices that are inherited and passed down through generations of a family, sometimes dating back several hundred years. Modern descendants of Fam-Trads generally explain their practices as just “the way it was.”

Their ancestors, and even their parents, didn’t call these traditions witchcraft or Paganism. Before the emergence of Neo-Paganism, most Fam-Trad families were Christian, sometimes avowedly so. They may also have been members of the various magical societies that arose in the last 200 years, but with a focus on magic, not religion. As Neo-Paganism came into the limelight, members of Fam-Trad families found the new beliefs similar or well suited to their own heritage and so became Neo-Pagans.
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