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Introduction – who am I and why am I here?

Thank you for inviting me to speak with you this morning.  I enjoy visiting different churches and I especially enjoy sharing my Pagan faith with people I know will listen with open ears and open minds.  

I grew up in Tennessee in a small Baptist church, and although I accepted what I was taught as a child, it never felt right.  As an adult, I wavered between more liberal Christianity and agnosticism for many years.  When I discovered Paganism I found it interesting, but at first I merely added it to my list of possibilities to investigate and consider.  But the more I learned, and the more I practiced, the more it felt right, the more it spoke to me.  

My free and responsible search for truth and meaning led me to modern Pagan religion.  So today, I want to talk about what it is, what it isn’t, and what it means to be a Pagan in the 21st century.

What is Paganism?

The word “Pagan” comes from the Latin word “paganus,” which means country dweller.  It was used as a term of derision by the occupying Romans to refer to the native Britons, with a meaning along the lines of “hick.”  When Rome became Christian, the term referred to the country dwellers who still practiced their native religion.  Over the years, it stuck around and it’s still used by Christians to describe those who follow religions other than Christianity, Judaism, or Islam.  Frequently, this usage is not benign, and to a fundamentalist, “pagan” may be used to lump Humanists, Buddhists, Sunday golfers, and serial killers into one big stew of worthless sinners.

But as with much religious language, others’ misuse of the word “pagan” does not stop us from using it correctly.  In the generic sense, “pagan” refers to the indigenous religions of any people.  In the case of most Europeans, these were the religions practiced before the coming of Christianity.  Most all were polytheistic, and their gods and goddesses were ususally associated with natural phenomena such as the planets, the elements, or fertility.  There are pagan survivals in our time:  the religions of the Native Americans, some Africans who have not converted to either Christianity or Islam, and, although it’s rarely thought of as being pagan, Hinduism.

Modern Paganism is best described as a contemporary re-creation of ancient beliefs and practices.  Wicca is the best-known variety, but there’s also Druidry, a re-creation of Celtic beliefs and practices; Asatru, a re-creation of Norse beliefs, and many others.  They can be as different from each other as any Christian denominations, but in general, there are three major characteristics of modern Pagan religion.

The first is a view of the Divine as both female and male.  Some Pagans worship a Goddess and a God.  Others worship many goddesses and gods.  And some view the gods and goddesses of our ancestors as aspects of one Ultimate Reality.  Regardless of the way we see the details, to Pagans, the concept of a father is meaningless without a mother, so it is only natural to see the Creator, the Divine, the Ultimate as both female and male.  

The second characteristic of modern Paganism is a resonance with the beliefs and practices of our ancestors.  When I first read about the Druids, the priests and poets and healers of the ancient Celtic world, something connected with me, and all I can say is that it felt like home.  That’s something I didn’t get when I studied Wicca, or Buddhism, or the Christianity of my childhood.  And that’s a common occurrence with modern Pagans – something from the past fills a spiritual need that other paths could not.

The third, and perhaps the most important characteristic of modern Paganism is a connection with the earth and its seasons and cycles.  Our ancestors lived very close to the natural world, because they had to – their lives depended on the fertility of the land and the animals.  Our rich lifestyle insulates us from nature – drought means our lawns may turn brown, not that we might die.  It’s a much easier way of life.  But in the process, we’ve stopped caring about our environment, and it takes a hurricane to remind us that we ignore nature at our own peril.  

Modern Pagans attempt to restore this connection.  Our festivals are tied to the seasons and the cycles of the earth, the sun, and the moon.  We celebrate the promise of Spring, the strength of Summer, the bounty of Autumn, and the restfulness of Winter.  We work to take care of the earth – the Denton CUUPS group has adopted a road near our church.  We see the earth as our Mother, and we agree with the Native American saying that the earth does not belong to us, rather we belong to the earth.

So, that’s my definition of modern Paganism, but beyond that, what is it?  

Paganism is a religion of celebration and joy.  Think of the happiness and relief our ancestors must have felt when the harvests were good and the crops were bountiful – there would be enough to eat through the winter, and no one would starve.  Think of the happiness and relief our earliest, barely-human ancestors must have felt at the Winter Solstice, when the days began to grow longer once again.  Modern Pagans remember that these are times to celebrate, times to give thanks to the Goddess and God for the many things we enjoy.

The Charge of the Goddess is the closest thing there is to a Pagan affirmation of faith – the second half of it is in the UU hymnal.  It’s the words of the Great Mother to us, her children.  One line says “Let My worship be in the heart that rejoices, for behold: all acts of love and pleasure are My rituals.”  Some religions teach that sex is dirty and sinful.  Pagans recognize the important role sex plays in the creation of life.  The sensual pleasures of touch, and of food and drink, stem from our most basic needs, and fulfilling those needs is natural and good – not dirty or sinful.  Pagans recognize that sexuality is a part of being human, something we should enjoy and cherish.  

Paganism is a religion of practice and experience, not just belief.  I think part of this is because we have no holy book.  We consider the stories of the Greeks and Celts and others to be part of our cultural and religious heritage, and we look to them for inspiration, for wisdom, and for hints as to how our ancestors may have done things.  But we do not consider them to be scripture.  So, while studying the myths will tell us something about the Goddess and the God, it’s no substitute for communing with them through prayer and meditation.  Reading the works of others help us get started, but no amount of second-hand knowledge can substitute for the experience of casting a circle or working with the elements.  And Pagans, especially UU Pagans, believe that we are the hands of the Goddess – we demonstrate our beliefs through concrete action that makes our world a better place to live.

Paganism is a religion of personal responsibility.  The Threefold Law says that whatever you send out will return to you three times over, good for good, and ill for ill.  And the Wiccan Rede says “An it harm none, do as you will.”  At first glance, that would seem to be a license for selfishness and hedonism… until you start to consider the implications of “harm none.”  If my gain comes at your expense, I have not harmed none.  If my inaction allows injury to come to you, I have not harmed none.  Pagan ethics call for us to take care of ourselves, our families, and our communities.  They remind us to live consciously and to consider the consequences of our actions, both intended and unintended.  “I didn’t mean to…” doesn’t excuse us from the laws of karma.

What it isn’t

We’ve talked about what Paganism is, but now let’s talk about what it isn’t – some of the common misconceptions by the general public and sadly, by some Pagans as well.

First, modern Pagan religion has no direct lineage to the ancients.  Gerald Gardner, the founder of Wicca, wrote of being initiated into a coven of Goddess-worshipping witches that had existed since before the Romans came to Britain.  While the work of Gardner and his contemporaries was extraordinary, he was not above embellishing the truth, and modern historians have almost completely disproved the idea of European Pagan religions surviving into the modern era.  Most of the “ancient customs” of Paganism can be traced back no further than the middle ages.

But, although there is no “apostolic succession” in modern Pagan religion, we do have indirect lineage to our ancestors, through their stories.  Even though the Celts kept an oral history and their myths weren’t written down until well after the onset of Christianity, we can still see the polytheistic, nature-based themes in them.  Our stories from the Greeks, Romans, and Norse are much better preserved, and we have considerable original material left from the Egyptians.  

Beyond that, we can draw from the same natural sources as did our ancestors.  The same sun gives us life, the same moon gives us inspiration.  If we only step out of our artificially controlled climates, we can be moved by the same elements.  The feelings of wonder and awe and reverence we get when standing on a mountaintop or beside the ocean or watching a sunset is unchanged in thousands of years.  If we but let her, the Goddess will speak to us, just as she spoke to our ancestors.  

I hardly need to say it in a UU church, but I will – modern Pagan religion has no connection to Satan or Satanism.  Satanism is a perversion of Christianity.  Paganism pre-dates both, and no Pagan faith I know includes a deity who is a personification of evil.  Modern Pagans recognize that as humans, we have ample capacity for evil – we don’t need a devil to make us mistreat each other.

Some who are only casually familiar with Paganism are uncomfortable with the Horned God, a shamanistic figure from our early ancestors who depended on the hunt for food.  The common image of Satan does not come from the Horned God, but from a mis-appropriation of Pan, the Greek God of shepherds and flocks, of fertility and desire.  Pan has the upper body of a man, but the lower body and horns of a goat.  That hardly matches the Bible’s description of Satan as a fallen angel or as a serpent, but medieval Christians saw in Pan all the lusty, earthy sexuality they found so sinful.  As has happened many times, the gods of the old religion became the devils of the new.

Despite all those facts, there are still some people who insist that any religion other than their own is Satan worship.  There’s just not much you can do with people like that.  My favorite response is to quote the Catholic St. Teresa of Avila, who said “I am more afraid of those who are terrified of the devil than I am of the devil himself.”

And it should come as no surprise, but modern Pagan religion has no connection to Harry Potter.  I’ve read the Harry Potter books and I love them.  They’re great stories that teach some good values, like friendship, the power of love, and the importance of doing what’s right instead of what’s easy.  But, despite the claims of some ignorant people who apparently haven’t bothered to read the books, they contain very little real witchcraft, and virtually no Pagan religion… or any other religion, for that matter.  If these books are a gateway to Paganism, as some fundamentalists have claimed, I’m still waiting for the influx of Harry Potter wannabees at our CUUPS circles.  Actually, I’m still waiting for the first one.  I’m not holding my breath.  I grew up knowing that I couldn’t violate the laws of physics just because Bugs Bunny did, and I think our children can tell the difference between fantasy and reality just as well.

The largest and best-known Pagan subgroup is Wicca, the religion of witchcraft.  And witchcraft has a strong image in public mind, whether the good witches of “Harry Potter” and “Charmed” or the bad witches of the Grimm fairy tales.  This view of witches as people who have supernatural powers, inherently or otherwise, attracts some people to Wicca for the wrong reasons.  To their disappointment, however, most quickly find that modern Pagan religion is not about power over anyone or anything.  We attempt to swim with the currents of nature, not against them, and the thought of reversing those currents with a few words of poorly-spoken Latin is absurd.  Those who seek power are advised to find it through more mundane methods, like politics.

What it means

So, we’ve talked about what modern Pagan religion is and what it isn’t.  Now, what does it mean to be a Pagan in the 21st century?  Some of our detractors, not all of whom are fundamentalists, see us as superstitious and anachronistic.  But for those of us who are called to this path, Paganism is a meaningful response to our spiritual needs.

First of all, to be a Pagan is to live a connected life.  We live in a world where we’re increasingly isolated – from our families, our neighbors, our environment, and even our gods.  Paganism is all about restoring and maintaining those connections.  We’re connected to nature through our celebrations of the sun, the moon, and the seasons.  We’re connected to the Goddess and God in meditation and prayer.  We’re connected to each other in our circles and in the friendships we form.

Pagans also realize that all of life and existence is connected in a giant web, and you can’t pull on one strand of the web without affecting all the other strands.  Paganism is a religion of personal responsibility, but our responsibility extends beyond ourselves.  We have a responsibility to take care of our families, our communities, and our world.

Some Native American cultures would not make any decisions without first considering the effects they would have on the next seven generations.  They wanted to make sure that their descendants who they would never even know would inherit a healthy community that could support them.  Today, we don’t consider much beyond this quarter’s stock price or this month’s credit card bill.  And when someone wants to build something that will be a source of pollution, we’re quick to say “not in my back yard!”  But it’s OK if you build it in their back yard… and they are inevitably poorer than we are…

Pagans recognize that it’s all our back yard.  Pollution, climate change, and other effects of environmental mismanagement recognize no political boundaries.  We are all connected, and what we do to our neighbors and to the earth, we do to ourselves.  

To be a Pagan is to have a magical world view.  Now, as I mentioned earlier, magic of the Harry Potter kind simply doesn’t exist, and no Pagan I know pretends it does.  But our connections with nature and with the gods remind us that there is more to the universe than what can be labeled and pigeonholed.  It’s easy to look back at our ancestors and chuckle at the concept that lightning bolts were thrown by Zeus or that the sun was driven across the sky by Apollo.  But are we really so arrogant as to believe we now know everything there is to know?  Shakespeare said “There are more things in heaven and earth…than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”  Pagans know that statement is as true today as it was when he wrote it four hundred years ago.

We need not quarrel if you see undiscovered scientific phenomena where I see magic.  The important thing is that we acknowledge there is much we do not know:  the origins of the universe, what really happens after death, the power of the human spirit.  These things we may never fully understand.  It may be that we were not meant to understand them, despite our insatiable curiosity.  

But where facts fail us, faith sustains us… and that, my friends, is magic.  

Conclusion

Modern Pagan religion has its roots in the beliefs and practices of our ancestors, but its application is thoroughly suited for our times.  The emphasis on connection to nature comes at a time when environmental awareness and action are becoming more and more important.  The emphasis on the divine feminine comes at a time when we’re finally beginning to value women and mothering as much as we do men and fathering.  And at a time when some like to talk about our Christian heritage for political gain, it’s good to remember that we have a pagan heritage that goes back much farther, and to some of us, is much more meaningful.  Everything old is new again.

I thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today, and may the blessings of the Goddess and God be upon you now and forever.  Blessed be!
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