Tyndale Summer School May 17-21  2010     
Course title: Celtic Spirituality
From Paganism to Christianity

Sources for a brief historical overview of how Britain and Ireland were won from paganism 

to Christianity in the 5th-7th centuries and lessons, if any, that may be learned in the light of today’s re-surgence of neo-paganism

The evangelisation of Britain and Island, whose predominant religion was paganism, may be thought of as a next instalment of  The Acts of the Apostles.  Ireland was the first country outside the Roman Empire to become Christian. For a bird’s eye view of dates see pages 13-15 of Exploring Celtic Spirituality by Ray Simpson.
Many Roman writers, including Julius Caesar, condemned classical  paganism, by which they meant  the religion of all the people except Jews, a very few atheists, philosophic schools and Christians.  Paganism’s attractions were its tolerance and understanding, it was time-hallowed and tied in to prosperity  (gods gave fertility); it provided enjoyable ceremonies and gatherings.  Two negative qualities were its lack of creeds and its gods which were morally inferior.  Romans tried to eliminate Druids, for they thought they presided over human sacrifice. The material on this is vast, and includes the New Testament and the early Church Fathers.

In Britain, and even more so in Ireland,  Druids were respected non-military leaders. There is little evidence of human sacrifice.  The evidence suggests that often Druids and Bards received the new religion of Christianity with open arms. Christianity had something to give which the people wanted. This included a written language (Latin). Christian monks recorded prophetic intuitions of Druids  about the demise of the old religion and the coming of a better religion.   Columba called Christ his Druid. There is no record of any Christian evangelist being martyred during this period, and the scant records that survive suggest that the evangelists who told the story of the Gospels and excited people to pray with indefatigable energy, gave and received respect and were culture friendly.
Lives of Celtic saints such as those of Patrick, Columba, Columbanus, Ninian and  Samson  do contain stories of  ‘power encounters’ (competing in signs and wonders) with certain ill-intentioned Druids. The medieval Life of St Patrick has it that he lit a fire to celebrate Christ’s resurrection on the same day that the High King lit a fire on Tara to invoke the sun god, and how Patrick quoted Scriptures  and escaped arrest. The later prayer St Patrick’s Breastplate is a good example of spiritual warfare against spells, heresy etc.  In The Life of St Samson of Dol  Samson urged some youths to cease giving ceremonial honour to a god. After he raised to life a lad who it was thought fell fatally from his horse they became Christians. St Columba befriended the pagan Pictish King Bruid at Inverness.  He was opposed by Bruid’s chief Druid. 
Early English (Anglo-Saxon) paganism  is referred to in Bede’s   Ecclesiastical History of the English People (the Oxford University edition has an excellent index and notes) e.g: a) Alban and his first executioner b) King Ethelbert felt safer in the open air  before converting  c) King Redwald of the E Angles refused to kill King Edwin for you cannot betray your guest d) King Edwin’s advice from his pagan advisor Coifu before he converted e) Pope Gregory’s letter to St Augustine about his approach to pagan  religion f) Cedd fasted 40 days before building a monastery at Lastingham - to cleanse it from wrong  (pagan) influences g) Aidan asked each pagan he met a question and shared with them. h) He freed pagan slaves and offered them a place in his school, but they were always free to leave.

Apart from Bede there are no English documents,   though a little was documented of paganism in Germany and  much in Scandinavia. Continuing archeological finds are instructive. Pagan burials were east to west (the setting sun as throughout the pagan world).  Therefore burials west to east and without grave goods are taken to indicate a Christian burial.  Some bardic poetry has survived, e.g. The Gododdin  and  Taliesin
Paganism Today
In its origin the word pagan means ‘countrified’, and it implies someone who is not in the military or militant Christian world.  Eighteenth century philosophers appealed to pagan antiquity as part of their critique of the Judeao-Christian tradition. The religion of nature was set up as an antithesis to Western religious trends, and nature was romanticised. 

In some countries the biggest challenge to Christianity, apart from Islam, is now a smorgasbord of spiritualities which are sometimes summarized as neo-paganism (last century Christians labeled some of these as New Age). Pagans tend to be polytheists. Traditions within paganism include: Wicca, Druidry - a   revival of Celtic pagan tradition whose origins are actually in the late 17th and the 18th centuries, though increasing numbers today claim to be both Christian and Druid; Shamanism - it is claimed there are now many more shamans than clergy in Britain; the goddess movement; heathen tradition    seen as a revival of Anglo Saxon and Nordic paganism. This is neo Nazi, and  heavily uses the internet. There is a growing, though    loose affiliation of groups who feel disillusioned and disenfranchised by society, e.g. Reclaim the Streets, Earth First, This Land is Ours, Carnival against Capitalism, Rebel Alliance, Deep Ecology, Class War, Black Flag.

Some pagans see gods as archetypes to be realised within ourselves; others see them as real spiritual beings. The Overground worships power, authority, masculinity; the Underground worships goddess. C.J. Stone. The Pagan Federation is a group of modern earth religions whose practices derive from pre-Christian paganism and from input from contemporary theologians. And there are many ordinary people who just love the country and a bit of DIY ritual. In Britain Stone Henge and Glastonbury beat all Christian churches in a poll of sacred sites.
The authors of the book Modern Paganism  (Kemp and Sartori)  claim that paganism is truly modern. Modern paganism has three principles: 1. Love and kinship with nature. 2. ‘Do what you will but harm no one’.3. The concept of goddess as an active expression of the Divine reality. 

A pagan critique of Christianity is that it is outdated, judgmental, disconnected from nature,  and  its attachment to a sky God causes it to belittle what is spiritual within people. Christian critics of paganism point out that truth is not discussed, sin is not acknowledged, its individualistic nature weakens community.
Three reference books: 


C.J. Stone Fierce Dancing  - Adventures in the Underground (Penguin)


George Mackay Senseless Acts of Beauty - Resistance Since the 1960’s

Anthony Kemp  Practical Paganism (Robert Hale).
Ray Simpson    www.aidanandhilda.org
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Ireland – a land of saints and scholars
A look at hagiography, the tradition of bards and story-telling, and the value, if any, of recovering the memory of this period.
A hagiography, or Life of an early Celtic saint is not like a modern biography, which includes facts and faults that may disappoint the reader. A hagiography includes only material that is thought to show the life of God in the subject; often it uses a format (e.g. sayings, miracles) drawn from the Gospels or from a formative Life such as Athanasius’ Life of Antony the hermit, or Sulpicius’ Severus’ Life of Martin of Tours.  A hagiographer may select material that promotes his current agenda; for example, Bishop Tirechan’s  7th. C Life of Saint Patrick (which is part of The Book of Armagh and was written more than a century after Patrick’s death) advances the claims of Armagh to have ecclesiastical primacy. Hagiographers vary in the care they take to be historically accurate.  The Life of Brigid written in the 7th century by Bishop Cogitosus of Kildare overflows with miracle stories from folk lore in a way that Jonas’ Life of Columbanus , whom this monk knew, does not. Thomas O’Loughlin
Irish bards were officials of the  many local king s or chieftains, who sang or recited the chronicles and traditions of their tribe.  Another source was the monastery scribe authors who wrote short lyrics on the theme of nature or religion in the margins of illuminated manuscripts. These exist from the 6th. century.  A famous example is Pangur Ban, see Early Irish Nature Poetry, by Kenneth Jackson. Irish poetry is the oldest vernacular poetry in Europe.  
Patrick
Storyteller
Patrick, who is loved in many lands far from Ireland, was born somewhere on Britain’s north- west coast. It is quite possible he went to school with Ninian at Carlisle, though Dumbarton also claims him as its son. He was probably born about
390, although some argue it was some decades later.
Patrick’s  father  was  Calpornius,  a  Roman alderman who had a wealthy estate with male and female slaves. Although his grandfather was a Christian priest, it seems that Patrick and his
parents were only nominal Christians. At the age of sixteen he was captured by pirates and sold as a slave in Ireland. He was denied the polished education he might otherwise have had, and instead tended his master’s sheep on the hills of County Antrim. Later, in what we might call his
‘Diaries’, he bemoaned his wasted teenage years: Patrick     At the time I was about sixteen years old, and I did not know the true God. Along with thousands
of others, I was taken in captivity to Ireland. It was no more than we deserved, for we had turned our backs on God and did not keep his laws. Neither did we obey our priests who reminded us of our salvation. As a beardless adolescent I was captured before I knew what to look for and what to avoid. I was like a stone lying deep in the mud.
Reader     Psalm 70
Patrick     God, who is mighty, came and lifted me up in his mercy and raised me to the top of the wall. That is why I ought to shout in a loud voice, and return something to the Lord for all his benefits here and in eternity, which the human mind cannot even begin to comprehend.
All          Glory to the Father, glory to the Son, glory to the Spirit,
ever Three in One.
Leader     I arise today through a mighty power, the Holy Trinity.
All          Affirming threeness, confessing oneness, in the making of all through love.
Leader     I arise today through Christ’s power in his birth and in his baptism.
All          His power in his dying, his rising from the tomb, and in his coming again.
Adapted from ‘St Patrick’s Breastplate’ Patrick     After coming to Ireland I was put to work tending cattle, sheep and hogs, and many times during
the day I would pray. More and more the love of God and the fear of God came to me, so that my faith was strengthened and my spirit was moved. In a single day I would pray as often as a hundred times, and nearly as often at night when I was staying in the woods and in the mountains. I would rouse myself before daylight to pray, whether  in  snow,  frost,  or  rain;  it  made  no difference and I felt no bad effects. Because the Spirit in me was fervent, I knew no sluggishness.
Reader     Joel 2:13, 28-29
There may be singing, dance or music
Storyteller
Six  years  later  God  gave  Patrick  a  ‘word  of knowledge’: he had a mental picture of a boat ready to sail overseas. He trekked two hundred miles  over  unknown  countryside  before  he found the boat and persuaded the crew to take him across the sea. When the crew landed they were stranded and without food. ‘Christian, you are supposed to believe in God. Tell your God to
find us some food,’ the captain yelled at Patrick. Patrick did indeed pray to God, and soon a herd of wild boar came right into their path, and they had more than enough to eat.
Reader     Luke 11:5-10
There may be singing, teaching or the following story may be told
Storyteller
In his heart Patrick had a longing to be a hunter, or fisher of souls. So he trained to be a priest. Some say he trained at the Holy Isle of Europe, Lerins, near Nice, where true community, true holiness, and true excellence in study and worship were offered daily to God.
After a few years he returned to his parents in Britain. They begged him never to go far from them again after all the trials he and they had been through. It was said that Patrick set his heart on a ministry in a lush valley near his home. But God reserved that for David, whom he would raise up a generation later. God had other things in mind for Patrick:
Patrick     But then I saw in a vision of the night a man who seemed to be coming from Ireland, carrying many letters. His name was Victoricus. He gave one of them to me and I read the opening lines, which were, ‘The voice of the Irish’. While I was reading  I  thought  I  heard  the  voices  of  the people who live by the wood of Voclut, which is
by the western sea. They cried as with one voice,
‘We ask you, son, to come and walk once more among us.’ I was heartbroken at this, and could read no further, and so I woke up. Years later, thanks be to God, the Lord granted them what they had asked.
I owe an immense debt to God, who granted me so much grace that many people in Ireland were reborn in God through me. Clergy were ordained everywhere to look after these people who had come to trust the Lord. It was essential that we spread our nets so that a great multitude should be taken for God, and that there were plenty of clergy to baptise and counsel the people, as the Lord tells us to do in the Gospel.
So it came about that Ireland, a land filled with people who never had the knowledge of God  but  worshipped  idols  and  other  foul objects, now has a people of the Lord who are called the children of God. It was not my grace, but  God,  victorious  in  me,  who  resisted  all opposition when I came to the people of Ireland to preach the gospel and to suffer insults from unbelievers. If I should be worthy, I am ready to give even my life most willingly and unhesi- tatingly for his name. I am bound by the Spirit who witnesses to me. Christ the Lord told me to come here and stay with the people for the rest of my life, if he so wills, and he will guard me from every evil that I might not sin before him. The Confession of Patrick
There may be singing
Intercession
Leader     Almighty Trinity, who in your providence chose your servant, Patrick, to be the apostle of the Irish, to boldly confront the kingdom of darkness, baptise those who were lost and in error and bring them into the light and truth of your Word, give us boldness, keep us in that light, and bring us to everlasting life.
First        We pray for young people who have lost their way or lost touch with you. Draw them to yourself
as you drew Patrick to yourself.
Second    We pray for those who are in enforced labour and those who feel trapped by their circumstances. Free them, as you freed Patrick,
from all that enslaves spirit or body.
Third      We bring before you the people of Ireland.
As Patrick sought to bring them to one Faith, one baptism,
make them of one heart, one voice, one love for you,
on one mission to the world.
May British people make themselves one with their Irish brothers and sisters, in penitence and love.
There may be free prayer and singing
All          The eternal Father, the eternal Spirit, the eternal Word,
shield us on every side, protect us from every evil
and bring us to the land of promise. Amen.
PATRICK MIDDAY PRAYER
Leader     This day for our shield we call
All          God’s strength to direct us, God’s power to sustain us, God’s wisdom to guide us, God’s vision to light us.
Leader     This day for our shield we call
All          God’s ear for our hearing, God’s word for our speaking, God’s hand to uphold us, God’s forces to save us.
From ‘St Patrick’s Breastplate’
Storyteller
Once a year at the spring solstice, the High King of all Ireland gathered the regional kings, with their Druids and bards, to the high Hill of Tara. There, at a giant celebration, they lit a bonfire with the aim of invoking the sun to shower beneficently upon them and their crops in the coming season. On that day, it was forbidden for anyone else to light a fire.
Patrick, knowing of this celebration, but un- aware of the ban on the lighting of other fires, ascended the Hill of Slane, which could be seen from Tara. There, he and his fellow Christians lit a large fire to celebrate the resurrection of their Lord Jesus Christ, true God, Sun of suns. High King  Loegaire  was  extremely  disturbed,  and ordered his staff to arrest them and bring them to him. His shamans intuited immediately what this was all about. ‘If the fire of this new religion
is not put out this night it will not be put out until  Doomsday.  Moreover,  the  person  who kindles it will supersede the kings and rulers of Ireland unless he is banned,’ they told the king. When they came with their chariots to arrest Patrick, he, according to the medieval Life of St Patrick, quoted scriptures such as ‘Some trust in chariots and some in horses but we will trust in the name of our mighty God’ (Psalm 20:7).
Reader     Some trust in war chariots and others in horses, but we will trust in the power of the Lord our God.
All          We will trust in the power of the Lord our God.
Reader     They will stumble and fall, but we will rise and stand firm.
All          We will rise and stand firm.             Psalm 20:7
Storyteller
They also prayed the Psalm: ‘Let God arise and scatter his enemies’ (Psalm 68:1). A storm ensued – so violent that the horses and their riders fled. Although the king’s men lay in wait to catch Patrick and his men as they left, all they saw passing them was a herd of deer. That is how the tradition grew that as these Christians prayed the armour prayer now known as ‘Patrick’s Breastplate’, God shielded them from their enemies’ eyes, and it is why that prayer is known as ‘The Deer’s Cry’.
There may be free prayer and singing or silence
Leader     In the middle of the day
All          Christ be our Shield and Encircler. Leader     When the world around is hostile All          Christ be our Shield and Encircler.
Leader     When our hopes seem to turn to dust
All          Christ be our Shield and Encircler.
PATRICK EVENING PRAYER
There may be singing
Storyteller
Patrick’s  first  mission  group  disembarked  at Strangford Lough and walked inland to rest. There the swineherd of a naturally good pagan named Dicu discovered them, and brought them to Dicu who lived here. Dicu, thinking they were bandits, resolved to kill them, but when he saw Patrick’s face he instantly recognised goodness and changed his mind. Patrick, following Jesus’ advice to missioners to stay in homes where they were made welcome, postponed his plans and stayed several days with Dicu. Dicu was discipled, baptised and became one of a praying ‘back-up force’ for Patrick’s mission. Indeed, one of the first churches of Ireland was established at Strangford Lough and the Faith spread from there.
Reader     Psalm 96
Storyteller
Patrick visited the leading households of many northern tribes. It was said he used the sham- rock’s three-leaves-in-one to illustrate the Trinity. This is what he taught them about the true God of all people:
First        There is no other God, or ever was, nor will be than God the Father unbegotten, without begin- ning, from whom all things began, the Lord of the universe, as we have been taught, and his Son Jesus Christ, whom we declare always to have been with the Father, spiritually and ineffably begotten by the Father before the beginning of the world, before all beginning; and by him were made all things seen and unseen.
Second    He was made human, and, having defeated death, was received into heaven by the Father; who has given him all power over all names in heaven and on earth, and every tongue shall confess to him that Jesus Christ is Lord and God, in whom we believe and whose coming we expect soon, to be judge of the living and of the dead; who will give back to every one according to their deeds.
Third      And he poured forth upon us abundantly the Holy Spirit, the gift and pledge of immortality, who makes those who believe and obey children of God and joint-heirs with Christ; and him do we confess and adore, one God in Trinity of the Holy Name.
Storyteller
And so it came about, in Patrick’s words, that Ireland, a land filled with people who never had the knowledge of God but worshipped idols and other foul objects, now had a people of the Lord who were called the children of God.
There may be singing or music and movement
Reader     Hosea 2:19-23
Leader     For our shield we invite
All          Heaven’s might, sun’s brightness, moon’s whiteness, fire’s glory.
Leader     For our shield we invite
All          Lightning’s swiftness, wind’s wildness, ocean’s depth, earth’s solidity.
Storyteller
Patrick suffered much, incurred opposition, but he never ceased to hold forth the Word of life. Thomas Cahill observes that ‘Patrick found a way of swimming down to the depths of the Irish psyche and warming and transforming Irish imagination  –  making  it  more  humane  and noble while keeping it Irish.’
Reader     2 Corinthians 2:14–3:3
There may be singing
There may be intercession groups, introduced by this confession that Patrick taught his followers to use repeatedly: Kyrie eleison, Christe eleison  or
Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy
(Say or sing several times)
PATRICK NIGHT PRAYER
Leader     We lay this day at your feet.
All          May this night lie open before you.
Patrick     As a beardless adolescent I was captured before
I knew what to look for and what to avoid. I was like a stone lying deep in the mud;
but he that is mighty came and lifted me up in his mercy,
and raised me to the top of the wall.
That is why I ought to shout in a loud voice, and return something to the Lord
for all his benefits here and in eternity.
There may be singing or music or a pause Reader     Lord, thank you that you lift your people up All          Lift us up, Lord, this night.
Reader     Those who feel as if they are in captivity,
All          Lift them up, Lord, this night.
Reader     Those who are like a stone lying in the mud,
All          Lift them up, Lord, this night.
Reader     Psalm 33:1-12
Any may name blessings of their Christian heritage
Leader     Our loved ones bless, dear God, and those who know you not. Any may mention names
All sing    Christ be beside me, Christ be before me, Christ be behind me, King of my heart.
Christ be within me, Christ be below me, Christ be above me, never to part.
Christ be in all hearts, Christ be in all tongues, Christ all around me, shield in my strife. Christ in my sitting, Christ in my sleeping, Christ in my rising, light of my life.
After J. Quinn’s adaptation of ‘St Patrick’s Breastplate’
to the tune Bunessan
Reader     Revelation 22:1-5
Storyteller
On the day of Patrick’s death, night did not wrap its black wings around the earth, and the evening did not send the darkness which carries the stars. The people said that to the end of that year the night’s darkness was never as great as before. On the first night of his wake, angels kept watch by his body. After they returned to heaven, they left behind a scent of honey and a sweet fragrance.                                 Muirchu
There may be silence and night lights may be lit
Leader     As the angels guarded Patrick, may they guard us as we sleep, hovering around our beds, giving us visions in the night.
All          May the Spirit be glowing in us tonight and in eternity.
Patrick’s Creed
All          Our God is the God of all humans, the God of heaven and earth,
the God of the sea and the rivers, the God of the sun and moon,
the God of all the heavenly bodies, the God of the lofty mountains, the God of the lowly valleys.
Leader     God is above the heavens,
in the heavens and beneath the heavens. Heaven and earth and sea,
and everything that is in them –
in all these God lives.
All          God inspires all things, gives life to all things, stands above all things and beneath all things.
God gives the light of the sun,
and strengthens the light of the night and the stars; God makes wells in arid lands,
dry islands in the sea,
and places the stars in the service of the greater lights.
Leader     God has a Son and they are co-eternal and similar in their essence,
and the Holy Spirit breathes in them. The Father and the Son and Holy Spirit are inseparable.
All          The Father be with us for the rest of the night. The Saviour beside us as we work.
The Spirit within, refreshing us.
FIRE – AN ALTERNATIVE PATRICK NIGHT P 
