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Walk down any high street, and like as not you'll find a Harry Potter shop - selling wands,
and all the clothes needed for your well-turned-out wizard or witch, together with advice
on how to make potions and unleash your inner magical being. Go into your local book
shop, and you'll find books on magic and spells for beginners. Find yourself in hospital,
and alongside conventional treatment, you’ll probably be offered a whole range of what
they call ‘alternative’ therapies, such as aromatherapy, homeopathy, reflexology,
acupuncture ... crystals. At school, children are being taught mindfulness, and of course,
a huge number of films are based on fantasy, with characters who overcome evil by using
their supernatural powers and magical abilities.

This interestin the occult and supernatural control is both an offshoot and expression of
paganism, and for the next few weeks, we're going to be looking at the differences
between that and Christianity. Where it’s come from, why we’re seeing this resurgence,
how to recognise it, and how to combat it. And even, how we ourselves might have
become caught, without maybe realising.

So we're starting off this week by looking at what it is in the human spirit that draws us
to the idea of some kind of transcendent power, and how that can lead us away from God.
And then we'’re going to look particularly at pre-Christian Britain, and the ideas that
shaped us before we became Christian. Are we seeing those beliefs re-emerging? Next
week Lynn will be broadening that to look at India, China and the belief systems there,
and then Heather will move us on to paganism and witchcraft, and how that’s impacting
society today. And, I have to say, I think this is a really important series for us at this time.

Our reading this morning was part of the Creation story from Genesis, in particular the
consequences of the Fall, and we’re starting there because, from the first, God made men
and women to live in direct relationshipwith Himself. He made Adam and Eve in His own
image, and it was His custom to meet with them in the garden - to see how they were
getting on, no doubt, and give them directions. But all that changed with the Fall. By
giving way to temptation and the devil, Adam and Eve put themselves out of communion
with God, and that of course was why they couldn’t live any longer in Eden, which was
part of God’s domain.

But though they were expelled from the garden, we know that God still cared for and
watched over them. He made clothes forthem. But perhaps mostimportantfor us - once
they were expelled from Eden, Adam and Eve still had an awareness of God. Genesis 4,
for instance, Cain and Abel make sacrifices to God, who then confronts Cain after he’s



murdered Abel. And the Patriarchs also seem to have had a relationship with God. For
example, in Genesis 4:24 we read, ‘Enoch walked faithfully with God, then he was no more,
because God took him." Over time, that sense became blunted, but there was still that
awareness - a deep-rooted need or longing for the divine ... for that something ‘more’
beyond the material. And this is where we see the birth of early religion - of paganism -
evidenced not just from the Bible, but from history, as far back as we can go.

There isn’t time to go in detail into the development of human spiritualty this morning -
for which you may be grateful - but we know that from earliest times men and women
believed their environmentwas filled with spiritsand non-human entities. Certain places
were seen as sacred, for instance, because it was believed a spirit lived there. Certain
places were avoided, because it was thought a demon mightbe there. Rocks, trees, water
... all had their particular essence that could be appealed to for help, if you knew the right
way of approach. Thiswas animism,and it was the earliestreligion,and we see it develop
into the idea of gods ‘ruling’ specific areas, so that when different tribes went into battle,
the god of the region would be prayed to for help, and victory didn’t just depend on the
spirit hearing, but on your god being stronger than the god of the enemy.

And then people began to think that members of their family who’d died could offer them
help too from beyond the grave, so ancestor worship developed. And as these different
beliefs grew and strengthened, so the ways of approach became formalised, and certain
individuals were set apart to interact and communicate with these sometimes quite scary
entities. And so we see the emergence of magicians, holy men, shamans, wise women. All
these people were thought to be touched by spirits and able to connect people with the
gods, developing rituals to approach and win their favour - seeking, for instance, to gain
control over fertility, success in hunting, protection for the home, health ... you name it,
they did it.

[ don’t want to trespass on later sermons in this series, but we see this development in
the Old Testament, and how God had to break through these kind of ideas to reveal
Himselfto His chosen people, the Israelites, so that they could come to know Him. Notan
easy process,but essentialto prepare for the time when He was going to send His Son into
the world, to smash the hold that Satan had gained, and restore men and women to that
relationship with Himself for which we’d been created.

But back to Britain, which developed its own, rather idiosyncratic, belief system. Ancient
Britons were polytheistic, and they venerated their ancestors, as we know from ancient
burial sites, where objects were commonly placed alongside bodies to help the dead in
the afterlife. And from stone circles, such as Stonehenge and Avebury - built specifically
as religious sites and places of worship - there seems strong evidence that the people
collectively worshipped the sun - as did many cultures, of course. But from around 800
BC, things began to change. It would seem that burials went out of fashion in favour of
cremation, and instead of valuables being buried alongside the dead, the living began to
throw their treasures into rivers, springs and pools, as sacrifices to water gods. By 200
BC, nature, in all its glory, was the main object of worship, with Sacred groves and oak
trees especial objects of worship.

The Druids had arrived.



We don’t actually know very much about the Druids, but they were incredibly influential
members of a learned class - today we’d maybe call them an elite ruling group who acted
as priests, teachers, fortune tellers, healers, and even judges, jealously guarding their
traditions. They believed in the immortality of the soul, reincarnation, and the sacredness
of nature. And, as part of their priestly function, they performed sacrifices, though
interestingly there’s a question mark over whether or not that included human sacrifice,
with people arguing both ways. Roman accounts claim they did - but the Romans were
heavily biased, because the Druids led the resistance movement against their occupation,
and there’s little hard evidence to support their reports. So they may have done, but
nothing like on the scale of the ancient Canaan or Mayan civilisations, where blood was
seen as essential food for the gods.

But how does this impact us today? First off, the point needs to be made that at heart all
these beliefs and practices are designed by the devil, who has exploited and perverted
humanity’s seeking after connectionwith God tobind us more closely to himself. The lure
or bait is always ‘control. But the promises never deliver - instead we just fall further
into the mess from which we’re trying to escape. It was for this reason that Christ died -
to setus free, showing theillusion of these false belief systems and religions,and restoring
us to directrelationshipwith God ... where we receive His protectionand help. That truth
still holds good today. Anything that is not of God only puts us further into darkness,
oppressing and binding us. But to follow Christ sets us free from all that. To follow Christ
gives us light, peace, health, strength ... genuine fulfilment. And when we follow Christ,
then He’s on our side, which means that He fights for us and delivers us from whatever
Satan throws at us.

The confusion and darkness in the world today is a direct result of our rejection of God
and our attempts to control everything by ourselves - to re-create creation. Ourrejection
of God is actually worship of the devil.

In the UK today one of our major concerns is climate change. We have to get away from
fossil fuels and achieve net zero emissions, we're told, in order to save the planet. And we
have to let the land go back to its natural state - rewilding - in order to help nature and
the bees. Never mind we're killing our industry and no longer producing enough food to
supply our needs. We have to help Mother Nature.

Now don’t get me wrong, Adam and Eve were appointed by God to tend Eden and the
animals that lived there, and we are similarly called to steward creation, but a lot of the
science behind climate-changeisactually extremely dodgy, driven by ideology that denies
God, and there is a strong strain here of nature worship; the same sort of thing we saw
going on with the Druids. We’re going to protect Mother Nature, we say, we're going to
save the planet, and God, whose creation this is, is left out of the equation, while Christ is
down-graded to a kind of woolly, be nice to everyone figure - who was a jolly good
example to us all of non-judgmentalism and acceptance ... but who didn’tactually achieve
anything. Which is the message that seeminglyis being increasingly put forward by the
Established Church.

Thisis wrong. There is a battle raging over the earth between good and evil, that started
way back in Eden and has continued ever since. With Christ’s death on the cross, the
outcome became assured, but as the time for the Lord’s return comes near, that battle is



growing in intensity. Satan knows the writing is on the wall, and the resurgence of
paganism is manifestation of his struggle to try and seize back control - and, as always,
he uses lies and the lure of control to achieve his ends. While we persistin our rejection
of God, things will only get worse. It’s God, not the Druids, that can help us.



