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Scholars sometimes label contemporary paganisms as ‘nature religions’. To what extent, therefore, can these spiritualities offer a remedy to our ecological predicament?


“We will always need poets, saints, philosophers, musicians, and madmen to help us see the full range of what it means to be human.”
Judith Becker


In the midst of an ecological and social crisis and living under the views of a scientific and mechanistic society Westerners are in search for something that can connect them, genuinely, to Nature, to the Mother Earth. In this sense, the world urge for a view where all is interrelated, where humans and non-human beings are valuable, where Nature is sacred.


Introduction		

	Paganism makes reference to a set of religions that celebrate and venerate nature, identifying and recognizing its sacredness (Harvey, 2008). Many scholars use the term to mention the pre-Christian religions, also called, the old religions, but its origins, that go back to the fourth century, derive from the Latin, and means “something more like ‘parishioner’, a member of a community living in a particular place – rural or urban – who is therefore obligated to respect sacred places and people in that area.” (ibid, p. 1247). In fact, the term was created by Christians to contrast followers of the old religion who lived in the countryside with the urban people (ibid, 2008), making use of a derogatory word to refer negatively as uncivilized to the ones who did not follow their new religion.
	In addition, the mechanistic use of nature by the Romans in medieval times denigrated the popular religions whose beliefs rested in the deification of natural places that personified gods and goddesses with performances of respect towards people and places. The shift in the observance of nature as a sacred aspect for the human beings rather than only a land to be exploited started to happen when there was a necessity to understand better the concept of the divine, which according to Christianity “resided beyond the earth”[footnoteRef:1], and to appreciate the aesthetic value of nature, which came during the Enlightenment and Romanticism in the eighteenth century (Taylor, 2006). However, religions that appreciated nature as sacred just appeared in the mid twentieth century with prominent figures like Gerald Gardner and Margaret Murray who re-introduced the idea of witchcraft in the modern Western world, giving value and respect to the environment. [1:  See Taylor, 2009, p. 4] 

	 
Nature as a Religion
	
	The concept of Nature Religion was first introduced in contemporary discourses by Catherine Albanese’s Nature Religion in America (1990) and it was used to describe a set of religions that were appearing in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s and had nature as their sacred center (Davy, 2008). The term covers a wide range of spiritualities, going from Freemansory and Gaia Consciousness to the New Age and ecofeminism (ibid, 2008), and is very associated with Contemporary Paganism for the relationship its participants have with nature.
	Regarding the meaning of religion, Bron Taylor (2009) asserts that according to David Chidester, religion can be defined as “ ‘that dimension of human experience engaged with sacred norms’ that are related to experiences of extraordinary, transformative, or healing power” (p. 3), moreover, 

“While this may be a circular definition (religion is whatever people consider sacred and the sacred demarcates the religious realm), it does reflect the ways in which people actually speak about religion, as Chidester points out. It has the added advantage of allowing us to sidestep thorny issues such as whether one must have otherworldly divine beings to have religion, for such a definition requires the observer to take sides in implicitly religious disputes about what constitutes an authentic religion.” (Taylor, 2009, p. 3)
	
	
	For many centuries the rationalist movement that had it climax with the Darwinian evolution theory influenced the idea that perceptions and feelings towards nature were considered primitive. The animist thinking, a term used by the English anthropologist Edward Tylor (1871) to makes reference to an old philosophy that assumed the awareness that people, animals and objects have an anima or soul, was considered incongruent with the theory of evolution that was current on that period. According to Tylor the scientific rationalism was a human evolution (Stringer, 2013), and Animism, the belief that every being is conscious, was a primitive thought still believed by native people, considered, then, primitive people. Scientific revolution, thus, resumed nature to a material resource only and the current religion on that time had its philosophical realm demarcated by a divine being who lived beyond the natural world, their sacredness though was in the otherworld, where no human being could access.   
	Conversely, Nature religions, or contemporary Paganism, have a pantheistic worldview, making no distinction between the divine, human and non-humans, using the notion of mutual dependence regarding human-environment relationship (Rountree, 2012) with non-separation between the spiritual and the material world. Therefore, for Pagans, nature does not have just a bio-physical meaning but goes beyond classification and includes the natural and supernatural views (ibid, 2012). A nature connection happens for them through an embodied relationship with the natural world, in other words, it is through their sensual body that Pagans establish a relationship of knowledge and participation in the environment. According to Merleau-Ponty (1962) “in knowing the world we become part of it, and thus the conventional subject-object distinction is illusionary” (Harris, 2013, p. 405). This recognition of the natural world as a living organism gives rise to another kind of relationship between humans and the other-than-human beings, blurring the boundaries that once existed within the wild environment. Like Adrian Harris (2013, p. 410) points out 

“Ecopsychologists concur that mind and world cannot be separated. Ecopsychology identified the wilderness effect, which demonstrates that spending time in the organic environment can catalyze profound spiritual experiences. The mechanism remains under discussion, but social and spatial factors seem significant.” 

	
	Susan Greenwood (2005)[footnoteRef:2] on talking about her childhood emphasize her curiosity with nature in observing the growing of the plants and trees and the movement of the snakes around the garden. She says that watching the changes in the natural world made her feel connected to “something greater”, a feeling that everything is alive and part of the cosmos. This sense that everything is alive is very well known for children and followers of indigenous traditions that recognize the consciousness of every living being. As we grow up this kind of feeling about the world is considered childish and a “more rational thinking is encouraged” (Greenwood, 2005, p. 72) giving rise to another sense of belonging that does not connect human senses to the natural world. However, it was the necessity to connect us to our surroundings that encouraged Pagan traditions to resurface in the twentieth century. [2:  Greenwood, S. ‘Of worms, snakes, and dragons. Can magic lead to an ecological worldview?’. Pagan visions for a sustainable future. Ed Ly de Angeles, Emma Restall & Thom van Dooren. (Woodbury: Llewellyn Publications, 2005)] 


Pagan Traditions in Britain

	The shift of rural to urban life, in the 19th century in Britain, brought a kind of reluctance in accepting Christianity by people who questioned some social and cultural conditions, these people “were the rebels, the feminists, the people who stood against the urban world” [footnoteRef:3] who were in the search of a divine whose dwelling was not beyond the human perceptions but could be personified by the physical realm. With the work of the Egyptologist and archeologist Margaret Murray about the origins of the old religion in Western Europe there was an interest for the practices of witchcraft in England. Murray asserted that the medieval witch-hunt in Europe represented the Christianity rupture with a “Paleolithic religion centered on a god of the hunt and a goddess of fertility” (York, 1999, p. 135). [3:  Julian Vayne affirmed it in class at Schumacher College on 23rd May 2018.] 

	According to her, the history of witchcraft in Britain started a long time ago, yet during the Middle Age, witches, known as the Cunning Folk, would call spells for healing and follow the agricultural seasons of the year[footnoteRef:4]. Her studies about the ancient religion, not very well accepted by the scholars of the beginning of the twentieth century, had an important collaborator who would take Murray’s ideas to initiate the perhaps most influential modern Pagan religion, Wicca. His name was Gerald Gardner, a member of a Druid order who used to participate and held ceremonies in Stonehenge (Hutton, 2008) and in the New Forest, where it is said he was initiated and given the word Wicca.  [4:  See Hutton, Ronald. Alder Lyncurium. (2013, Jun 12). Britain’s Wicca Man [Video file]. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QQbdXCoxC14.] 

	It is important to observe how Paganism reappeared in modern times to understand nature religions and neo-Pagan rituals that are enacted in environmental protests nowadays. Gardner was an eccentric public figure who could break with the conservative traditions in Britain to bring a religion that resacralized nature. He introduced to the public the performance of rituals of veneration of nature, with the use of symbols and magical objects that were very well received by the counterculture of the 1960s. It did not take long for movements that claimed for the preservation of natural environments get engaged in modern witchcraft that not only had nature as its center but also personified a Goddess and not only a God, giving power to feminists movements to exist. 
	 
Eco-Pagan movements in the West
 
	In the second half of the 20th century many groups emerged to question some political and environmental actions such as the governmental measures to relieve traffic congestion, the use of pesticides in agriculture, the nuclear plant, and so on. Using non-violent action and setting camps in the woods, living in tree houses and tunnels (Letcher, 2003) and motivated by their immediate relationship with nature, Eco-Pagans started actively to oppose themselves to that nature degradation. Eco-Paganism is a term related to environmental activism that uses elements from Pagan tradition to express their spirituality usually through rituals of resistance (ibid, 2003), and moreover it

“is a term that delineates the diverse spiritualities found within British radical environmentalism and DIY culture, and as such refers to two principal … groups (Letcher 2001b). On the one hand, it describes practitioners of an existing Pagan or esoteric path who involve themselves in environmental direct action as an extension of their spiritual practices (see Letcher 2002). On the other hand, it points to the diverse, affectual, detraditionalized and typically non-aligned spiritualities found within protest culture expressed particularly by those residing at the protest camps.” (Letcher, 2003, p. 65)

 	Harris (2011) asserts that in many protests organized by the Eco-Pagans there is a particular interest in the sacredness of certain environment and an embodied and emotional understanding of the natural world. An example is the Pagan-focused The Warrior’s Call (TWC) who organizes campaigns against the hydraulic fracturing companies, the extractors of oil and gas, by performing ceremonies in public and sacred places to call the attention for the sacredness of the earth and for the nature degradation. On claiming themselves “an international upsurge of pagan love for the land, sea and the sky in the face of impending fracking-induced ecocide”[footnoteRef:5], they invoke the participation of Pagans around the world to help create rituals to protect the land using natural materials and the warrior’s sigil as an international emblem. Their campaigns can involve a great number of Pagans from different groups like the Loyal Arthurian Warband, a druid movement who has conducted an anti-fracking open ceremony in Stonehenge in 2013 to answer the claim of The Warrior’s Call.  [5:  See http://www.warband.org.uk/warriors-call.html] 

	In October 2016, a protest against the decision of British government to give permission to the fracking company Cuadrilla to operate in two sites in Lancashire, England reunited diverse anti-fracking groups. The campaigners, some from Pagan groups, and some environmental activists, went together to make people aware about government’s environmental injustices. According to Alan, a member of the TWC, who participated in the protest in Lancashire, people who are not familiar to neo-Paganism but are aware of the environmental problems caused by fracking, become involved with Pagan traditions after attend rituals in the protests. Alan points out that
 
“Perhaps one of the most interesting aspects of the anti-fracking campaign is the cross-pollination of ideas between different groups. Alan says, ‘[Anti-fracking campaigning] is a gateway into other things. People that are getting involved in opposing fracking are from ordinary life, as [they get involved] they realize the system doesn’t work like they think it does, and once they’ve gotten over that they see injustices in other things.’
He continues, ‘What I’m seeing is that people come and get involved with fracking and move toward a Pagan way of thinking. I’ve seen a lot of people come through the camp, and they say they’re ‘almost Pagan’ and feel a good connection to the Earth, and loving trees, and loving water and loving air. And, although they’re not joining a coven or an order, or training or learning anything they are becoming genuinely Earth-loving, so there can be a massive boost to British Paganism in general.’” [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Available on https://wildhunt.org/2016/12/calling-all-warriors-pagans-in-the-uk-anti-fracking-campaigns.html] 

	
	
	Another example is Starhawk, an Eco-Pagan from the United States, who links magic with activism[footnoteRef:7] using Pagan practices to help protesters to release traumas and to understand some situations on a more spiritual level. She has worked in Palestinian camps helping people, through rituals, to release tensions and traumas associated with the war, besides that, she has currently written publicly about the situation in Gaza[footnoteRef:8]. The believe that there is no separation between material and spiritual world is what makes some Pagans fight for what they believe, as “we are part of a living being that is the earth, and that we are all deeply interconnected” (Starhawk, 2003, p. 209). [7:  See https://starhawk.org]  [8:  See https://starhawk.org/writing/activism/israelgaza/] 

	
Conclusion

	In embodying the rhythms of the seasons of the year in their lives and using the elemental nature (Earth, Air, Fire, Water) in their spiritual practices, Pagans follow the cycles of the natural world, personifying the figure of Goddesses and Gods in their ritual practices. As a Nature Religion, contemporary Paganism has an ethical approach towards the environment; for pagans, Earth is a sacred space, a world of diversity of cultures (of humans and non-humans) that are all interrelated, and in being so it has to be treated with care.
	Therefore, the process of nature connection experienced by the Neo-Pagans is related to their sense experience with the organic environment. In manifesting their sensibility to the sacred earth followers of nature religions demonstrate an ethical concern to the environmental problems. For eco-pagans 

“Nature… is not simply a set of material resources, its worth to be economically determined according to its instrumental usefulness for humans, but is, rather, sacred, enchanted, sentient and crying out for protection from further human amelioration”. (Letcher, 2003, p. 63)
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