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Introduction. 

This essay will look at two astral-religions, firstly Paganism, specifically focusing on Latvian contemporary world, and New Age, partly focusing on Astrology, as an example of New Age practices. Both astral-religions will be separately described, afterwards compared and contrasted in their differences and similarities. The New Age is going to be looked at first. Answering the core questions, such as: What is New Age? Is it a religion? And New Age as an astral-religion. Scholars, namely Daren Kemp, Helena P. Blavatsky, Sutcliffe, Steven J. and Ingvild Saelid Gilhus, Michael York, Wouter Hanegraaff and Nicholas Campion will help to answer these questions about the New Age. The answers will provide wide range of information from a different perspective, by looking at how to define New Age; to what does it applies to; is it religious; and New Age in an astral context throughout astrology – the Age of Aquarius. Afterwards, the second astral-religion, namely Paganism will answer the core questions, such as: What is Paganism? Is it religion? Paganism as an Astro-Religion, focusing on Latvian Paganism and Pagan traditions in Latvia. Scholars, such as Edmunds V. Bunkde, Prudence Jones, Aldhouse-Green, Miranda and Nicholas Campion will help to answer these questions. The core questions about Paganism will be looked at from the details, that provides all information necessary to answer the questions. By looking briefly at the origin and meaning of Paganism throughout the history, and its true essence among Pagans. The Latvian Solar Year Calendar – the meaning and functionality; and The Jāņi – one of the seasonal celebrations in Latvian Paganism, its traditions and meaning. Lastly, both astral-religions will be compared in the core question, namely Paganism versus Astral Religion. It will look at similarities between Paganism and New Age, as well as differences. 


What is New Age? Religion?

It is difficult to state what New Age really is, as many scholars have various descriptions. According to academic Daren Kemp:

One of the few things on which all scholars agree concerning New Age is that it is difficult to define. Often, the definition given actually reflects the background of the scholar giving the definition. Thus, the New Ager views New Age as a revolutionary period of history dictated by the stars; the Christian apologist has often defined new age as a cult; the historian of ideas understands it as a manifestation of the perennial tradition; the philosopher sees New Age as a monistic or holistic worldview; the sociologist describes New Age as a new religious movement (NRM); while the psychologist describes it as a form of narcissism.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Daren Kemp, New Age: A Guide, (Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, 2004), p. 1.] 


All these common descriptions of New Age provide a view in what direction this phenomenon goes. Scholars of Religion Steven J. Sutcliffe and Ingvild Saelid Gilhus in New Age Spirituality: Rethinking Religion explained that the utterance of New Age can relate to some sort of ‘“holistic” or “mind-body-spirit” phenomena, including astrology, tarot ... divination … channelling and mediumship ... magical ideas ... occult ideas ... body practices like yoga … tai chi ... popular psychotherapies and counselling ideologies; and forms of healing positioned as either “alternative” or “complementary”.[footnoteRef:2] New Age is something completely different from traditional religion, as it is more spiritual than religious. Thus, traditional religion is based on ‘hierarchy, dogma, doctrine, collection plate, or membership’[footnoteRef:3] but New Age does not include any of these features, instead it is based on ‘self-conscious spiritual movement’,[footnoteRef:4] as the humans are themselves a central part of spiritual approach and enlightenment, that evolve and reach their true potentials. However, New Age might not be a religion, but it can be considered as religious, as New Age teachings based on belief that people have essential goodness in them, and they are in harmony within themselves and the nature or even cosmos. Where these teachings are passed to others through masters and gurus from the eastern religions, such as Buddhism, Hinduism and so on. For instance, if Paganism practices are based on ancient nature ritual traditions, the New Age practices or teachings are based on deeply rooted ancient spiritual traditions, that involves working with own mind and body to reach the cosmic realm. According to Helena P. Blavatsky (1831-1891), founder of the Theosophical Movement in 1875, also known as the “Mother” or “Grandmother” of the New Age Movement,[footnoteRef:5] ‘The Universe is worked and guided from within outwards’,[footnoteRef:6] and a ‘Man is a little world--a microcosm inside the great universe’.[footnoteRef:7] Blavatsky in her book Isis Unveiled describes ‘man’ as a Pagan concept, however both quotations shows the understanding of the people’s place in the universe. Relating to New Age practices people are part of the universe or small universe in a greater one, and the best way to connect to the wider universe is through own consciousness, perhaps, with help of New Age practices, such as yoga, meditation, astral projection or others. [2:  Steven J. Sutcliffe, and Ingvild Saelid Gilhus (eds), New Age Spirituality: Rethinking Religion, (Acumen Publishing, Durham, 2013), p. 3.]  [3:  Christian Apologetics & Research Ministry, What is the New Age Movement? <https://carm.org/what-is-the-new-age> [accessed April 14, 2019].]  [4:  Michael York, Astrology and New Age: Minority Religion with Mainstream Appeal, ASR/ASA Conference – Anheim (18 August 2001), Bath Spa University College, p. 2.]  [5:  Blavatsky Theosophy, A Comparison between New Thought and Theosophy, <https://blavatskytheosophy.com/a-comparison-between-new-thought-and-theosophy/> [accessed April 17, 2019].]  [6:  Helena P. Blavasky, The Secret Doctrine, Vol. 1., p. 274. <http://www.sacred-texts.com/the/sd/sd1-1-13.htm> [accessed April 17, 2019].]  [7:  Manly P. Hall, Pythagoras, Helena P. Blavatsky, William Butler Yeats, Paracelsus, Arthur Edward Waite, Isaac Newton, Eliphas Levi, William Wynn Westcott, Jules Doinel, A Collection of Writings Related to Occult, Esoteric, Rosicrucian and Hermetic Literature, Including Freemasonry, the Kabbalah, the Tarot, Alchemy and Theosophy Volume 1, (Lulu.com, 2019), p. 12.] 



New Ages as Astro-Religion.

Some New Age theorists, such as Blavatsky or even the New Agers themselves consider New Age connected to the stars, the evolvement of the cosmos and spirituality. According to Danish professor of History of Hermetic Philosophy Wouter Hanegraaff, it is easier to understand New Age culture if it is divided in two parts.[footnoteRef:8] Such as New Age sensu stricto – the smaller lens of believing that current era is transforming into new one, which is more spiritual and historical, and New Age sensu lato – applies to the wider lens, less concern with historical change, but rather concern with the subject matter and activities, such as astrology, aromatherapy, yoga, and so on, by those who believe in New Age sensu stricto.[footnoteRef:9] Therefore, astrology can be considered to relate to the New Age, under sensu lato, where it represents the concept of new astrological era, such as The Age of Aquarius. The Age of Aquarius is a astrological epoch that is measured by the motions of the stars. According to historian Nicholas Campion, ‘The Aquarian Age will begin when the sun is in Aquarius at the spring equinox, 21 March’.[footnoteRef:10] However there are disagreements of when The Aquarian Age will or has already happened. Campion observed that the understanding of when The Aquarian Age starts to enter a new era, that can differ over few centuries back and forwards. American religious studies scholar Michael York believed that The Age of Aquarian for New Age is rather a metaphor  - ‘a collective shift in consciousness’ and it does not matter which form is looked at, the main idea beyond this concept is that ‘it symbolizes a ‘golden age’ of individual, social, and global integrity’.[footnoteRef:11] Therefore for humanity New Age means nothing less than to be honest to themselves, if they want to reach their highest potential of spiritual enlightenment – the ‘golden age’. As Blavatsky believed, ‘There is no higher religion than the truth’.[footnoteRef:12]  [8:  Wouter Hanegraaff, in Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York University Press, New York and London, 2012), Loc 3799.]  [9:  Wouter Hanegraaff, in Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, Loc 3799-3806.]  [10:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, in the World’s Religions, (New York University Press, New York and London, 2012), Loc 3792.]  [11:  Michael York, Astrology and New Age, p. 2.]  [12:  Helena P. Blavatsky, H. P. Blavatsky Collected Writings, Volume 6, (Theosophical Publishing House, Wheaton, IL, USA, 1966), p. 168.] 



What is Paganism? Religion?

Paganism represents different sets of Pre-Christian religious and spiritual beliefs, that have a strong respect for the nature, and includes variety of rituals and traditions, that comes from the ancient cultures, such as Greece, Scandinavia, and so on. Including Baltics, where ‘Lithuanians and Latvians, together with a now extinct tribe of Prussians, preserve in their Baltic language family the very beginnings of Indo-European languages and cultures and offer proof of those beginnings to etymologists and students of prehistory’.[footnoteRef:13] As a result ancient Paganism in a long lasting Baltic culture left a trace in the modern world, where the versions of ancient Pagan practices or ideologies have been used in contemporary Latvia. Overall, the word paganism ‘stems from the Latin paganus translated loosely along the lines of "country dweller" or "rustic"; thus it was initially a word describing a person of locality rather than a religion’.[footnoteRef:14] Or pagus which literally mean “locality”.[footnoteRef:15] With a time the word “Pagan” was used also as “uncivilized” and “primitive” as a non-Christian, and “countryside”, “at one with the nature” indicating Pagan ‘connection with the ancient past’.[footnoteRef:16] The word “Pagan” has had many more meanings throughout history that mostly indicated someone from the country side that practices rituals and lived accordingly to nature. Nowadays, according to Prudence Jones in Contemporary Paganism: a Guide for the Perplexed, ‘Modern Pagans generally think of themselves as followers of a Nature religion derived from the religions of ancient Europe’.[footnoteRef:17] [13:  Edmunds V. Bunkde, Baltic Peoples, Baltic Culture, and Europe, GeoJournal 33.1 5-7, 1994 (May) by Kiuwer Academic Publishers, Landenberg, Pa., USA, <https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/BF00810130.pdf> [accessed April 13, 2019].]  [14:  Ryan Stone, Ancient Origins: Reconstructing the Story of Humanities’ Past, The true meaning of Paganism, <https://www.ancient-origins.net/myths-legends/true-meaning-paganism-002306> [accessed April 16, 2019].]  [15:  Prudence Jones, Contemporary Paganism: a Guide for the Perplexed, Conference on Alternative Spiritualities and New Age Spiritualities (ASANAS), Open University, May 2003, p.1.]  [16:  Prudence Jones, Contemporary Paganism, p. 1.]  [17:  Prudence Jones, Contemporary Paganism, p. 2.] 

To continue ‘Paganism as understood by modern Pagans is not irreligiosity, although as we shall see it is quite a different kind of religion to the monotheisms like Christianity and Islam, and even to an ascetic path like Buddhism’.[footnoteRef:18] This surly indicates that modern Pagans believe in their religion but as a different kind – the kind that bounds the pure nature with folks - belief in gods and spiritual essence of the nature. Pagans do not recognize one supreme god like in monotheism, such as Christianity, instead they recognize many ‘deities as a large invisible community like the human community’… ‘This tends to lead to a pluralistic, multicultural, tolerant outlook’.[footnoteRef:19] Professor in religious studies Graham Harvey in his book Listening People, Speaking Earth: Contemporary Paganism states that ‘Paganism is a polytheistic and/or animistic religion that celebrates life and living. It is re-creating ways of relating to the Earth and all its inhabitants which express human relationships with all that exists. It is a sense of being “at home” on Earth’… ‘Paganism asserts…that our everyday lives are vitally important’.[footnoteRef:20] There is not a single way to describe Paganism, as it is plural and diverse, however almost every known variety of ‘Western’ Paganism share a common belief and interest which is respect and love for nature. For instance, the Pagan Federation has the three principles that shows main outlines of Pagan beliefs and relations, such as ‘Love for and Kinship with Nature. Reverence for the life force and its ever-renewing cycles of life and death…. A positive morality, in which the individual is responsible for the discovery and development of their true nature in harmony with the outer world and community’…. And … ‘Recognition of the Divine, which transcends gender, acknowledging both the female and male aspect of Deity’.[footnoteRef:21] These principles are for the members of Pagan Federation so that Pagans who join this organisation have common beliefs and relation towards Paganism. Paganism in a Modern world is very much public and accessible to everyone who is interested in it, access to internet provides lots of information, groups and official organisations, such as the Pagan Federation. Therefore, Paganism cannot be considered as “the occult”, because “occult” from the Latin literally means “hidden”,[footnoteRef:22] and Paganism in a modern world is wide open as any other well-known religion. Even the Pagan practices are mostly public, such as ‘ceremonies including marriages, child-namings, burials and holy day rituals’ that takes in a widespread place, like it used to happen in the ancient past.[footnoteRef:23] [18:  Prudence Jones, Contemporary Paganism, p. 2.]  [19:  Prudence Jones, Contemporary Paganism, p. 5.]  [20:  Graham Harvey, Listening People, Speaking Earth: Contemporary Paganism, (Hurst, London, 1997), p. 1. ]  [21:  Pagan Federation, The three Principles, <https://paganfed.org/index.php/federation/the-three-principles> [accessed April 17, 2019].]  [22:  Prudence Jones, Contemporary Paganism, p. 2.]  [23:  Prudence Jones, Contemporary Paganism, p. 3.] 



(Latvian) Paganism as an Astro-Religion.

The Wheel of the Year or in other words the Solar Year Calendar (Saules gada kalendārs) helps people to live in harmony with the nature and cosmos. The Solar Year Calendar in Latvia is an important tool that marks eight seasonal events. The year breaks down under the rhythm of the sun, creating eight special events - the anniversary (gadskārta) – an annual event of which the whole Latvian life in ancient times took place and rhythmically continues to pulse in Latvian folks until now. These events are celebrated with the seasonal anniversary celebrations that form the basis of Latvian ancient calendar. 

[image: ]
Figure 1the Solar Year Calendar (Saules gada kalendārs).
Both, the significant manifestations of nature and the celebration of important anniversaries are repeated in a certain order in the cycle of a solar year. Where each of these celebrations consist of different traditions and rituals that outlines the bond between the nature, cosmos and folks. This could also outline the cultural astronomy and astrology among Latvian Paganism – how Latvian folks see time as cyclic and their observations and practices accordingly to solar and lunar cycles. This infinite round of calendar festivals is one of the features of Paganism,[footnoteRef:24] which is entirely different to the New Age ideology of time – linear. To continue, Latvian Paganism indicates a really important role that plays in a contemporary world among Latvian folk. Their belief in the power of the nature, symbols and Pagan gods, such as Thunder god or Mother of Wind, are an integral part of Latvian culture, that is past through the generations. Keeping in mind that nature and particular rituals are stronger in specific place and time,[footnoteRef:25] that can be accordingly to the Latvian Solar Calendar. Even if in Latvia there are other religions involved, such as Christianity where people have been baptised, the ancient roots of Paganism stay among Latvians, like an unbreakable chain of ancestors, that in times feels stronger than ever.  [24:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, Loc 3799.]  [25:  Patheos, Religion library PAGANISM, Rituals and Worship, Rites and Ceremonies, <https://www.patheos.com/library/pagan/ritual-worship-devotion-symbolism/rites-and-ceremonies> [accessed April 19, 2019].] 



Pagan traditions in Latvia.

One of the events that is included in the Latvian Solar Year Calendar is summer solstice. This 
midsummer event is called Jāņi and nowadays is celebrated as a living ancient Pagan tradition. The Jāņi is an Latvian public holiday and is celebrated annually on twenty-third and twenty-fourth June. ‘The Jāņi marks the summer solstice and the shortest night of the year and it has become one of the most important holidays in Latvia’.[footnoteRef:26] Although the actual date of Midsummer day may vary between the twentieth to twenty-second June. Even before Christianity arrived in Latvia in the twelfth century, the Jāņi was a festival farmers and its pagan traditions are still popular today.[footnoteRef:27] Although Jāņi is a public Pagan festival, celebration can take also in a private settings where for everyone it can mean different things, for instance, for some folks this seasonal celebration is based on the beliefs and actions of their ancestors. Including various range of rituals, for example cleansing the soul and body with songs and with a visit to the bathhouse – and for others Jāņi is only a holiday – the time to dance, eat, drink and be merry. However, for those where this Latvian midsummer festival is not only a holiday, but it represents a deeper meaning, choose to celebrate in a proper traditional way. For instance, one of the essential attributes of Paganism in Europe, including Jāņi celebration - is a bonfire. One of the bonfire rituals of Jāņi is leaping over the bonfire which is meant to rid people of their burdens, to purify physical and mental illnesses, to promote fertility; and for instance, couples that leap over the bonfire by holding hands are bound together by the magical force of the flames.[footnoteRef:28] Something that can be linked to the New Age practices, like self-healing, perhaps with a help of meditation, reiki or yoga. But in a Pagan world, such a ritual indicates one of the common features of Paganism, that is connected to the nature and natural elements. As well as the circle formation, like people dancing around the bonfire or weaving a wreath from the wild flowers or oak leaves, which is also a shape of a circle, that symbolizes the sun. As British archaeologist and scholar Miranda Aldhouse-Green states, ‘The midsummer bonfire-rituals… at the summer solstice, magically assisted the sun at its critical and high point at the turn of the annual celestial cycle’.[footnoteRef:29] That clearly indicates an astral-religious meaning. [26:  Office Holidays, Midsummer Eve in Latvia, <https://www.officeholidays.com/countries/latvia/jani.php> [accessed March 15, 2019].]  [27:  Magnetic Latvia travel, Summer Solstice Celebrations, < https://www.latvia.travel/en/article/summer-solstice-celebrations>, [accessed March 15, 2019].]  [28:  Zīmju taka, Jāņu zīme, <https://ztzks.wordpress.com/jana-zime/ > [accessed March 14, 2019].]  [29:  Miranda Aldhouse-Green, The Sun-Gods of Ancient Europe, (Batsford, London, 2008), in Sandra Billington, The Midsummer Solstice As It Was, Or Was Not, Observed in Pagan Germany, Scandinavia and Anglo-Saxon England, Folklore, 119(1), 41-57, p. 1.] 



Paganism versus New Age.

Paganism and New Age are well known religious forms that can be considered as “private spiritualities”, that comes from ancient times, can be followed back to nineteenth-century and became more noticeable and practiced since the nineteen seventies.[footnoteRef:30] Nowadays both private spiritualities are immense popular in religious world and share their insights in a public domain. Paganism and New Age differ from each other with a distinct nature, namely Paganism focuses on nature or natural world and New Age refers to transcendence.[footnoteRef:31] Also, in astrological terms Paganism and New Age are very different. They have different ideologies of the cosmos and the link with humans. One of the major examples is the Age of Aquarius, that is a central part of New Age cosmology.[footnoteRef:32] Where Paganism does not share such a feature. As Campion puts it, ‘In celestial terms, New Age looks forward to the single and once-only shift of the equinoctial sun into Aquarius, while Paganism celebrates the endless round of new and full moons and calendar festivals’.[footnoteRef:33] However, there are Pagans who believe in New Age substance and New Agers who believe in nature practices. In other words, some pagans consider the possibility of New Age close by and that the physical existence is transcendent, but New Agers believe that ‘nature and pagan rituals’ is an essential part nearer the Age of Aquarius.[footnoteRef:34] This indicates that between New Age and Pagan culture is not a clear line, the distinction between both astral religions is clear and unclear at the same time.  [30:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, Loc 3741.]  [31:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, Loc 3748.]  [32:  Wouter Hanegraaff, in Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, Loc 3792.]  [33:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, Loc 3799.]  [34:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, Loc 3755.] 


Conclusion. 

To conclude, the comparison between two astral-religions in this essay, namely the New Age and Paganism marked mostly differences than similarities. Various scholars struggle to define both astral-religions, however a significant distinction might be that Paganism is considered as a religion with religious practices, but the New Age can be considered only religious, as itself represents more spiritual. Thus, the New Age movement is based on theology where Blavatsky and other scholars describes humans as a part of the wider universe. Accordingly, New Agers perform spiritual and higher consciousness practices, that come from the eastern religions and is past through masters and gurus. York believed that these practices can help to reach human highest potentials. But Paganism is all about nature – the gods, rituals, traditions as well as healing. Pagans live accordingly to the Wheel of the Year or How Latvians call it - the Solar Year Calendar (Saules gada kalendārs). Each seasonal celebration is remarkable, where it requires specific time, rituals and perhaps a place. Pagans have rituals instead of practices, like New Agers and all Pagan rituals are bounded with nature, according to the sun and moon phases. Although differences might be more consistent, there are some significant similarities that both astral-religions indicates. As far as known, both are related to the stars. More precisely, Paganism represents The Wheel of the Year where pagans live according to the sun, as well as moon cycles; and New Age – according to the Age of Aquarius, based on Campion and other scholars. There are other smaller similarities between both astral-religions, like both are private spiritualities, public domains that share common knowledge or belief. Thus, some New Agers might practice religious rituals of Paganism or some Pagans that believe in the Age of Aquarius. However, the New Age and Paganism share more significant differences than similarities, or even an unclear line between both astral-religions.
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Appendix

Figure 1 – Sapnīca, SAULES GADA RITS – ZIEMASSVĒTKI, <http://sapnica.mozello.lv/jaunumi/jaunumi/params/post/1389125/saules-gada-rits---ziemassvetki>.
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