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IF ASTROLOGY A RELIGION THEN WHO IS IT A RELIGION FOR?
In this essay we are going to discuss the question is Astrology a Religion, and if it is a religion then who is it a religion for. This is a complex question and in order to thoroughly discuss it and make attempts to look at it from different perspectives we need to find or compile few definitions. First, we need to find a definition of Astrology. Then we are going to explore influence of theosophic societies on astrology and how it shaped what we could call a Modern Astrology. Second necessary point is to look at definitions of Religion and how it could or could not be applicable to Astrology. And finally we would be able to evaluate whether astrology is a religion, who is it a religion for, and what function it has.
What is Astrology and it’s objective in general?
To start we need to define what is Astrology. Nicholas Campion describes three stages of astrological work that are common to all cultures.
 First is when the sky is observed, and it was both astronomy and astrology, since these notions were interchangeable until 17th century. Second stage of the process it when celestial patters were interpreted. This is the most crucial part of astrology because many ancient texts, such as Hermes Trismegist’s Emerald Tablet, declare interdependency of events in Heavens and on Earth: as above, so below.
 Synthesis of interpretation could be constructed in two different ways. One is when empirical data was collected: celestial even happens, coincides with mundane event, correlation noted, the bond written down and saved for future observations and predictive work. Second is when theoretical ideas (e.g. Zodiac signs and star names), myths and personal characteristics were laid onto planets and stars, to allow the construction of descriptive and predictive work for human life and events. Final stage of astrological work was advise and/or recommendation upon right action. Third part is one of the most important because if we look at astrology as a practical tool it allows us  to understand the past, to understand it’s influence to the present and thus manage it better, and to forecast the future, to know a better time to act (or to avoid action) and possible aftermath of these actions.

We should also take into consideration that at the present time there are many different typesand uses of astrology. Social or mundane astrology that studies and considers larger planetary cycles and analyses history, politics, governments and other social institutions and events. Horary astrology that uses horoscope cast at the moment of question was asked to reveal an answer or a clue to the question asked. Elections to find a perfect moment to initiate something (e.g. marriage, business deals, beginning of journey). Medical astrology and decumbitures to understand causes of decease and ways to treat it. And, of course, there is a natal astrology that gives a map of human soul, language and symbols to describe and judge a nativity, that over last century has grown to a large business. Wider spread of astrology as a popular phenomena happened in the 19th century due to powerful influence of Theosophic society.
To understand what influence it had we need to look back in history of astrology. First records of twelve zodiacs was around 475 BCE in Babylon.
 Then Claudius Ptolemy (100–170 CE) gave basic description and classification of the zodiac signs (e.g. Aries as hot, dry, masculine) that had been useful in medical astrology to make judgements on disease and methods of treatment, but back then it was not used as a description of traits of one's character. Later in 1647 William Lilli (1602–1681), famous British astrologer, in his Christian Astrology slightly expanded descriptive epithets of each zodiac but still application of the zodiac was more practical (i.e. for horary, mundane astrology) rather than psychological. And in 1849 another British astrologer Richard J.Morrison (1795–1874) or better known as Zadkiel made a little expansion to the epithets of the zodiacs in his Grammar of Astrology. This time it was much more related to a personality, at least to the physical body (e.g. Aries as a person with dry body, reddish hair, sharp sight).
 And finally, in 1904 William Frederic Allen (1860 – 1917) or better known as Alan Leo, in his Art of Synthesis has completely changed the world of Astrology by developing a zodiacal astrology with broad and exhaustive description of each zodiac sun sign (e.g. Aries being chaotic, unorganised, impulsive, rapid) with focus to personality traits rather than abstract classifications.

By this point we are unable to ignore influence of Theosophic society on astrology. It was 17th of November 1875 when a group of people moved by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky started a Theosophic Society.
 They had a political revolutionary plan, to transform the entire world and prepare humanity for the new era or new historical transformation phase. Their activity was mainly of education and spiritual practices to encourage people to interact with spiritual cosmos, spiritual growth and self-awareness.
 Blavatsky’s idea was that spirit or soul condenses to a matter and thus physical body appears and with time body dissolves back to a state of spirit.
 She believed in cycles of birth and rebirth, or reincarnation of the soul. And her astrology was therefore based on such idea of finding a final state, on reaching the highest possible stage of soul’s evolution in order to transform and shift to a new and enlightened era. In the late 1890s Alan Leo was introduced to Helena Blavatsky in London.
 He was an astrologer and a successful merchant. His interest to astrology appeared before he met Theosophical society. After Leo there were a couple of astrologers of closely the same value, Alice Bailey and her student Dane Rudhyar. Rudhyar shifted focus of astrologers from predictive work to more deep and spiritual approach, to personal analysis and development. He was a pioneer of transpersonal astrology.
 Alan Leo’s and Blavatsky’s approaches to astrology was as if psyche was seen as soul or spirit and via astrology we could get an access to the meanings and ways of awakening one’s spirituality. By the time Rudhyar started his most active writing years Jung’s works on psychology that could be easily applied to astrological work were already published in English. Rudhyar’s book The Astrology of Personality was published in 1936 and was a set of articles representing application of Jungian principles to astrology. In 1970 he rewrites some interpretations but in any case, in 1974 this book, as surveys shown, was ranked top 7 books in Astrology.
 To conclude on modern Astrology we should admit that very end of 19th and beginning 20th century we had a great change in this area and popular astrology we have now in 21st century is more focused on Personality, its Psychology, Self-Awareness and Self-Development.
How does astrologer perform work with a client in order to show one’s potential, help to make another step toward awareness, development and more fulfilled and spiritual life? Normally it is a conversation between an astrologer and a client. Client brings their birth data and knowledge of their life and events they experienced and astrologer brings knowledge of astrological symbolism and ideas on how chart could manifest. And together they create a dialog: chart speaks by client’s stories, experiences and choices and astrologer reveals something new, makes already known clearer and helps to find a meaning and ways of making most out of chart’s and client’s potential.
 Gunzburg interviewed seven astrologers about their experience of being a consulting astrologer and subjective feelings and experiences of consultations they gave. Almost all of them experienced some sort of heightened awareness; a space of less personal and more intimate, deeper connection between astrologer, client and something else, an animated sacred space.
If we proceed to sacred space theme we should appeal to Emile Durkheim (1858–1917). He is a French sociologist considered to be one of the founders of sociology as a discipline, in his Elementary Forms of Religious Life explained how place, space or object gets its sacredness. According to him, sacredness of an object or a place is nonphysical and exist only in minds of those who participate with it and gives it meaning and a reason to maintain it. Thus such sacredness is impermanent and must be maintained, reactivated and added again and again.
 As Gunzburg cited Kim Knott ‘ritual takes place and makes place’ this could be a very descriptive to what astrologer does at preparation stage before the consultation and while consulting.
 Brian Clark, another astrologer from Gunzburg’s research, described a process of preparation starting with ritual of physically cleaning the space, then holding the space by active listening and holding the client in the right narration, as well as following his own thoughts not to get distracted as clients comes to be seen and  and their voice heard. For astrologer, as Clark said in his interview, an image of natal chart is just a piece of paper or, today we could say just a digital image one of many, but the process of engagement between astrologer, this space prepared by astrologer and his rituals, the clients stories and life patterns make everything so special, vibrant and living, multidimensional and alive.
 We could say that Durkheim's ideas about sacred space or place made by people, set apart from ordinary and mundane, bound by specific actions or rituals, could be easily applied to astrological consultation.
 Because as soon as the consultation ends, client leaves and space becomes ordinary, mundane. Thus, astrological practice could be about rituals and sacred space. There is another scholar who studied sacred space and place. Mircea Eliade (1907–1986), a Romanian historian of religion, studied nature of religion and in particular the differentiation between the sacred and the profane. For him profane space and experience is neutral and there is no breaks or qualitative difference and is homogenous. But sacred space is different, sacred could manifest itself, show an absolute reality and it does not depend on human interaction, it is just qualitatively different.
 With this approach we would have been needed a special temple or a very sacred space to read charts for clients. Durkheim argued that there is no religion without a Church, and by saying Church he means ‘the individuals who comprise the group feel joined to one another by the fact of common faith. A society whose members are united because they imagine the sacred world and its relations with the profane world in the same way, and because they translate this common presentation into identical practices, is what is called a Church’.
 But astrologers do not have temples or churches and their clients have no need to make a pilgrimage to a certain sacred place in order to receive a chart reading. And the process of astrologer reading chart to a client, the very process of engagement could be seen from ritual and sacred space perspective, means it has no social function and is not the ordinary mundane experience.
Finally, we have come to the definition of Religion. According to Campion astrologers reject any identification with astrology being Religion and Astrologers religious.
 By looking at Eliade’s and Durkheim’s ideas we also came up to conclusion that astrologers do not need a Church and clients are freed from necessity of pilgrimages to get their horoscope done. Milton Yinger (1916–2011) an American sociologist in his Structural Examination of Religion points out a good way of approaching study of religion. “Rather than asking if aversion is religious, we ask how he is religious”.
 If we step aside from institutionalised religions that form our perception of what is a true religion we may find that almost everyone could be religious. And then he suggesting a variable operational definition of religious quality: Where one finds awareness of and interest in the continuing, recurrent, "permanent" problems of human existence - the human condition itself, as contrasted with specific problems; where one finds rites and shared beliefs relevant to that awareness which define the strategy of an ultimate victory; and where one has groups organised to heighten that awareness and to teach and maintain those rites and beliefs - there you have religion.
 If we return to Gunzburg’s study, she points out that 6 out of 7 astrologers she interviewed embraced astrology as a career after they have been dealing with major personal crisis, losses of loved ones and other tragic moments of their lives. And as they say, they needed astrology as something that would make sense, give them reasons and answers on how to deal with Life. It brings us to the subjective experience of the sacred which has no relation to religion. 
Twentieth century was under developing decline of the Church or Religion, or at least it’s authority. Rise of secularism resulted in separation of personal experience of the sacred from main religious institutions.
 This gave the rise of pluralism and one could create their own ‘private’ sacred and spiritual by taking whatever one needs from different traditions or practices.
 Ninian Smart combined the most complex definition of religion: it is a ritual or practical, including “worship, meditation, pilgrimage, sacrifice, sacramental rites and healing activities”; the doctrinal or philosophical; the mythic or narrative; the experiential or emotional; the ethical or legal; the organisational or social; and the material or artistic.
 He gives ways of understanding the religion not just as correct or incorrect beliefs but as correct actions sand behaviour. And his definition is more applicable to what people actually do and how they live. Bowman and Sutcliff described a vernacular religion as 'the totality of all those views and practices of religion that exist among the people apart from and alongside the strictly theological and liturgical forms of the official religion’.
 Also they included New Age culture to this definition but as a sub-type of popular religion. We could think of Astrological practice as another sub-type of vernacular religion but not a part of New Age type. Campion argues  that ‘overwhelming majority of astrologers are keen to remove astrology from the religious sphere, while supporting the definition of astrology as a spiritual path’.
 Bowman and Sutcliff in relation to this said, that Buddhism and Paganism also could be a spiritual path, not a religion. Also we should mention that there is no gods, goddesses or any other supernatural beings. Thus we separate  Astrology from New Age and from institutionalised dogmatic Religion. How the person is religious, what one takes from different traditions and practices, how one performs rituals and what rituals, where finds spiritual experience and awareness, to what degree seeks for solutions of permanent problems of human existence – all these could be related to astrologers and their astrological practice. We could say that Astrology could be freed from the definition of Religion/Church (especially since the majority of those who practice it against such a definition), but astrologers are religious and their practice of reading charts with clients is a somewhat far from ordinary and mundane, according to astrologers interviewed by Gunzburg.
In this essay we examined how astrology works and its key stages common in many cultures. We have looked at how astrology was developed from its first mentions through ages to a modern time. Especially how heavily it was influenced by Theosophical society and works of key astrologers of nineteens and twenties centuries. We traced how astrological practice and its symbolic language transformed from very abstract to detailed descriptions of one’s soul and character traits. Also we looked at how modern astrologers engage with the client, how they perform their preparatory rituals and experience sacred space. Then we compared ideas of Durkheim and Eliade in relation to astrological practice. If Durkheim had more of a quantitative approach rather than qualitative, then Eliade was even more fundamental and less flexible in application to the sacredness of space of astrological consultation. We proceeded to defining religion, where the most complex, quality and diversity oriented definition gave Ninian Smart. Also we explored development of religion via processes of secularisation and privatisation. Together with Yinger’s approach this gave us ‘carte blanche’ to free Astrology from the ‘Religion/Church’ label and correlate it with spiritual path, since modern astrology is about spiritual self-awareness and development. But also it gave us rite to call astrologers religious people. This essay aimed to discuss whether astrology is a religion and if yes then who is it a religion for. And the final conclusion shaped Astrology as spiritual path for astrologers, especially for those who practice it, engage with clients, perform preparatory rituals, participate with and maintain the sacred space.
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