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Can the Theory and Practice of Divination 
Help Distinguish Between Magic and Religion?

Divination has been a discussion of great theoretical debate for nearly three thousand years, without clear anthropological consensus concerning its ability to distinguish between magic and religion. By regarding the Biblical Old Testament as a historical document, which contains cosmological phenomenon, religious mysticism, and oneiromancy, I would argue that the theory and practice of divination would actually further blur the distinction between magic and religion as there is an inherent connection between the two. Religion, while not exclusively reliant upon otherworldly occurrences, is often implicitly bound to a series of magical practices which, by their very nature, prove difficult to abnegate. For purposes of specificity, this essay will focus solely on Christianity’s relationship with magic. All uses of the term “religion” will be in reference to the Christian religion, unless otherwise noted. 

It should also be noted that the Hebrew Bible, or Tanakh, is also largely made up of the same Old Testament texts as the Christian Bible. In the Hebrew Bible, the entirety of the Old Testament is split into three different sections; the Torah, which is most frequently referenced when referring to the Jewish religion, refers to the first five books of the Christian Old Testament (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy[footnoteRef:1]), and it makes up just one of the three sections of the Tanakh. Despite the appearance of necromancy,[footnoteRef:2] exorcisms,[footnoteRef:3] visions,[footnoteRef:4] and oneiromancy[footnoteRef:5] throughout the New Testament, for simplicity's sake this paper will only utilize the Old Testament.  [1:  Derech HaTorah. (2013). Tanakh versus Old Testament [PDF file]. Retrieved from <http://www.becomingjewish.org/articles/tanakh_versus_old_testament.pdf>]  [2:  Book of John 11:1–44 Jesus raises Lazerus from the dead. ]  [3:  Book of Mark 5:1-20 (NKJV) Jesus restores a man who was possessed by a demon. ]  [4:  Book of Revelations (NKJV) John wrote of his visions of the end of ]  [5:  Book of Acts 2:17 (NKJV) states, “And it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, That I will pour out of My Spirit on all flesh; Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, Your young men shall see visions, Your old men shall dream dreams.” ] 


Defining Magic and Religion

To discuss the relationship of divination between magic and religion, including the ways in which these two practices borrow from each other, the origins of each term must first be established. 
The definition of magic proves to be rather contentious,[footnoteRef:6] as the very essence of the study is focused around an elusive topic. Defining magic and religion is further obfuscated by the fact that there is an absence of an academic agreement on the approved anthropological definition of the practices. Robert H. Lowie, an instrumental figure in the development of modern anthropology, felt that distinguishing among the varieties of behavior might be useful but that the theoretical conceptualizations of magic as a topic in opposition of religion and science were erroneous[footnoteRef:7]. As Derek Collins stated, “It has always been easier to define ancient magic by contrasts than in its essence.[footnoteRef:8]” Even the very etymology of the words prove difficult to define.  [6:  Alan Segal. (1981). Hellenistic Magic: Some Questions of Definition. In R. V. Broek, M. J. Vermaseren, & G. Quispel (Authors), Studies in Gnosticism and Hellenistic religions: Presented to Gilles Quispel on the occasion of his 65th birthday. Leiden: Brill.]  [7:  Murray Wax & Rosalie Wax. (1963). The Notion of Magic. Current Anthropology, 4(5), p. 499. ]  [8:  Derek Collins. (2003). Nature, Cause, and Agency in Greek Magic. Transactions of the American Philological Association, 133(1), p. 17.] 


“The Western conception of magic is rooted in the ancient Judeo-Christian and Greco-Roman heritage”[footnoteRef:9] and it has been suggested that the word ‘magic’ is derived from the word ‘magi’[footnoteRef:10] (the genitive form of the Latin word ‘magus’ and borrowed from the Greek ‘mageia’). While the word ‘religion’ was born from the Latin word ‘religio’, which first appeared in records in the 1st century B.C., modern scholars, such as Tom Harpur[footnoteRef:11] and Joseph Campbell, have argued against Marcus Tullius Cicero’s early definition where ‘religio’ was formed from ‘re-’ and ‘lego’ meaning to ‘choose again’. They instead preferred to believe that “the word ‘religio’ [means] linking back, linking back the phenomenal person to a source[footnoteRef:12]” and that rather than ‘lego’ it originated from ‘ligare’ which meant to ‘reconnect’ with that source of higher power. The renowned sociologist Émile Durkheim defined religion as, "a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden — beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.”[footnoteRef:13]  [9:  Karen Jolly & John Middleton. Encyclopedia Britannica. Magic and Religion. Retrieved from <https://www.britannica.com/topic/magic-supernatural-phenomenon/Magic-and-religion>]  [10:  Crawford H. Toy. (1899). Relation between Magic and Religion. Journal of the American Oriental Society, 20, p. 331.]  [11:  Thomas Harpur. (2006). The Pagan Christ: Recovering the Lost Light. New York, NY: Walker Books.]  [12:  Ep. 6: Joseph Campbell and the Power of Myth -- 'Masks of Eternity'. (1988, June 26). ]  [13:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, a Study in Religious Sociology, (London: New York: G. Allen & Unwin; Macmillan, 1915). p. 62.] 


Some scholars assert that there are “three views of the relation between religion and magic [...] that magic is a degraded form of religion; that it is the parent of religion; and that the two are independent, mutually unrelated systems”.[footnoteRef:14] I would argue instead that magic and religion are parallel entities, which are bound together by divination and that neither is solely derived from one or the other.  [14:  Toy, p. 327.] 






Magic in the Bible 

A commonality between religion and magic lays in the fact that they remain at odds with science and “have in common that they refer to supernatural forces and power.”[footnoteRef:15] They both rely heavily on the abandonment of the seen, leaning into unseen forces who control the order of things and allow humans to embody supernatural abilities. In Cicero’s De Divinatione, he discussed at length the various forms of divining such as augury, oneiromancy, and haruspicy. All of these are alluded to, if not directly mentioned by name, in Biblical texts. The following section of this essay will analyze the occurrences of these three divining practices within the Old Testament, utilizing the King James Version.  [15:  H. S.,Versnel. (1991). Some Reflections On the Relationship Magic-Religion. Numen, 38(2),  p. 138.] 


“If a person turns to mediums and necromancers, whoring after them, I will set my face against that person and will cut him off from among his people. (Leviticus 20:6)[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Book of Leviticus (NKJV)] 


In Job 33:15, Moses defines a dream as “a vision of the night” which, when interpreted by divine means, would reveal God’s plan or a glimpse into the future. The Bible is rife with vision interpretation, from Daniel to Joseph, to those that saw the birth of Jesus and visions of end times. These men, though not dissimilar from verboten diviners, were referred to as “seers” and their form of interpretation was seemingly permissible in the eyes of God. 

Daniel was one such noted seer, who allegedly penned the Book of Daniel, detailing his time in Babylon and his apocalyptic premonitions. In Daniel 2:2-3 it is noted that “the king commanded to call the magicians, and the astrologers, and the sorcerers, and the Chaldeans, for to shew the king his dreams. So they came and stood before the king. And the king said unto them, I have dreamed a dream, and my spirit was troubled to know the dream.” When these men are unable to interpret the King’s dreams to his liking, Daniel is brought in. It is then that Daniel asserts that these diviners failed because, “there is a God in heaven that revealeth secrets, and maketh known to the king Nebuchadnezzar what shall be in the latter days.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Book of Daniel 2:29 (NKJV)] 


Later, Daniel shares his own supernatural dream, “In the first year of Belshazzar king of Babylon Daniel had a dream and visions of his head upon his bed: then he wrote the dream, and told the sum of the matters.”[footnoteRef:18] The dream foretells a future where the world split into four kingdoms and  ruled by a ‘son of man’. “Daniel was grieved in my spirit in the midst of my body, and the visions of my head troubled me. I came near unto one of them that stood by, and asked him the truth of all this. So he told me, and made me know the interpretation of the things.”[footnoteRef:19] His vision was filled with beasts made up of multiple animals — lions, leopards, and rams with various horns, wings, and claws. Does this preternatural dream exist outside of the same practices that “those diviners employ art, who, having learned the known by observation, seek the unknown by deduction?”[footnoteRef:20] How is that Daniel arrived at the conclusion that four beasts foretold the future of the kingdoms of Israel? Perhaps this is little more than, in his refutation of divination, Cicero’s assertion that these visions are, “unaided by reason or deduction or by signs which have been observed and recorded, forecast the future while under the influence of mental excitement, or of some free and unrestrained emotion. This condition often occurs to men while dreaming and sometimes to persons who prophesy while in a frenzy.”[footnoteRef:21]  [18:  Ibid. Daniel 7:1 (NKJV)]  [19:  Ibid. Daniel 7:15-16 (NKJV)]  [20:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Divinatione, trans. by W.A. Falconer (Harvard University Press, 1923), Book I, p. 265]  [21:  Ibid.] 


In Genesis, the first book of the Bible, Joseph is called upon to interpret the dreams of two prisoners, the Pharaoh’s cupbearer and baker. Interestingly, Joseph’s interpretation of the baker’s dreams also utilizes the practice of augury, within the imagery of the vision:

“I also had a dream: there were three cake baskets on my head, and in the uppermost basket there were all sorts of baked food for Pharaoh, but the birds were eating it out of the basket on my head.” And Joseph answered and said, “This is its interpretation: the three baskets are three days. In three days Pharaoh will lift up your head—from you!—and hang you on a tree. And the birds will eat the flesh from you.”[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Book of Daniel 40:16-19 (NKJV)] 


If Cicero were to approach this encounter with the same scrutiny he offers towards divination, he might suppose that it is easy to predict that a man held as prisoner might be put to death. In this particular case, he even has a 50-50 odds for getting his interpretation correct. Furthermore, readers of Genesis are given no indication as to why these men were being held in prison — a detail Joseph would have had during his interpretation. In his conversations with his brother, Cicero notes, “it is when death is at hand that men most readily discern signs of the future.”[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Divinatione, trans. by W.A. Falconer (Harvard University Press, 1923), Book I, p. 295.] 


Joseph also offers an interesting approach to avoid being categorized among the sorcerers, diviners, and other mystics who have previously failed the Pharaoh, by absolving himself of being the true source of interpretation. “And Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I have had a dream, and there is no one who can interpret it. I have heard it said of you that when you hear a dream you can interpret it.” Joseph answered Pharaoh, “It is not in me; God will give Pharaoh a favorable answer.”[footnoteRef:24] Though, is it not equally true that diviners call upon their own variation of god to intercede on their behalf? As Cicero explains, the “three ways in which men dream as the result of divine impulse: first, the soul is clairvoyant of itself because of its kinship with the gods; second, the air is full of immortal souls, already clearly stamped, as it were, with the marks of truth; and third, the gods in person converse with men when they are asleep.”[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Book of Genesis 41:15-16 (NKJV)]  [25:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Divinatione, trans. by W.A. Falconer (Harvard University Press, 1923), Book I, p. 297.] 


Another occurrence of magic in the Bible occurs in the Book of Samuel, when King Saul said to his servants, “Find me a woman who is a medium, that I may go to her and inquire of her.” And his servants said to him, “In fact, there is a woman who is a medium at En Dor.”[footnoteRef:26] Saul conceals his identity and calls upon the aid of a medium to consort with Samuel, who is deceased. The medium says to him, “Look, you know what Saul has done, how he has cut off the mediums and the spiritists from the land. Why then do you lay a snare for my life, to cause me to die?” Which prompts Saul to swear to her in the Lord’s name that, “As the Lord lives, no punishment shall come upon you for this thing.”[footnoteRef:27] In this instance, Saul has lost the favor of God and has to resort to using a medium to contact Samuel to intercede for him with God. This situation seems to be in opposition with the rules set out within the Bible, which states that consorting with mediums causes a person to be defiled[footnoteRef:28] and cut off from the Lord.[footnoteRef:29] If Saul has already been cut off from the Lord, why is it then that Samuel even allows himself to be summoned from beyond the grave to commune with him? This is just one of many fallacies within the Bible that are at odds with the defined conceptualization of bad magic and good divine intervention.  [26:  Book 1 Samuel 28:7 (NKJV)]  [27:  Book of 1 Samuel 28: 9-10 (NKJV)]  [28:  Book of Leviticus 19:31 (NKJV) states, “Give no regard to mediums and familiar spirits; do not seek after them, to be defiled by them: I am the Lord your God.” ]  [29:  Book of Leviticus 20:6 (NKJV) states, “And the person who turns to mediums and familiar spirits, to prostitute himself with them, I will set My face against that person and cut him off from his people.”] 


In the Book of Acts, which was written in 250 A.D., it was written that newly converted Ephesians “many of those who had practiced magic brought their books together and burned them in the sight of all.”[footnoteRef:30] As Manuel García Teijeiro explained, when Christianity was adopted as the official religion throughout the Roman empire, it provided a justification for the persecution of those who practiced magic.[footnoteRef:31]  [30:  Book of Acts 19:19 (NKJV)]  [31:  Manuel García Teijeiro. (1993). Religion and Magic. Kernos, (6), p. 129.] 





Rationalizing Magic

While the Bible attempts to rationalize that these magical occurrences are acts of God, rather than the acts of heretics, they are no different than the acts of the gods seen throughout the realm of Roman and Grecian divination and magic. As Marcus Cicero’s brother Quintus opined, “if the kinds of divination which we have inherited from our forefathers and now practise are trustworthy, then there are gods and, conversely, if there are gods then there are men who have the power of divination.”[footnoteRef:32]  [32:  Cicero, p. 233.] 


Perhaps this dichotomy is to blame for the way in which divination has been addressed in scholarly forums. As Esther Hamori noted, it was the “scholarly tendency to accept at face value certain Biblical polemics referring to ‘divination’ as false and foreign, in spite of other Biblical traditions that present numerous forms of divination as authentic, Israelite, and legitimate.”[footnoteRef:33] Wherein, most frequently, magic was used in a negative context, often only to contrast the legitimacy of religion. This contrast between magic and religion was born out of an intentional goal to ostracise practitioners of magic, with the goal of legitimizing the divinity of religious conventions. [33:  Esther Hamori. (2013). The Prophet and the Necromancer: Women's Divination for Kings. Journal of Biblical Literature, 132(4), p. 827.] 


In Book II of De Divinatione, Cicero underscores the practices of sacrificial divination as unpredictable fallacy.[footnoteRef:34] In discourse with his brother, he also reflects on the transformatory properties of the sacrificial victim’s body, noting, “it may be that the choice of a sacrificial victim is guided by an intelligent force, which is diffused throughout the universe; or, it may be that at the moment when the sacrifice is offered, a change in the vitals occurs and something is added or taken away; for many things are added to, changed, or diminished in an instant of time.[footnoteRef:35] Is this not dissimilar then to the Catholic Church’s pursuit of reliquaries? After all, “in order for relics to be viewed as sacred, Christians have relied upon their faith that the religious leaders and other prominent figures were capable of performing miracles with divine assistance — a belief that persisted even posthumously into sainthood. This belief helped to form a religious culture that was reliant upon the sacred relics which were imbued with divine power.”[footnoteRef:36]  [34:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Divinatione, trans. by W.A. Falconer (Harvard University Press, 1923), Book II, p. 511.]  [35:  Cicero, Book II, p. 355.]  [36:  Margaret Lovitt, “Relics: A Tool for Legitimizing Sacred Space.” 1 Jan. 2020. Sacred Geography, University of Wales, Trinity Saint David, student paper. p. 2.] 


In his great work, The Elemental Forms of Religious Life, Émile Durkheim explores the concept of placing power into the human body: “the cult of relics shows that for a host of believers even today, the soul of a saint, with all its essential powers, continues to adhere to his different bones; and this implies that he is believed to be able to diffuse himself, subdivide himself and incorporate himself in all sorts of different things simultaneously.”[footnoteRef:37] Both divination and religion rely upon the human body to provide a supernatural understanding to the world, and “in many instances whether we call a particular rite magical or religious depends on which of the various proposed definitions we accept.[footnoteRef:38]  [37:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, a Study in Religious Sociology, (London: New York: G. Allen & Unwin; Macmillan, 1915). As cited in Lovitt, 2020. p. 3.]  [38:  Wax p. 499, Hatamori p. 20, and Geertz p. 72. ] 


The utilization of magic has been mischaracterized since its advent in scholarly discourse. According to anthropologist, Sir Edward Burnett Tylor, magic and religion are two forces at odds with one another. Religion is about personal relationships between humans and spiritual forces, while magic is characterized as impersonal means to manipulate spiritual powers.[footnoteRef:39] I would argue that magic is not a means of manipulation and that, the very notion that it is, has been intentionally propagated by organized religion. Similar to Karl Marx’s structural-functionalist argument concerning religion as a balm to offer comfort, yet ultimately a tool to oppress the individual,[footnoteRef:40] it would benefit religious institutions to monopolize on the power of religious magic and divination to ensure that their followers are reliant only upon them. If magic, as Tylor noted, is an impersonal tool, then certainly religious followers would prefer the concept of a personal relationship with a higher being. Even Plato and fellow Greek philosophers were at a disagreement about the differences between good and evil magic; a notion which is not dissimilar from the discourse in recent history.[footnoteRef:41]  [39:  Karen Jolly & John Middleton. Encyclopedia Britannica. ]  [40:   Karl Marx. A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right .Retrieved from <https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1843/critique-hpr/intro.htm> the full quote reads, “Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.”]  [41:  Teijeiro, p. 128.] 


Conclusion 

The issue with the comparative analysis of magic and religion, is the fact that magic has been disproportionately regarded as a negative concept. Throughout anthropological debate on the topic, magic has been assigned as the practice of the primitive, wicked, or otherwise heretical individuals;[footnoteRef:42] often rendering it incapable of garnering the same respectful analysis that is otherwise assigned to religious discourse. Perhaps another dilemma lays in the fact that religion is a noun and encompasses the entire practice of faith in action, whereas magic serves as both a noun and an adjective. Divination then proves to be a necessary tool, capable of bridging the theoretical understanding of magic and religion, as they both utilize divination. "Even in the years after the Reformation it would be wrong to regard magic and religion as two opposed and incompatible systems of belief. There were magical elements surviving in religion, and there were religious facets to the practise of magic.”[footnoteRef:43] [42:  Wax, p. 508 ]  [43:  Lawrence Stone. (1971). "The Disenchantment of the World," New York Review of Books. Retrieved from <https://www.nybooks.com/articles/1971/12/02/the-disenchantment-of-the-world/> As cited in Geertz, 1975. ] 


This has been a repetitive issue throughout the forums of anthropology, yet there has been no direct and concise attempt to disentangle the notion of magic from the negative connotations ascribed to it by religious condemnation. It was “anthropology's tendency to characterize religion as universal and intrinsically similar across cultures [that] has troubled the "true believer," as well as raised questions about distinguishing the religious consciousness of moderns and [the] so called ‘primitives’.”[footnoteRef:44]  [44:  Michael Winkelman. (2000). Review of Across the Boundaries of Belief: Contemporary Issues in theAnthropology of Religion by Morton Klass and Maxine K. Weisgrau; Religion and Magic:Approaches and Theories by Graham Cunningham. American Anthropologist, 102(2), p. 380.] 


As Geertz noted, the issue lays “within the field of cultural anthropology, most discussion of this methodological problem has centered around social organization and, to a lesser extent, ethnoscience; that is, in developing categories for distinguishing kinds of social relationships and institutions, and features of the natural.”[footnoteRef:45] It is clear that the approach that anthropology generally adheres to when analyzing the concepts of magic and religion should be substituted for an approach that desensationalizes magic and provides it the same consideration offered to religion. Perhaps it is the theory and practice of divination that can further assist clarifying the commonalities between religious magic and nontheistic magic. It would serve the study further if the two ideologies were regarded as analogous concepts. The practice of divination serves to demonstrate that both magic and religion contain the same preternatural practices, further proving that they are both estimable discourse.  [45:  Geertz, p. 74.] 
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