The Celtic Context

The name Pagan, before it came to have the negative connotation of non-Christian, simply meant “country-dweller”.  Before the time of books and universities and/or away from the city dwelling philosophers and theologians, there were (and still are) tribes of people engaged in what might be called a pragmatic Natural Theology.  They tried to understand the universe, the gods, and the ways the world works by reading what Christian theologians frequently call God’s second book –creation, or nature.  The term nature is perhaps more appropriate for our purposes because the word creation implies a Creator, and these tribes did not always come to the same conclusions as to how nature came to have her being. 

Each one of these tribe’s histories is a complex weave of settling, trading, migrating, warring and various other forms of contact and activity.
  However, each of them shared their own set of beliefs, often coming to their own surprisingly similar or unique conclusions about the nature of reality.  This paper attempts to look at one particular tribe, the Celts, who had begun to spread across central Europe some say as early as the 15th century BC, migrating into Ireland around the 4th century BC.  After outlining the sources available for my research, I will be describing the various religious roles, gods, sacred places, rituals and beliefs of these early Celts.  I will also be discussing the fruit and relevance of this research after this ancient Celtic scene has been set.

Sources

The information we have available pertaining to the religion of the Celts comes from three primary areas in Europe; Gaul (modern day France), Britain (most specifically Wales) and Ireland.  While Gaul and Britain were influenced by the Greco-Roman tradition before the arrival of Christianity, Ireland appears to have escaped this influence. Our examination of the Celts therefore potentially covers an approximate two thousand year period, primarily hovering over the 5th century AD in Ireland, right before Christianity began to flourish on Irish soil.

It is of utmost importance to begin by pointing out that the Celts were mostly an oral culture.  While this subject is a still a topic of great debate, if they did put their traditions and practices into writing, it was most likely not until the latter part of their history –and then it was burned by over-zealous Christian missionaries.
  It is likely that this taboo on writing was connected to their religion and a general reverence for the power of the Word, although it is actually not certain why this was so.  We will explore this topic in some more detail below.  However, because we have no primary sources regarding the religion of the Celts, the information we have regarding them comes from the following secondary sources; Archaeological, Roman literature, and insular Irish historical and Celtic folk literature that arose after the advent of Christianity and a tradition of writing had more clearly developed.

Archaeological 

Archeological evidence primarily comes from sites such as burial grounds, sacred wells and other sacred areas as well as objects that have been found or passed on.  Their value is that they are first hand evidence from the life of the Celts, their disadvantage is that they are difficult to interpret.  For example, are the objects found in a river to lead us into thinking that they are sacrifices to a god and thus that the river was seen as sacred, guarded by some river goddess, or did a bridge merely collapse and bring its travelers down with it?  The primary sites yielding archeological evidence for the Celt’s culture are La Tene (meaning “The shallows”, it is a site at the east end of Lake Neuchatel in Switzerland) and Hallstatt (a site in Austria containing 2000 graves and many artifacts).

Roman literature

These writings have the advantage of being composed as early as centuries before Christ, yet they are from the point of view of the conquerors of the Celts—the Romans, and therefore they are very likely skewed to justify the Roman conquests.  Our primary Roman sources are the writings of Poseidonios (135-50 BC),  and four others whom Peter Ellis, author of The Druids, notes,

“It is strongly argued that Poseidonios’ work on the Celts of Gaul was used as source material by the Alexandrian, Timagenes, c.mid-first century BC; the Roman general and dictator, Gaius Julius Caesar (100-44 BC); Diodorus Siculus (c.60-c.21 BC), a Sicilian Greek Historian; and Strabo, a Greek geographer from Amasia in Pontus (64 BC-AD 24).  In fact, these four writers have been termed the ‘Poseidonios School’, and are among he earliest extant writers on the Druids, all, as can be seen, roughly contemporary.” (p.50)

Other Greco-Roman sources are Maruc Tullius Cicero (106-43 BC), Pliny the Elder (23?-79), Lucan (39-65), Lactantius Placidus (45-96), Publicius Cornelius Tacitus (56-117?).  The Alexandrian school also compiled quotes from older sources (therefore not as first hand, but also likely not as biased –thus more respectful towards the Celts).  Some of these include Dio Chrysostom (40-111), Origen (185-255) and Cyril of Alexandria (412-444) .
  

Insular Irish historical and Celtic folk literature 

Again, these sources have their pros and cons.  Their advantage is that they came from the Celts themselves, the problem is that 

“By the time the Celts started to commit their fabulous wealth of learning…to writing, not only had their world become very much reduced in size but they had become Christian.  In fact, the very act of becoming Christian was the means whereby the Druidic proscription against committing their knowledge to writing was overcome.  Yet in this process, the general Christian attitude to the Druids was inimical.  They were obviously portrayed as opponents of Christianity, upholders of the ancient religion, and thereby were relegated to the role of shamans, magicians and ‘witch doctors’, although this prejudice varied from writer to writer”. 

However, a few of the earliest and most relevant of these writings would be Leabhar Gabhala (Book of Invasions), Lebhar ba hUidri (Book of the Dun Cow, AD 1100), and the book of Armagh (including a corrupted version of the life of St. Patrick, 807AD), many of the other Celtic writings seem to be after the 13th century.
Now that we have examined the basics of what materials we have to learn from (and felt the ambiguous nature of some of them!), we can move on to examine specific areas of the Celtic ‘pagan’ religion.  We will looking first at the apparent religious roles in Celtic society, and then we will follow this by looking at the various Celtic gods, sacred places and objects, rituals, beliefs and myths.  We will conclude by assessing the value of this information as it pertains to the goals of understanding contemporary society and enriching our impoverished church.

Religious Roles

Early sources classified those having significant roles, including religious roles, in various ways.  Julius Ceasar, who had personal contact with the Celts wrote,

 “To return to those two classes: One of them is the class of the Druids, the other one those of the knights.  The Druids are concerned with the divine worship, the due process of sacrifices, public and private, and in the interpretation of ritual questions…In fact, it is they who decide in almost all disputes, public and private…” 

However, other sources seem to use the term Druid to reform to a particularly religious function.  Strabo, quoting Poseidonius wrote “Among all the tribes, generally speaking, there are the three classes of men held in special honor: the Bards, the Vates and the Druids”.  Irish literature gives the equivalent classification of Bard, Falith (Vates) and the Druid.  There is also the Fili, but this term seems to refer to a more advanced bard, though it is confusing to try and pinpoint each term to a role.  Interestingly, and unique to most of Europe at that time, it is clear that these roles were shared by women.
  

The Bards

As the poet, singer and somewhat prophet of the tribe (it is said that their word was often feared more than a sword), the bards probably had the least directly religious role, and yet their work possibly included giving praise or oracles.

The Vates

The Vates seem to have had the role of carrying out divinations, interpretation and working with the calendar (which will be discussed in more detail below) falls into their work.

Druids

A common theory is that the name dru-id apparently comes from the IE (Indo-European) words for oak and knowledge, which leads to the frequent translation of ‘highly wise’, possibly confirming the perception that they had multiple roles.  Pliny the elder mentions their knowledge of herbal lore and skill in healing, and the description of Ceasar has already been mentioned above.  Pomponius Mela states that the Druids ‘profess to know the will of the gods’. Peter Ellis, author of The Druids,  sees this to mean that one of the functions of the Druid was to act as ‘middle-men’ and ‘middle-women’ between the mortal and immortal world.
  Because we know so little about the exactitude of these roles, and leaning on Caesar’s earlier simple classification, for the sake of simplicity I will be using the term ‘Druid’ to describe any religious role of the Celts.  

Another reason for emphasizing the role of the Druid in Celtic religious life comes from the frequent observation that the Druids were a whole class very parallel to, and likely originating from, that of India’s ‘Brahmin’.  This is one of the most fascinating things I discovered while doing my research.  Scholars in this area unanimously agree that there is some connection between the early Celts and India.  This is generally referred to as the Indo-European (or IE) connection.  Evidence of this connection has been frequently cited by noting similarities in art, music, linguistics, and various rituals to India’s Brahmin class.  Gerhard Herm, in his book The Celts,  recounts an intriguing story relayed to him by historian and scholar Bryan McMahan,

“He told me: ‘Whenever I meet an Indian I take him to one side and hum the first lines of an Irish folk-song.  Then I ask him to continue the melody as he likes; and , believe it or not, almost every time he will sing it to the end as if he already knew the song.  Isn’t that astonishing?’…Bryan McMahan must be aware that with this story he is going over ground that other scholars have already ploughed, for this theory is no longer a sensation.”

The clearly established link with India’s Brahmin class has helped many scholars to make connections to the Celts and attempt to fill in the many missing gaps about their religious beliefs and practices.  Much of what we will be discovering has been deduced from this connection.

Now that we have seen the various religious roles of the Celts, we can move on look up, down and around at the pantheon of Celtic gods.

Celtic gods, idols and deified ancestors 

While there is one source, Origen of Alexandria (AD185-254), who claimed that the Celts were monotheists and thus ‘had long been predisposed to Christianity through the doctrines of the Druids’, the evidence is not substantiated.  The evidence revealed by archeology, other early sources, and the latter Irish literature is rather quite clearly that the Celts were polytheists.  Interestingly the head gods, as we shall see below, did have Trinitarian aspects.

Undergirding the various gods and goddesses of Celtic worship, as in all religions, were some basic myths,

 “Tuatha Dé Danaan, in Irish mythology, (are) the descendants of the great mother-goddess Dana. With her consort Bilé, Dana engendered a race of gods who have their counterparts in the Celtic mythologies of the British Isles and Gaul. According to legend, the Tuatha Dé Danaan were the ancestors of one of the early peoples of Ireland, who in their turn were vanquished by the Milesians from Spain and went underground to live as fairy inhabitants of the land…The gods of early Irish mythology reappear as heroes in the Lebor Gabala (Book of the Invasion of Ireland), a legendary account of the history of Ireland since the great flood described in the Bible.”

What the actual myths were like, before they were influenced by time and Christianity, is impossible to reconstruct.  However, it is certain that many of the stories contained within the Irish literature echo to some degree the ancient myths and religion of the Celts.

Trying to make sense of the over 374 names of the Celtic gods has given rise to a number of theories on how they could be structured.  One main theory  is the “Dumezillian” system, which is basically a tripartite structure of gods divided into warriors, agriculturists, and craftsmen.  This system has often been challenged and so another interpretation, also a tripartite system, is by realm –upper, middle and lower (similar to the Indian Vedic system of 11 in heaven, 11 on earth, and 11 in water); these realms might also be called Sky, Earth and Water.  These terms fit well when we see how closely associated the Celtic gods are to nature.  One source says that perhaps the three kinds of burial sights might support this theory; those found in the alps (sky), in the earth, and in the water.  The truth is we don’t know how their gods and goddesses were structured nor if there was any regular structure.  

Peter Ellis argues that the Celtic pantheon likely consisted of thirty-three primary deities.  His argument comes from the fact that the majority of the 374 gods’ names come up only once (approximately twenty are more frequent), because of the previously mentioned Vedic connection, and because of the high frequency and importance of the number thirty-three in Irish literature –for example, the Children of Danu have thirty-three leaders who fight at the battle of Magh Tuireadh against thirty-three Fomorii leaders. Ellis writes, 

“The gods and heroes, goddesses and heroines, were no mere physical beauties with empty heads.  They had to have intellectual powers equal to their physical abilities.  They were totally human and were subject to all the natural virtues and vices.  They practiced all seven of the deadly sins.  Yet their world was one of rural happiness, a world in which they indulged in all the pleasures of mortal life in an idealized form; love of nature, art, games, feasting, hunting and heroic single-handed combat.”

The actual names of these gods becomes more complex in that while many of the following names probably had an early Hindu origin, they change between Gaul, Britain and Ireland, and they have been translated variously as well.  

The Sky Father/Dagda

More or less, Dagda is the god we are used to referring to as "the head of the pantheon". He is also known by the triune names of Ollathair (Great father), Aedh (Fire) and as Ruadh Rofessa (Lord of Great Knowledge.  He is pictured with a gigantic club dragged on wheels (one end slays the other heals), his horse Acein (Ocean), and his miraculous cauldron of plenty, Undri –which is later Christianized into the Holy Grail of Arthurian myth.  He also has a magic harp. He is the Druids patron god and is usually portrayed as the father of the other gods.

Lugh 

No other god’s name is mentioned in Irish literature or ancient inscriptions and monuments more often than Lugh.   He was the gods of all arts and crafts, and was also known as the ‘Fair One’.  In the second battle of Magh Tuireadh, Dagda even yields command to him.  Known also as Lugh of the Long Arm or Hand, which title has another Vedic parallel—the Hindu god Savitar, ‘of the large hand’.  This title is likely connected to the rays of the sun, and thus Lugh is claimed as a solar deity and the word Lugh itself likely means to ‘burn or enflame’.  He is related to the summer festival lughnasad, which will be mentioned below.  

Cuchullin/Youthful savior champion/warrior

Cuchullin was probably the god the Celtic warrior bands would pray to, for he protects the cattle of the tribe, goes into battle frenzy and, like the wild Celtic warriors themselves, fights naked.

Goddess of War/Triplicate/”Three Great Queens”

The female warrior-god or gods are Morrigan “Great Queen”, Nemain “Battle Frenzy” and Babd “Crow”.  All can shape-shift into creatures, particularly a raven.  This goddess of three tends to be associated with rather hideous or terrible incidents.
  

Dana/Earth Mother & goddess

The name Dana (Danu, etc.) seems to fade after the Celts left the mainland and came to Ireland.  Possibly her disappearance is related to the influence of a male dominated Rome and the severance from the Danube river, a womb of life.  Her name is clearly connected to the great Danube river, as well as other rivers.  In fact her name means something like ‘divine waters’.  However, earlier tradition is that she gave birth to the other gods & goddesses, including the three goddesses of upper/middle/lower realms.

Goddesses of upper/middle/lower realms

The lower realm goddess is called variably Guououinda “White cow”, Matrona “Mother” or Mororegni “Great Queen”.  She shape shifts into various animals like the eel, snake, serpent, wolf, etc.  The middle realm goddess Medhua, “Intoxicatress”, seems to be associated with water.  The goddess of the upper realm has the bynames of Macha/Rigana or Roech.  She is basically associated with the horse and with battle.  All four (including Dana) meld and interchange together, and may never have actually been separate beings in the Celts’ eyes to begin with.

God of oratory/Ogma

Ogma was known as the god of eloquence and literature. He has been frequently seen as a parallel to the Greek Heracles, who had similar adventures and parentage.  The Ogham alphabet, a simple and somewhat mysterious basic form of Celtic inscription used by the Druids, gets its name from Him.  An early depiction of him portrayed his followers chained from their ears to his tongue by a gold chain.

Various ‘Dea Luci’ (gods which were place specific)

There were many spring and wood nymphs, associated with their respective areas.  There were also lesser gods like the Genii,
 “Hooded Spirits”, who could have had various functions. We can be fairly certain that they believed in many spirits infusing nature.  Later, after the Christian influences, these may have become the small folk of Irish legends.  
 Once again, we know very little but that diverse gods had diverse functions, and that some members of society had closer connection to a god than others, probably depending on their trade or role in the tribe.   Gods were obviously in the Otherworld, yet would easily intermingle with the world of men –from which they originated.  Places like grave-mounds and certain times of the year like Samhain were like doorways into and out of this Otherworld.

More information about these gods will arise as we look at the following sacred places, rituals and beliefs.

Sacred Places


One of the first images that come to mind when the topic of Druids arises in conversation is that of old robed men gathering in sacred groves or within the circles of mysterious and massive stones found throughout Europe.  We will now attempt to find out what the actual places and things are that the Celts considered sacred, and why.  The following section is divided into natural and artificial (human-made) places and things.

Natural Places

Water 

Springs and wells
 were often thought to have curative powers.  Many of them have been found containing various significant objects.  Worship associated with water is easily imagined in a places of aridity, like a desert, but why in a place like Ireland abundant with water sources?  Possibly this is another instance of a connection to the east, or possibly it is a association with water as the origins of life.  We cannot be sure.  I have mentioned above the obvious connection between the goddess Danu and the Danube River, McCulloch broadens this connection,

“…there is little doubt that the Celts, in their onward progress, named river after river by the name of the same divinity, believing that each new river was apart of his or her kingdom…the Celts regarded rivers as bestowers of life, health, and plenty, and offered them rich gifts and sacrifices.”

Lakes, as we find in the Celtic epics, seem to be seen as a place of contact with the other world.  Archeology has discovered various objects likely offered up to the gods within lakes, or what were once lakes.  Many rivers are actually named after gods.  One can imagine a people in awe and wonder at the source of these great rivers.  Bogs too seem to have had some sort of sacred connection, as can be seen by the various “bog bodies” found, possibly ritually killed in the threefold manner (more below).

Earth

Hoards and other special locations in the ground, like under a wall, have been found with objects in them, like gold torcs and even skeletons.  The question of whether or not Druids gathered in sacred groves, particularly oaks,  is, sad to say, still unresolved.  The image first arose when it was mentioned by Pliny, but he is accused by some scholars of romanticizing the Druids.

Fire

As with all ancient peoples, fire was a fascinating and all important element.  The Celts relied on it for warmth, protection, food and many forms of production.  There are a couple of reports of the Celts walking over fire, possibly as a type of divination or a test of courage.  Various names of gods are closely related to fire as well.
Artificial Places

Stones & Monuments


As much as the romantic impulse urges us to place the Druids within the sacred circle of stones, archeological evidence unanimously declares that these stones date from a much earlier period (however, that mystery should peak one’s curiosity even more).  However, they were possibly revered and used in later times by Druids.  While we do not know their origins, the Irish legends tell of the godlike men who had placed them there. 

Graves & Dolmens

The fact that the graves that have been found were surrounded by fences and often had valuable offerings with them is good evidence that these burial places where considered sacred to the Celts.  However, we will discuss this more within the transmigration rituals below.  

Dolmens were rough chambers consisting of two or more huge unhewn stone slabs, they were set edgewise in the earth and had a supporting capstone that served as a roof.  They are numerous in Ireland and thought to be associated with Druidic rituals.  We will now examine what some of these rituals may have been.
Rituals


The rituals of a people are perhaps the most telling, they are their beliefs in practice.  I have divided these rituals into the following categories; Seasonal,  Transmigrational, Curative, Divinational and Sacrificial rituals.

Seasonal

There are two to four primary seasons recognized by the Celts, depending on your source.  If two, they at least divide up the year between summer and winter; a time of plenty and of light, and a time of scarcity and of darkness.  Besides a fourth festival called Imbolc that might have had something to do with the “first milking”, the three main festivals celebrated by the pre-Christian Celts were Samhain, Beltane and Lughnasad.

Samhain is the Celtic new year, our 1st of November, and is considered  “The three (last) nights of summer”.  At this time, as summer draws to an end, the barrier to the otherworld draws thin.  The spirits of the dead are said to be soaring around and thus causing dread.  A huge bonfire is lit, probably by the chief Druid, and old fires are put out and new hearth fires re-light from the bonfire. Torches were possibly carried around to expel the spirits of the dead from plaguing the community.  Animals were likely slaughtered for the coming winter, and a feast ensued.

Beltane, meaning ‘fire of Bel”, obviously had something to do with fire.  Some animals, at least cattle, were driven through two fires, this was probably connected to purification.  Another ritual that survives to this day is that of baking a cake/custard, hiding a marker within it, and dividing it.  The one who gets the burnt (or piece with a black thing) in it must jump through the fire three times, and is thought of as “dead”.  Beltane was probably celebrated around the 1st of May.

The third festival, Lughnasad, is associated with the god Lug and with the harvest.  Being connected to the harvest there was likely a feast that celebrated the union of Lug with the mother-earth goddess, bringing about fruition.  There were also likely contests of skill and strength during Lughnasad.  It took place on the 1st of August.

An early depiction gives the idea that the summer and winter fought with one another in form of black/white bull.  It is also certain that some days were lucky or unlucky or good for doing certain things, ”today is good for begetting a king on a queen” says Ness to Cathbad in the episodes of the Tain.  

Transmigrational Rituals

These rituals refer to the seasons of life one goes through, and are as follows:

Coming into Adulthood

From various sources we can guess that a ritual existed in which the child was accepted into the community of "humans" more or less.  Before this ritual it seems that they were not yet considered fully humans.  This can be seen in the Mabinogi, for instance, where the mother of Llew has to be tricked into giving him a name and only then (after three other "initiations") he is considered to be a man.  This belief is further supported in that we do not usually find babies in Celtic graveyards; the youngest individuals to be found in Celtic graveyard are usually no less that three to four years –approximately the time when they start to speak.  

What else can be guessed from the Mabinogi text is that there were still some other initiation rituals one had to go through until one could be considered adult.  We only have hints at such rituals for males, but it is likely that they also existed in similar kind for females. What these other initiations are for the male nobles (as Llew is) is the initiations to weapons (which is paralleled in the boyhood deeds of Cuchullin) and that of getting a wife.  Connected to this is the acceptance into a warrior band.  This ritual, glimpsed from the saga of Finn, requires the applicant to succeed in a test which has many ritualistic elements.

Death

The dead seem to have been either buried in the earth, cremated by fire, or put into water.  Likely there was a big feast near the graveyard (as has been confirmed by archeological finds).   It also seems that their possessions were put in with them, some historians say that this included the killing and burying of one’s animals.  A noteworthy warrior or king was buried standing up, with his weapons.  But otherwise, they were usually buried lying flat.  Songs were sung over the dead and these likely involved incantations as well.
Initiation into Kingship

This ritual involves the slaughtering of a mare.  The king-elect then eats the flesh of the mare, and then drinks and bathes in a broth made of its remains.  While this ritual sounds very strange to our modern ears, there is obviously some attempt at union with a goddess or nature, in which the king seeks fertility for himself and the kingdom.

Curative Rituals

As mentioned earlier, water sources were greatly associated with healing. For example, models of particular body parts have been found in rivers and wells, likely offered to the gods in hopes of having those parts healed.  Curative incantations likely accompanied the offerings.  Pliny’s claim of the Druids plant collecting (the famous mistletoe) for healing powers falls into this category.  Celts also performed surgery, even to the point of opening the skull.
Sacrificial & Divinational

Perhaps the most hotly debated topic pertaining to the Ancient Celts has to do with whether or not they performed human sacrifice.  Despite the fact that the Romans (who were the primary source of condemnation) along with the Greeks were performing hideous and massive amounts of human sacrifice and bestiality for mere entertainment, the Celts are stuck with this barbarous label.  Despite some of the more recent archeological finds, seeming to support the theory of ‘the threefold death’ (a way in which a victim dies of three causes as the same time; such as being stabbed, hit over head and drowned), Peter Ellis says that these finds do not necessarily point to sacrifice.  His strongest argument is that it never shows up in the Christianized Irish literature (including St. Patrick’s autobiography), which surely the Christians would have used as an opportunity to condemn the pagans.  If it did happen, he argues that it was in a much earlier tradition and only in times of extreme need.  The question is further complicated by questions like, when was it execution for a crime?  Doctor Brunaux summarizes the current situation,

“In the present state of research, knowledge of human sacrifice rests upon the texts that have a tendency to distort the reality of the facts and so exaggerate their frequency in order to make them more sensational.  IN this area, despite important discoveries, archeology has nothing new to contribute.  The absence of conclusive evidence, despite more and more numerous excavations, tend to conform the hypothesis that the practice was rare.”

One divinatory ritual we know of for sure is called the ‘bull-sleep’, Irish “Tarb-Fess”.  The Vate/Filih overeats himself with the meat of  a freshly killed bull and then lays down to sleep on the hide of the same bull.  He then has a prophetic dream, apparently pertaining to the choosing of a new king.  If he were to lie about the revelation within his dream, it was believed that the gods would destroy him.  The fact that the cult of the bull shows up on so many artifacts
makes this story exceptionally believable.  

We know little about the Celts divinatory practices except that it appears that the Druids attempted to predict the future and make decisions based on certain signs such as the flights of birds.  Next, we will be looking at various other beliefs of the Celts.

Other Beliefs

Creation


The Celts did not look upon their gods as their creators, but rather as their ancestors –they were supernatural heroes and heroines, which is also similar to the Vedic and other ancient myths,

“Certain folk-beliefs, regarding the origin of different parts of nature, bear a close resemblance to primitive cosmogonic myths, and they may be taken as disjointed memory of similar myths held by the Celts and perhaps taught by the Druids.  Thus sea, river, or springs arose from the micturition of a giant, fair, or saint, or from their sweat or blood.  Islands are rocks cast by giants, and mountains are the material thrown up by them as they were working on the earth…”

The primary source of creation was early on the mother-goddess Danu and then later the SkyFather Dagda.  This precedence of Danu is supported further by the idea of Ellis’ that , Dagda was a son of Danu.

The concept of naming, as a power of the Word, is also connected to the process of creation.  When one could name the unknown, it brought that thing into being.

Baptism

Ellis argues that Druidic baptism rituals, seen by many scholars as an addition by Christians to the Irish literature, were clearly used by the Celts.  He supports this argument by noting the obvious Celtic reverence for water, and the clear parallel to Hindu water rites.  “A case can certainly be argued for the Druids, or pre-Christian Celtic priests, performing rituals at wells or river sources.  The evidence provided by votive offering found in such places is overwhelming.”
  They were likely performed as cleansing, healing and as initiation (connecting to the Otherworld) rituals.

Morality

After quoting Diogenes Laertius’ summary of the Druids philosophy “worship the gods, do no evil and exercise courage”, Ellis writes,

“To summarize from various sources, the Druids taught that one should live in harmony with nature, accepting that pain and death are not evils but part of the divine plan and that only evil is a moral weakness.  From the Old Irish texts one gathers that the Druids were concerned, above all things, with Truth and preached ‘An Fhirinne in aghaidh an tSaoil’ (The Truth against the World).”

This seems true with what I have read, however he did not give references for this summary.

The Sacred Number Three

Ellis points out that the number three obviously was significant to the Celts.  Many gods were worshipped in triune form (which seems to have IE roots); they saw humans as body, soul and spirit; they lived in a world of earth, sea, and air; nature was divided by animal, vegetable and mineral; the cardinal colors were known as red, yellow and blue; and Druids often taught in the form of Triads.

The Head

The Celts believed the soul was located in the head, unlike our western imagining it in the heart.  The head
 was thus venerated and prized, as can be seen in so many Irish stories.  Indeed some heads of great ones even continued to talk as they were carried back from battle!  It was said that a head would not be sold for its weight in gold.
Astronomy

Because of the archeological find of the Calendar of Coligny
, this is one of the best documented parts of their beliefs.  This calendar, dating from the 1st century BC, was found in Coligny, Burgundy in 1897.  Ellis writes,

“Produced before the Roman conquest of Gaul, this calendar is far more elaborate than the rudimentary Julian calendar and has a highly sophisticated five-year synchronization of lunation with the solar year.  It is a masterpiece of calendrical calculation and a practical demonstration of the proof of Cicero’s claim as to the astronomical ability of the Druids.”

Power, Magic and Authority

This topic pertains to the question of how Druids and others exerted their authority in such a loosely structured society, particularly with such a strong-willed people.  The general term for a prohibition or taboo is called “geis” or plural “geissa”.  The ‘glam dicin’, was similar to it.  Ellis writes,

“The glam dicin, like the geis, was only invoked by Druids and was a satirical incantation directed against a particular person which imposed an obligation.  In short, it was a curse which could be pronounced for infringement of divine or human laws, treason or murder.  Its pronouncement was feared as its victims had put upon them a sense of shame, sickness and death.  The person subjected to the glam dicin was rejected by all levels of Celtic society.”

There was also the Troscad, a ritual fast available to any member of society.  Basically, one would fast ‘against’ someone and, if they were still ignored, they were sure to suffer supernatural consequences.  Really, it’s quite similar to the hunger strikes and fasts still continued to this day.  

In general, the power of the Word, or Truth, was thought to have magical ability.  The Truth, like the Greek Logos, was held in high regard particularly by the Druids (as mentioned above).  It is likely that the Druids learned mystical or magical incantations during their training, (which some say lasted as long as twenty years).  These were often said poetically or as a riddle or rhyme.  Stories abound of the Druids’ abilities to cause a dense fog or other weather, make themselves invisible
, change themselves or others into different shapes, cause a ‘Druidic sleep’ like hypnosis, and lastly cast the ‘drink of oblivion’ causing the recipient to forget (a spell of which I sometimes which I could attach to the end of this paper!).


Because of the close pagan connection with the cycles of the seasons, the rising and setting of the sun, the movement of the stars, etc. the universe was seen as circular by the Celts.  This led to a belief that moving in a circle, right handed like the sun, was to perform a ritual that would bring good results.

Amulets and other jewelry have been found in adult and children’s graves, decorated with animal and human faces, they can be seen as warding off evil spirits or having other powers.

Religious Art/Symbolism

As can be seen in the latter tradition of illuminated manuscripts, art and particularly the interweaving of animals, was a key element of Celtic religion,

“Animal symbolism found in Celtic myths include boars, birds, serpents, fish, horse and cattle. Boars symbolize courage and strong warriors. Power and strength is attached to the bristles of the boar, which was held in high esteem by the Celts. ..Fish, especially salmon are associated with knowledge and secrets. Serpents and dragons are portents of trouble, strife and infertility. Birds also may presage bad luck or bloodshed. Horse and cattle represent fertility, as do many occurrences of animals in Celtic legend. Foliate head images were central to Celtic cultures, also symbolizing fertility. “

The Afterlife and Eschatology

By considering the evidence of the graves and their accompanying possessions
, the belief in the Otherworld of their ancestors, and not least recalling that Caesar said that the Druids taught that the soul is immortal, it is fairly clear the Celts believed in an afterlife.  Bel, the keeper of the dead, carried the dead Celts to the ‘divine waters‘—to Danu perhaps?  But not much more can be ascertained. 

As to the end of the world, or Eschatology, when asked by Alexander the Great of Macedon what the Celts feared most, they replied “We fear only that the sky will fall on our heads.”  While this could be interpreted as merely a boast by these courageous Celts, it could also be quite plainly an expression of the fear of the end of the world.  Strabo also said that the Druids had taught that “fire and water must one day prevail”.

Conclusions


Why would anyone be interested in the history of a culture that lived at least fifteen hundred years before us and in a totally different land?  A culture that has no surviving original literature (and thus who we can hardly be certain about in our assertions) and whose religion possibly involved human sacrifice?  Surely all history makes a good story, but what other utility could it have for us today?  While there are many reasons to be interested in the history of Celtic pre-Christian religion, I find myself fascinated for two reasons primarily.


The first is that I live in an age that, for too many reasons to explain in depth in this historical research paper, is experiencing a resurgence of interest in anything pagan.  The renewed movement describes itself as ‘Neopagan’.  As Loren Wilkinson points out in an article of the most recent Christianity Today,

“Supporters claim it is the fastest-growing religion in the United States, with nearly half a million adherents.  On the rural British Columbia island where we live, solstice celebrations can be attended better than the local church.  In the city yellow pages, Wiccan is listed with Baptist, Presbyterian, and Catholic churches…The thousand-acre forest that surrounds the university where I teach is called ‘Pacific Spirit Park’ and is described as ‘a ground for our becoming one with nature.’  In many bookstores, large sections deal with magic, paganism, and Wicca and are full of volumes by mainstream publishers with titles like The Pagan Path and Voices from the Circle.”

I have many friends (and I imagine most of us have at least some friends) who are involved in various forms of paganism and therefore, being called to love our neighbor, it is essential to understand their worldview.  With the above knowledge, we can now speak with more authority to the question of who the Celts were, although one of the most honest facts we have learned is that very little is certain about the Celts and their Druids.

One of the most popular expression of Neopaganism today is seen in the Celtic revival.  Wilkinson, from an earlier article in Crux magazine, writes,


“The Celtic revival draws on this post-modern fascination with the pagan.  It is the British equivalent of North American fascination with ‘native spirituality’ (and, perhaps, of Australian interest in the aboriginal), for it seems to offer a possibility in going back behind the whole nightmare to a world which is not only pre-modern but pre-Christian, and which offers promise of personal, societal, and environmental wholeness.  While being cautious about its faddishness, Christians need to take this Celtic revival seriously –if only because (ironically) the greatest flowering of Celtic culture was under the influence of Christianity.  More important is the fact that in the remnants of Celtic Christian culture retrieved from the fringes of Britain we still glimpse possibilities of a Trinitarian transformation of culture which are perhaps unique in Christian history, and which hold great promise for our own postmodern times.” 

His reasoning for why Christians should take this Celtic revival seriously lead directly into my second motive for examining this topic.

God has wounded many of us, and we wouldn’t trade this wound for anything –it is the ache from experiencing His infinitely glorious Being.  Once we have drunk from this living water, we long to drink more and more.  Whatever it takes, for the joy of knowing him and being known by Him, we are willing to search high and low and indeed to even endure many trials.  The early Celts, as with many other pagans, were searching to know this same God,

“No Celt has left us a record of his faith and practice, and the unwritten poems of the Druids died with them.  Yet from these fragments we see the Celt as the seeker after God, linking himself by strong ties to the unseen, and eager to conquer the unknown by religious rite or magic art.  For the things of the spirit have never appealed in vain to the Celtic soul, and long ago Classical observers were struck with the religiosity of the Celts.”

The Celts had an obvious awareness and interest in the Otherworld and their Druids greatly desired to try and understand what the gods of this Otherworld were doing and saying to them.  While this passion was true of the early Christian church who understood the great significance of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the majority of modern Christians are most often ignorant, afraid or critical of recognizing God’s continuing immanence and power.  We need to be hot or cold.
We’ve seen that somehow sacrifice was important to the Celts, though their motives and understanding of sacrifice remains hidden to us.  However,  the story of the God who became a person, mingled with people, performed ‘magic’, died, and then came back to life would have been easily believable to the Celts.  Furthermore, their reverence for the number three and their pre-existing beliefs in triune gods, put them in a position to fully appreciate the mystery and beauty of the Christian Trinity. 

We have also learned how the Celts’ worship was clearly connected and related to nature and the cycles of the seasons.  Surely this is something we moderns have lost touch with.

Lastly, despite our lack of original Celtic literature, the fact that their stories have persevered and that the Bard’s role continues in Ireland to this day, shows us a profound respect for the Word and realization of the power of story.  Christians today would find their lives so much more enriched, empowered and meaningful if they turned off their TVs and emulated this same Celtic love of story.

The church is a body with many senses and faculties, yet so many are either neglected, severed, or perhaps even undiscovered.  One of the ways of rediscovering or revitalizing the body of Christ is to study it’s history which, in a sense, we have done.  By examining the pre-Christian Celtic religion, which really meant examining paganism in general, we can now better see why and how Christianity took root so easily and blossomed so beautifully.  And now with this insight, we can perhaps grow in similar ways.
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Endnotes





� My research into the topic of pre-Christian Celtic religion turned out to be a fascinating, 


   rustrating and much bigger topic than I had imagined.  I had no idea that by attempting to 


   examine this culture and it’s religion I would really be diving into a huge Indo-European soup.  


   In fact the obvious realization that at some point in history every people group eventually can be 


   traced to some other people group had never even crossed my mind.  


� Peter Ellis, The Druids, 157-67 


� Ellis, 50-79


� Ellis, 70


�Some comment that the role of women declined in Celtic societies as they were influenced first 


  by Rome in general and then by a largely patriarchal Roman Christianity. See Ellis, Ch.5 


  “Female Druids” for more detail


� Ellis, 115


� Gerhard Herm, The Celts, 146


� Tuatha Dé Danaan," Microsoft® Encarta® Encyclopedia 99. © 1993-1998 Microsoft 


  Corporation. All rights reserved.


� Ellis, 119-20


� Ellis, 123


� See Illustration A


� See Illustration B


� See Illustration C


� Ellis, 129, quoting MacCulloch


� Ellis, 138


� Ellis, quoing Brunauz, 156


� See Illustration D


� Ellis, quoting MacCulloch, 117


� Ellis, 135


� Ellis, 128


� See Illustration E


� See Illustration F


� Ellis, 141


� Interestingly this power, called fe-fiada, is the same word later used to describe St. Patrick’s 


    famous hymn.


� “Celtic Art" Microsoft® Encarta® Encyclopedia 99. © 1993-1998 Microsoft 


    Corporation. All rights reserved.


� See Illustration G


� Loren Wilkinson, “The bewitching charms of Neopaganism”, CT Nov. 99, 55-56


� Wilkinson, “Circles and the Cross: Reflections on Neo-paganism, Postmodernity, and Celtic 


    Christianity”, Crux Dec 96, p.16


� Ellis, quoting J.A. MacCulloch, 113


� The premise that it did take root easily and blossom uniquely is presumed by this author, for it   


    is beyond the scope of this paper.





