Exodus 22:18 – “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live”

Deuteronomy 18:10-11 – “There shall not be found among you anyone that useth divination, or an observer of times, or an enchanter or a witch, or a charmer, or a consulter with familiar spirits, or a wizard, or a necromancer.  For whoever does these things is detestable to the Lord.”
Revelation 21:8 – “But the fearful, and unbelieving, and the abominable, and murderers, and whoremongers, and sorcerers, and idolators, and all liars, shall have their part in the lake which burneth with fire and brimstone: which is the second death.”
Well…talk about your bad press!  Those passages refer back to biblical times.  And yet, very little has changed 2000 years later.  Wiccans are still routinely associated with murderers, Satanic worshippers, and evil.  What is to blame for this?  There are many reasons that would take me well longer than this sermon to discuss.  But they all boil down to two things: fear and misinformation.  Most people who continue to discriminate against Wiccans and pagans know very little about what we truly practice and believe.  They feed into the misinformation given about our religion from Hollywood, religious and political leaders, and even the bible.  Misinformation and lack of understanding breed fear.  Today I’d like to take a look at what paganism really is, what started this misinformation, see how it has shaped the common misperceptions about pagans, and discuss what can be done to spread the truth about what it is we believe and how we practice.  
Why don’t we start off with a very simple definition.  What is a pagan?  Wiccan author Edain McCoy gives a perfect answer for this.  She says, "When one defines oneself as Pagan, it means she or he follows an earth or nature religion, one that sees the divine manifest in all creation. The cycles of nature are our holy days, the earth is our temple, its plants and creatures our partners and teachers. We worship a deity that is both male and female, a mother Goddess and father God, who together created all that is, was, or will be. We respect life, cherish the free will of sentient beings, and accept the sacredness of all creation."
We don’t have a central governing body like The Vatican, nor do we have a specific text that we look to as the basis of our faith.  We believe the divine resides within each of us, and in all that is around us.  A Native American woman was once quoted as saying, "If you take [a copy of] the Christian Bible and put it out in the wind and the rain, soon the paper on which the words are printed will disintegrate and the words will be gone. Our bible IS the wind and the rain."  Much like any other religion, we have various paths that can be followed.  Pagans can be considered Druid, Shamans, or Wiccans to name a few, and follow the traditions of many ancient masters, including the Celts, Nordics and Native Americans.  
Pagans celebrate 8 holidays, or sabbats.  Four are the minor sabbats, Winter Solstice or Yule, Spring Equinox, Summer Solstice and Autumn Equinox.  These holidays are focused on the longest day and longest night of the year, as well as the two days where light and dark are equally balanced.  They celebrate the ever changing relationship between the God and Goddess as represented by the sun and the moon, as well as the cycles of nature that give us our planting and harvesting seasons.  The four major sabbats are Imbolc on Feb. 2, Beltane on May 1, Lammas on August 1 and Samhain on October 31.  Imbolc is a celebration of the goddess, the bringer of light, usually in the form of the Celtic fire goddess Brigid.  It was also traditionally a day for weather prognostication, as the Celts believed that Brigid’s snake would emerge from the earth to foretell the weather for the upcoming planting season.  This was later adapted into what we now know as Groundhog’s Day.  Beltane is a fertility festival, celebrating the union of the God and Goddess.  It was a time for numerous weddings and handfastings in the pagan communities.  Many celebrated Beltane by dancing around the Maypole and jumping a bonfire for luck and their own fertility.  Lammas is the celebration of the harvest, sort of a pagan Thanksgiving for the bounty that they were given.  It was also a time to prepare and bless their food for the coming winter.  Samhain is the most holy day of the pagan calendar, the day we celebrate our New Year.  It is a day to honor our ancestors, all that have gone before us who helped make us who we are today.  It is generally believed that this is the day that the veil between the physical and spiritual worlds is at its thinnest, allowing us to converse with our ancestors and invite their spirits to attend our rituals.  The tradition of dressing up in costume to scare away any evil spirits who might take advantage of the thin veil formed the basis of our modern Halloween.  
A very common question asked of us is: do pagans cast magick spells?  We sure do!  But a spell isn’t waving a wand and zapping someone into a frog.  It is nothing more than a prayer.  We believe that, like us, thoughts are energy that we put out into the universe to become manifest if the Divine deems it appropriate.  We sometimes use herbs, incense and crystals to help focus the energy of our prayer.  It is possible to cast a spell for something bad to happen to someone, or in effect, practice black magick.  But it certainly isn’t recommended!  Doing so would break the two greatest laws of paganism.  The first is commonly referred to as the Wiccan Rede, “An’ Ye Harm None, Do What Ye Will”.  In other words, let your free will guide your actions as long as they don’t bring harm to yourself or anyone else.  The second is the Rule of Three, which states that whatever energy a person puts out into the world, be it positive or negative, will be returned to that person times three.  Sort of a universal karma!  So good practitioners stay away from any kind of spell that interferes with or manipulates anyone else’s free will, even if their intentions are good.
We use the symbol of the pentagram to represent our faith.  This is a five pointed star, with one point facing upward.  The pentagram has had many uses throughout history, going as far back as 3500BCE in Mesopotamia, where it was used in royal inscriptions as a symbol of imperial power extending out to the four corners of the earth.  Hebrews used it to represent the first five books of the Torah, and early Christians used it for a short time to represent the five wounds of Christ.  It has been used inverted by Satanic worshippers as well, along with the more common inverted cross, and unfortunately that is why many people continue to associate the pentagram with Satanism and evil.  But its use by the ancient Celtics is the way we actually use it today, with the top point representing Spirit, and the other four points representing the elements:  Earth, Air, Water and Fire, which we link to the four directions, North, East, West and South respectively.   These elements are also represented on our ritual altars.  Each pagan altar is different, depending on what has meaning to the person or group using it.  A bowl of salt or dirt, or even a plant or flower, can represent Earth.  A stick of incense or a feather can represents air.  Water can be symbolized by a filled chalice or some seashells.  And a lit candle usually represents fire.  Some also have candles in the middle to represent God and Goddess.  An athame, or ritual knife, can also be placed on the altar.  Though it can look a bit scary, with most of them being double-edged,   an athame is never used for cutting anything more than a ritual cake.  It is typically used when casting a circle to start the ritual, symbolically cutting between the physical and spiritual realm to create a sacred space where only light and love are welcome.  It can also be used with the chalice to symbolize the unity of the God and Goddess.
So there you have it in a very basic nutshell.  Paganism 101!  Seems harmless enough.  So what’s all the fuss about?  It’s not like paganism is the only religion that worships multiple gods, both male and female.  Buddhism and Hinduism both do the same, and fit the more general definition of a pagan religion as being any one that is non-Judeo-Christian.  And yet they are generally accepted as two of the world’s major mainstream religions.  They are not persecuted to the same degree as those who call themselves pagans, or witches.  They are not associated with Satanic worship, or evil rituals, nor have they been the subject of numerous Hollywood thrillers and horror movies.  So how did this specific discrimination come about?
For the answer, we will again have to travel back to biblical times.  In those days, pagan religions were the norm.  In the beginning, as it were, small agricultural communities worshipped their own gods and goddesses, usually represented by the sun and the moon.  They prayed continually for good crops and successful hunts.  Their rituals were based on the seasons, the need for specific types of weather, and other aspects of nature.  In later years as cities grew, empires such as the Greeks and Romans each worshipped their own pantheon of gods and goddesses.  Ornate temples and statues were built in their honor, some of which are still standing today.  Pottery and works of art often depicted their rituals and their mythology.  Fast forward now, to the first century CE after the death of Christ, as his followers began starting to spread Christianity.  It is believed that St. Paul was the first missionary to the Celts, trying to convert the Pagan Celtic land of Galatia, which is now part of Turkey, as recorded in his letter to the Galatians in the bible.  Over the following few centuries, missionaries and the Roman Army spread Christianity across Europe by conquering or converting the rulers and religious leaders of the lands they visited or invaded.  But they ran into much stronger resistance among the commoners in the pagan communities they encountered.  These people had been practicing their religion for thousands of years, and were reluctant to give up their ancient beliefs.   So rather than give up, the Catholic Church started adapting many of the pagan practices and customs as its own to gain more converts.   The celebration of the birth of Christ, or the Son of God, was set on December 25 in the fourth century by Pope Julius.  This was the same day as the Roman festival of Saturnalia, celebrating the birth of Saturn, the god of Agriculture, as well as the Persian festival celebrating the birth of Mithra, their Sun God.  Many of the celebratory practices of this pagan holiday were also adapted, and still exist today.  Yule logs were burned in honor of the sun.  Feasts were had and presents were exchanged.  Live evergreen trees were brought inside houses during the harsh winter and decorated with candles to remind the inhabitants that the sun would return and their crops would grow again soon.  Mistletoe was a sacred plant to the pagans, and kissing under the mistletoe during this holiday began as a fertility ritual.  And mummers dressed in costumes and went house to house singing and dancing to entertain, giving birth to the tradition of caroling.  Easter was also adapted to coincide with pagan festivals, most notably the one celebrating the Norse fertility goddess Ostara, from whom the word Easter was derived.  Her festival occurred on the first Sunday after the first full moon following the Spring Equinox, the same schedule the Catholic Church continues to use for Easter today.  Many other holidays were adapted as well over the years, from Halloween and May Day to Valentines Day and even Groundhogs Day.  Pagan temples were torn down and reconstructed as cathedrals.  Many early saints of the church were also adaptations of many of the pagan gods and goddesses.  In fact, several scholars contend that the origins of the biblical story of Christ himself is a complete fabrication based on existing pagan mythologies.  While they agree that Jesus most likely existed as a man and a great teacher or prophet, they say the gospel stories that deified him are based on the combined stories of other gods Horus, Mithra, and Krishna, all of whom were worshipped centuries before Christ and have similar stories of being born of a virgin, having 12 disciples, performing miracles, raising the dead, being crucified and rising from the dead after three days.  Mithra in particular was also known as The Way, The Truth and The Life, and an inscription to him was found that reads: "He who will not eat of my body and drink of my blood, so that he will be made on with me and I with him, the same shall not know salvation", a theme repeated by Jesus in the gospel of John.
With all of these adaptations, hundreds of thousands of pagans converted to Christianity under the Roman Empire.  Those who chose not to convert were chastised and condemned to eternal damnation by the church.  
We move now to the Middle Ages, when there was a widespread belief that Satan-worshipping witches existed, evil people who harmed and killed others using evil spells and black magic.  Until the early 1400’s the Catholic Church taught that witches did not exist, and it was heresy to believe otherwise.  In the 1430s however, Christian theologians began publishing articles and books supposedly proving the existence of these so-called witches on theological grounds.  The church created a false religion of Satan-worshipping witchcraft, linked it to the pagan religions that still existed at the time, and took aim at arresting, trying and eliminating all those it considered heretics.  This provoked a wave of witch trials and executions to spread across Europe that lasted until the end of the 1700s in a period known as the Burning Times.  During these three and a half centuries, over 100,000 people, some say as many as 9 million, were wrongly killed in the name of witchcraft, including 2 dozen in New England, most of those in the town of Salem, MA.  In the middle of all of this, King James of England authorized a translation of the original Greek and Hebrew books of the bible to English.  King James was petrified of witches, afraid that he would fall victim to one of their evil spells.  It was because of him that the verses quoted earlier were incorrectly translated with the word “witch” in them.  For example, take the quote from Exodus, Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.  The original Hebrew word is actually correctly translated to English as poisoner.  At the time Exodus was written, death by poisoning was a great concern in the Jewish communities.  And in a day where “an eye for an eye” was the basis of many punishments, the appropriate penalty for a poisoner would have been death.  But this was one of several places where a purposeful mistranslation to witch was placed to allay the fears of King James and others who were trying to exterminate witches during the Burning Times.

As the Age of Enlightenment took hold, belief in Satan-worshipping witches dwindled.  But the damage was done.  True pagans went underground and practiced in secret for fear of being killed.  It remained that way until the 1940s when, following the repeal of anti-witchcraft laws in England, Gerald Gardiner, a member of a witchcraft coven, wrote a series of books on his coven’s beliefs and practices.  Other pagans read his books and came out of hiding to seek him out, thinking that they were the only ones left who followed the ancient traditions.  This started the modern pagan movement, and encouraged others over the following years to write about their pagan beliefs as well.  But the old stereotypes followed them, and to this day, many still associate paganism and its symbol, the pentagram, with Satan worship, and use the mistranslated words in the bible to condemn the pagan and Wiccan religions.  
In May 1999, Georgia Republican Congressman Bob Barr attempted to add an Anti-Wiccan Amendment onto a defense spending bill.  His bill would prohibit the practice of Wicca or any other form of witchcraft at Defense Department facilities, including all US military bases.  This despite the fact that many bases, most notably Fort Hood in TX, had already explicitly allowed the practice of Wicca without incident, and that the US Army Chaplain’s Handbook gives very good guidelines on the Wiccan faith and accommodating its practice on US military bases.
He certainly had the support of local Christian groups near Fort Hood.  This is an excerpt from a local newspaper interview at the time.  'This is war,' thundered the Rev. Jack Harvey of nearby Killeen, who has vowed to run the witches off base.  Harvey, who has announced a Labor Day 'march against wickedness,' sees no difference between Wicca and devil worship or voodoo. He has instructed that at least one member of his congregation carry a handgun at services – 'in case a warlock tries to grab one of our kids'.  I’ve heard they drink blood, eat babies. They have fires, they probably cook them. This is unbelievably wrong,' said Harvey, who repeatedly pounded his desk during an interview at Tabernacle Baptist Church ..."

In response to this controversy, the frontrunner Republican presidential candidate at the time, George W. Bush, stated on national television:  "I am committed to the First Amendment principles of religious freedom, tolerance, and diversity.  Whether Mormon, Methodist, Jewish, or Muslim, Americans should be able to participate in their constitutional free exercise of religion. I do not think witchcraft is a religion, and I do not think it is in any way appropriate for the U.S. military to promote it."   This despite the fact that Wicca has been a federally recognized religion since 1985 and U.S. courts on numerous occasions have recognized it as such.
Only two years ago, the US Veterans Administration office had to be sued in order to allow the family of a Wiccan soldier killed in Iraq to put a pentagram on his grave marker.  This after 10 years of Wiccans petitioning Veterans Administration to allow the pentagram as one of the 30+ symbols it allows on grave markers in military cemeteries, and being repeatedly denied due to pressure on the department from the Bush Administration, even though Wiccan soldiers were allowed to have the pentagram on their dogtags, and to fight and die for their country and freedom.  
Wiccans and pagans are fighting harder than ever to end this kind of discrimination and gain tolerance of our religion.  Right now Wicca is the fastest growing religion in the United States percentagewise, increasing its known membership by 20% every ten years.  Clearly, we aren’t going anywhere.  Yet we still meet daily challenges just to be able to exercise the same freedom of religion right as everyone else. We get strange looks for wearing our pentagrams in public.  Pagan gatherings and pride parades are met with protests.  Several town councils across the country have dropped their traditions of opening sessions with a prayer rather than allow the local Wiccan high priest or priestess be among the rotation of religious representatives allowed to offer the opening words, as the Supreme Court has ruled they must.  Even the Harry Potter books were used by Christian and parental groups to discriminate, fearing their children would use the books as a gateway to practicing witchcraft.  Representatives for these groups spoke with public outrage as if the spells and events in the books were actually realistic, when in fact, they have nothing whatsoever to do with our religion.  Even in places where we are said to be accepted, there are those who still harbor fears of paganism.  We have lost members of this very congregation because Rev. Ron refused to stop allowing pagan services to take place.  A very small number, to be sure, but still a bit unsettling in a place where one of our core principals is to promote a free and responsible search for truth and meaning by tolerating the religious views of all others.  So the question remains, what can we do?  How do we end the stereotyping and discrimination?  
Part of the answer, very simply, is education.  It’s easy to be afraid of something you don’t have all the facts about.  But how do we go about it?  The internet is a somewhat reliable source of information, but it is easy to be misled by some sites that don’t quite have all of their facts straight or those that give outright lies in an effort to discredit us.  Another problem is that many pagans are too afraid to discuss their religion for fear of abuse or discriminatory harassment.  Pagans need to brave their fears and take a stand for what they believe in.  I am trying to do so by being up here today.  A small step, but it’s a start.  Others have gone further.  More and more pagans are authoring books about our religion.  Websites such as The Witches Voice and groups such as the Pagan Educational Network, Covenant of the Goddess, and the Witches League for Public Awareness have formed to provide educational information to the public, counter misinformation provided by the press across the globe, and assist Wiccans and pagans who feel their rights are being suppressed.  Individuals are fighting for their rights in court and winning, even gaining the assistance of national groups such as Americans United for Separation of Church and State.  In 2003, Wiccan high priestess Darla Kaye Wynne sued the town of Great Falls, SC after town council leaders refused to open their sessions with prayers that were not Christian in nature.  She was ridiculed by leaders and townspeople alike, but stood her ground and won her battle all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court.  These are the stands that must be taken if we have any hope of putting the negativity and discrimination to an end.  For if that which WE seek we find not within ourselves, we will never find it without!
That’s for the pagans in the room.  Now what can the rest of you do?  Listen.  Learn.  Ask questions.  And continue to be accepting.  When Tara, Ethan and I first walked through those front doors in March of 2006, we sensed a bit of panic among those greeting us.  Caitlin and Rev. Ron rushed to meet us after we sat down prior to service.  They explained to us that the service going on that day wasn’t a typical service, it was a Spring Equinox celebration being led by Ariel Sirocco and Claire Fitzpatrick.  We both smiled and let them know how happy we were about that since we were both pagans.  To this day, Caitlin swears that was the last time she ever worried about a visitor coming in on the day of a pagan service!  Not long after, Rev.Ron asked Tara and Ariel to meet up and discuss getting a group together to meet regularly to discuss paganism and celebrate ritual.  I’m happy to say that the Sacred Circle Pagan Group is now entering its third year at UUSIS.  Our meetings regularly draw about 20 people, pagans and non-pagans alike , even more for the special lectures and movie nights we have had.  We’ve helped bring several new members to this society.  We are leading ritual at four Sunday services every year.  And we have you to thank for accepting us and allowing us to grow.  In return, we have tried to make our rituals more educational, explaining what we are doing as we go along so you understand us and our religion and practices better.  Several of you have asked us questions after these services, and  I encourage more of you to do so, especially those of you who still may harbor any fears or concerns.  I hope both my family and the Sacred Circle group leaders and members have been good representatives of our faith, and examples to you of how normal typical pagans really are.  
I’d like to leave you with the following quote from Author, NPR Radio Journalist and Wiccan High Priestess Margo Adler.  She gives the following  plea, and I ask you to keep this in mind as you leave today.  She says: "We are not evil. We don't harm or seduce people. We are not dangerous. We are ordinary people like you. We have families, jobs, hopes, and dreams. We are not a cult. This religion is not a joke. We are not what you think we are from looking at T.V. We are real. We laugh, we cry. We are serious. We have a sense of humor. You don't have to be afraid of us. We don't want to convert you. And please don't try to convert us. Just give us the same right we give you--to live in peace. We are much more similar to you than you think."  
Blessed Be and thank you.  (IF TIME ALLOWS:  Since there is a bit of time left, I’d be happy to answer a few questions that you might have.)
