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SYMBOLICALLY FORESHADOWED: THE GOSPEL
AND THE WHEEL OF THE YEAR

John Smulo, Bill Stewart & Steven Hallam (illustrator)

The Gospel and Modern Myths

“In Africa and Asia Christians are especially concerned with the question
of how the Christian faith relates to other religions such as Hinduism and
Buddhism,” writes Antonie Wessels, Professor of Missiology and

Yule

Religious Studies,
Free University of
Amsterdam, in a
recent essay. He
begins by telling
of his endeavours
to understand the
interaction
between the
gospel and non-
European cultures,
especially Islam in
the Middle East,
and that he was
particularly
concerned  with
the portrayal and
perception of
Jesus in  these
cultures. But he
goes on to observe
that,
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“European Christians, however, do not often ask themselves
the question of how things stand in terms of the relation of
their own Christian faith to the pre-Christian European
religions. This latter question has come to interest me over
the last couple of years. | was inspired to investigate this by
a remark of Mircea Eliade, who said somewhere that the
secret of the success of the early Christianization of Europe
is related to the fact that the church managed to connect with
the myths and stories of Europe. This led me to study the
early Christianization of Europe, but nevertheless always
keep at the back of my mind the following questions: might
the history of the fairly successful original Christianization
of Europe contain lessons for rendering the gospel in the de-
Christianized, secularized Europe of today? Can we learn
from the interaction between gospel and myths in the past
how to build a bridge between the gospel and the ‘modern
myths’ and stories of today? Can the inculturations of the
past be compared to possible inculturations in the present?”

[1]

Wessels concludes that, “Attempts to Christianize Western Europe were
at times ‘against culture’, when Christians adopted understandings and
methods which sought to eradicate prior cultural expressions. But the
more profound efforts to Christianize the West involved a
‘transformation of culture’ by inculturating the Christian faith in the
societies” matrix of myths which thereby served as vehicles for the
Christian message.” [2]

The most significant “modern myth” in the worldview of Neo-Paganism,
a stream of which is Witchcraft, is the “Wheel of the Year.” The Wheel
may be said in many respects to represent attempts to rediscover the pre-
Christian European past. The origins of the Wheel are attributed to solar
and agricultural festivals among European Pagans, particularly the Celts.
Questions of the historical validity of this “rediscovery” of the past, [3]
and of the “cultural consumption of history,” [4] are important issues but
they are not the issues we are concerned with here. Joanne Pearson notes
concerning the history of the rituals celebrated in the Wheel that, “there
is no irrefutable evidence for it. [...] The calendar is most likely an
academic construction dating from the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, but nevertheless the Wheel of the Year is now of profound
importance to Paganism.” [5] Moreover, it has been described by some
adherents to the Wiccan tradition of Witchcraft (Witches are often called
Wiccans in the USA) as “one of the principal keys to understanding the
religion.” [6] The profound importance of celebrating the Wheel is that it
keeps Pagans in touch with nature, which, as Paganism is a nature-based
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religion in which it is believed that “divinity is inseparable from nature
and that deity is immanent in nature,” [7] is fundamentally an act of
worship. Because deity is (invisibly) immanent in nature, despite being
nature-based, Pagans believe that, “The tangible visible world is only one
aspect of reality. There are other dimensions that are equally real,
although less solid. Myths and metaphors are maps to other dimensions.”
[8] In other words, for Pagans and Witches myth points to a greater
reality in the spiritual world. It is not only our belief but also our
experience that these myths and metaphors can be utilised as maps to the
Christian dimension: to Jesus as the ultimate spiritual reality. In Jesus
and the Gods of the New Age, Ross Clifford and Philip Johnson have
stated the approach this way: “what is so symbolically foreshadowed in
the Wiccan wheel might be fulfilled in Christ.” [9]

Our method, therefore, involves what missiologists often refer to as the
practice of incarnational mission. Clifford and Johnson, recall Paul’s
missionary model to be “all things to all people” (1 Corinthians 9:16-22).
They conclude: “The concept of incarnational mission is grounded both
in Scripture and the history of Christian mission.” [10] Our starting point
is that, “New Age spirituality can be understood as a distinct culture with
its own cosmologies, spiritual myths and symbols and a spiritual
language that gives seekers an attractive vision of who they are and who
they might become. As a culture in its own right, New Age spirituality
constitutes a mission field, we must necessarily begin considering how
we will present the unchanging good news of Jesus Christ.” [11] From
this starting point we are attempting here what might be best described
(in Wessels’ terms) as a “comparative inculturation.” The basis of the
comparison is a “redemptive analogy.” Readers who are familiar with the
Don Richardson’s missionary account Peace Child will recognise his use
of this term and concept, and need to bring the same mind here.
Richardson sought a redemptive analogy in the Sawi culture of Irian
Jaya. [12] He considered that God has been preparing the tribe for the
gospel through their own religion and culture which Christ fulfilled: the
redemptive analogy to the work of Christ being found in their custom of
the peace child.

“Among the Sawi, every demonstration of friendship was
suspect except one. If'a man would actually give his own son
to his enemies, that man could be trusted! That, and that alone,
was a proof of goodwill no shadow of cynicism could
discredit.
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And everyone who laid his hand on the given son was
bound not to work violence against those who gave him, nor to
employ the waness bind for their destruction. The little bell
clanged again, and this time it caught my attention. | perceived
its message and gasped!

This was the key we had been praying for!” [13]

Richardson was inspired by biblical examples such the Gospel of John’s
use of the Greek logos (Word) concept in contextualizing the incarnation
of Jesus (John 1:1-3, 14). The logos concept, it should be emphasised,
was not a biblical concept but a pagan idea when it was utilised in John’s
Gospel! “The Apostle takes an expression already in use by thinkers
seeking to find God’s connection with the world and applies it to Jesus as
the articulation of the invisible God.” [14]

The Gospel and the Wheel of the Year Myth

The Wheel of the Year myth is our redemptive analogy. Some Christian
readers may, however, be concerned about the use of a fictional (we
prefer mythological) story. The Bible contains numerous stories which
are fictional. Jesus’ many parables are foremost among them. Anthony
Thiselton reminds us that this was the strategy of the prophet Nathan
“when he was called to the sensitive and potentially dangerous task of
confronting King David with an accusation and a rebuke concerning his
adulterous conduct with Bathsheba and his manipulation of the death of
her husband, Uriah (2 Sam. 12:1-15).” He also identifies several
advantages of this strategy, which are relevant to our comparative use of
the Wheel myth:

“The conscious choice to tell a fictional story to project a
‘possible world’ for David’s imagination accomplished
several things: (1) it avoided initial confrontation by
approaching the issue ‘from behind’ by indirect discourse;
(2) it operated not simply at the cognitive and conceptual
level, but harnessed resources of deeper sympathy,
indignation, and righteous anger; (3) it provoked David into
an active response that simultaneously evoked self-
knowledge, understanding, and proposal for action; and (4) it
achieved a transformation of stance and deconstruction of
prior attitudes, as well as a renewed re-appropriation of a
moral tradition.” [15]

While our goal is not to condemn but to commend, we seek to avoid
initial confrontation, to appeal to Pagan sympathies, to provoke an active
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response, and to deconstruct prior attitudes about Jesus and the Gospels
where relevant.

Our approach assumes that telling the history of Jesus by way of a
comparison with the Pagan mythology enables that history to
demonstrate that what is mythological in the Wheel of the Year was
already historical in the Gospels. Journalist Charlotte Allen, author of
The Human Christ, recently wrote—with reference to details from the
myth identified below: “I am hardly the first to notice that Wicca bears a
striking resemblance to another religion—one that also tells of a dying
and rising god, that venerates a figure who is both virgin and mother, that
keeps, in its own way, the seasonal ‘feasts of the Wheel,” that uses
chalices and candles and sacred poetry in its rituals. Practicing Wicca is a
way to have Christianity, without, well, the burdens of Christianity.” [16]
By intentionally inculturating the gospel through a comparison with the
Wheel myth, we hope to open a dialogue, moving beyond the burdens of
Christianity to the benefits of Christ. This, we believe, was the strategy
of Paul in Athens when confronted with the altar inscribed, “To an
unknown God.” “Now what you worship as something unknown | am
going to proclaim to you,” he declared (Acts 17:23). This text is of
fundamental methodological importance for us. We note a recent
comment by scholars from the London Bible College: “It is something of
a surprise to Christians today that when Paul gave his speech to the
Athenians on Mars Hill, he did not quote scripture to them.” [17]

Many Pagans and Witches, it will also surprise many Christians to learn,
are favorably disposed to Jesus (but not necessarily Christianity or the
church!). Some Witches even lay claim to Jesus. Fiona Horne, like many
Witches, rejected her parents “Catholicism, (strait) laced,” she believes,
“with all the shortcomings of a patriarchal mind-set.” [18] Yet on the
first page of her handbook for teenage witches, Life’s a Witch, she tells
inquirer Amelia: “As | wrote in my first book Witch—A Personal
Journey, | dig Jesus! | went on to say that, ‘if he was around today, with
his values of tolerance, acceptance, respect for Nature and fellow people,
he’d be a Witch!”” [19] Albeit provocatively, Horne nevertheless
emphasises that the most likely point of fruitful future dialogue between
Witches and Christians is revisiting the historical figure of Jesus. Anatha
Wolfkeepe, an Australian practitioner of “Pagan Christianity,” even
writes of Jesus’ death being “foreshadowed” in old nature religion!

“In the early days of Christianity, Jesus was readily accepted
by many members of the Old Religion as a manifestation of
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their own eternal God. With His apostles, He was leader of a
coven of thirteen. In His parables of agricultural and pastoral
imagery, Jesus expressed the language of the Fertility
Mysteries, and in His miracles he proved himself to be a
magickal healer and a powerful Spirit of Plenty, turning
water into wine and causing the sea to ‘be fruitful and
multiply’.  His sacrificial death was foreshadowed,
announced, willingly accepted and was in every detail
identical to the most ancient patterns of the old nature

religion.” [20]

How, then, may the Wheel of the Year function as a redemptive analogy?
How is the gospel “foreshadowed” in the Wheel?

There are many versions of the Wheel of the Year myth and many Neo-
Pagans and Witches choose to personalise the story. Our version is based
primarily on now Los Angeles-based Australian Witch Fiona Horne, and
the San Francisco-based American Witch Starhawk. [21] Starhawk, for
example, in her enormously influential (postymodern Witchcraft manual
The Spiral Dance (1979), gives this summary of her version of the myth:

“The rituals of the eight solar holidays, the Sabbats, are
derived from the myth of the Wheel of the Year. The
Goddess reveals her threefold aspects: As Maiden, She is the
virgin patroness of birth and initiation; as Nymph, She is the
sexual temptress, lover, siren, seductress; as Crone, She is
the dark face of life, which demands death and sacrifice. The
God is son, brother, lover, who becomes his own father: the
eternal sacrifice eternally reborn into new life. [...]

[Many variations of the myth] present the God as split
into rival Twins embodying his two aspects. The Star Son,
Lord of the Waxing Year, vies with his brother the Serpent
for the love of the Goddess. On the Summer Solstice, they
battle, and the Dark Serpent defeats the Light and supplants
him in the Goddess’s favour, only to be Himself defeated at
Midwinter, when the Waxing year is reborn.” [22]

The various analogies between this myth and the gospel have been
formally explained by John Smulo in an essay co-authored with Philip
Johnson. [23] Our initial use of the Wheel has involved the development
of a web site. The text and Steven Hallam’s illustrations used on our site
are included below to demonstrate our approach. Obviously neither the
cross references to scripture texts (the “sacred writings”), nor the
endnotes to the following section are included on the website. It should
be emphasised that this is a preliminary draft version only. It is “under
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construction” and has been used principally to receive critical feedback
from Pagans and Christians, although the final illustration, “The Wheel
and the Tree,” has been used at the Mind*Body*Spirit festival in Sydney
in May and November 2002. As the sabbats of the Wheel of the Year are
related to astronomical and agricultural events, there is reference in the
description to the length of days, and seasonal plants and colours
associated with the rituals of the sabbats. Readers are referred to Pagan
texts on the Wheel (endnote 21) for further information. To interpret the
story Christian readers may also need to “translate” the Pagan vocabulary
of “earth, sky and underworld” into “earth, heaven and hell.”

The Wheel of the Year and the Tree of Life

Pagans observe eight religious festivals called “sabbats” during the year
as part of the cyclical Wheel of the Year. A sabbat is one of the eight
major annual religious holidays or seasonal festivals. Parallel to each of
the eight sabbats is a story or myth that begins with the first sabbat and
progresses until the eighth sabbat. At the beginning of each year the
sabbats and myth repeat in a cycle.

Witch Fiona Horne comments that, “It is worth mentioning here that as
the Wheel is a sacred Mystery it does not function within the parameters
of linear time.” [24] A strict chronology of events should not, therefore,
be expected. It’s even more important to understand what is meant by the
story of the Wheel of the Year. Witch Starhawk explains that, “Myth is
the telling of the collective story about what really happens in the
spiritual counterpart of the physical world.” [25] In other words myth
points to a greater reality in the spiritual world.

The Wheel of the Year myth is cyclical. It begins and ends yearly. Thus
there is never a completion or fulfilment of the myth, only an “eternal
return.” [26] What we would like you to consider is that the Wheel of the
Year myth or story contains symbols that find their reality and fulfilment
historically. Let us explain by exploring the sabbats or festivals in the
Wheel of the Year and explaining the symbols.

During the first sabbat or festival, Samhain, the Pagan story tells of the
Goddess being impregnated in the union of the earth Goddess and the
sky God. The sacred writings also speak of a union, the union of the
Divine and the human. As we follow the wheel by viewing the cards for
each sabbat we will look at the intersection of these stories. We will ask
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if the sacred writings can point us to the fulfilment of the Pagan story of
the Wheel and how this might transform our lives?

YULE or WINTER
SOLSTICE
20-23 June (Southern
Hemisphere); 20-23
December (Northern
Hemisphere)

It is the longest night of the
year. In the sky of black,
with a hint of red, only a
single star is visible shining
above the Yule tree
standing on a hill in the
centre. Below the tree a
mother has just given birth
to a child. Yule is a time of
promise. In the Pagan story
of Yule we are told that it is
the time of the birth of the
Sun God. This is the divine
Child of Promise, a child of
hope, also known as the divine Sun of Righteousness. Our sacred
writings also refer to an awaited child. They say that a “sun of
righteousness” or “sun of justice” will rise when the child comes
(Malachi 4:2; compare Luke 1:78-79). The sun, therefore, appears above
the child in the Yule card illustration. We ask whether the fulfilment of
the Yule story may be seen in the historical birth of this divine Child of
Promise (Matthew 1:18-22)?

To one side three astrologers are standing. One points to the star, another
towards the mother and child, while the third kneels to present gifts. This
image tells us that there were people in those times from other spiritual
traditions who looked to the sky for divine signs. Those astrologers,
believing it to be such a sign, followed a star to the find the child and see
the fulfilment of this divine promise (Matthew 2:1-12). Yule is thus the
beginning of the keeping of the promise of the divine child.

The Wheel turns to a time of initiation. Are there new things that you
want initiated in your life? What scores do you need to settle, what debts

42



L

-
sacredirives] - Sacred Tribes Journal Volume 2 Number 2 (2005):35-56
ISSN: 1941-8167

should be paid off? What must you lose to bring about these changes?
This leads us to Imbolc, a time of growth in identity and maturity.

IMBOLC or BRIGID or
CANDLEMAS
1 August (Southern
Hemisphere); 2 February
(Northern Hemisphere)

On the Imbolc card we see
that darkness is beginning
to decline. The sky is deep
blue. The child’s mother
stands facing an angel who
has appeared before her.
This illustration draws on
the Imbolc theme of the
Goddess as virgin. We are
asked to consider whether
the historical fulfilment of
this story has actually taken
place when the God-Bearer,
the mother of the divine
Child, is promised this birth by an angel of the Divine (Luke 1:26-38).
As this is a birth brought about by the Spirit of the Divine, it is a union of
the human and the Divine (John 1:14).

A youth, the divine Sun of Righteousness, stands before a group of
spiritual teachers. The Child is here shown teaching the teachers, thus
demonstrating growth in wisdom and maturity, and possessing the ability
to reveal divine mysteries (Luke 2:42-52; 4:16-30). An altar is standing
in the centre decorated with a single white flower. The white flower is a
symbol of cleansing which we may seek through initiation to a new life
of wisdom following the divine Child.

We turn now to a time of harmony. Are there things in our lives that
prevent harmony? What are the things that bind us? We turn to Ostara.

43



Smulo, Stewart, Hallam: Symbolically Foreshadowed

OSTARA (EOSTRE) or
SPRING EQUINOX
20-23 September
(Southern Hemisphere);
20-23 March (Northern
Hemisphere)

Yellow day and purple
night now stand equal in |
the sky, with the sun and
moon on each side. In the |
centre is the hill with an |
opening to a tomb. The
Yule tree still stands on the
hill over the tomb. The hill
is covered in wildflowers. e
Before there can be xia
harmony, however, the |
combination of light and
dark in the sky reminds us
that our own existence—as S -
well as the world we live in—are marked by both light and dark, good
and evil, often leading to death. Ostara, we are told, is a time of recalling
the victory of light over dark, when the Goddess and God went into the
underworld. The sacred writings tell us that the divine Child, called “the
light of the world” (John 8:12), went into the world of death (1 Peter
3:18-22). This was to bring about the victory of light (John 1:3-5).

On the Ostara card a group of women are preparing the body of the Sun
Child for burial. The wildflowers form a colourful canopy over a dark
underworld where the face of shadowy figure with a sinister smile is just
visible. This is the Dark Lord who seeks to tempt the divine Child off the
path of justice and righteousness (Matthew 4:1-11). He personifies evil
and reminds us of the serious consequences of evil, even death. We are
also called to consider the things that bind us. What temptations do we
give in to? Why can’t we seem to put actions that hurt others and
ourselves entirely behind us? How will that happen?

It is a good time to ask ourselves how well the relationships in our lives
are functioning? How do we want them to be? Are there relationships we
need mended or restored? Does our relationship with the Divine need to
be mended or restored? The Wheel turns to the festival of Beltane, a time
of purification.
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