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A

owethas Peran Sans was founded on the most

glorious of summer’s days at the ancient

Oratory of St Piran on Perran Sands on 26th
July 2006, the place which has best claim to
represent the spiritual heart of Cornwall. A small
gathering of Christians met to consider how
Cornwall’s Celtic spiritual heritage might best be
rediscovered, and we resolved to meet again and
work together in this quest.

The word ‘Celtic’, however, is fast becoming the
most misused word in the English language,
particularly when used in connection with Christian
spirituality. To be assured a book about some aspect
of Christianity will sell well, it just has to have the
word ‘Celtic’ in the title. Yet few authors today show
any genuine understanding of the spirituality of the
Celtic Church, an understanding which is more
difficult to grasp if you do not come from the
isolated and windswept western seaboard of these
isles. It might be said that popularist writers, in their
enthusiastic rush to jump on board this particular
bandwagon, have given Celtic Christian spirituality a
poor reputation, particularly among those who come
from Scotland, Ireland, Wales, Brittany, the Isle of
Man and Cornwall and whose identity is ethnically
Celtic. Further, the focus of such misinformed Celto-
philia is almost invariably on lona, Lindisfarne and
Northern England to the detriment of the southern
axis of the Celtic mission based on Southern Ireland,
Wales, Cornwall and Brittany. Such an Anglo-centric
perspective of Celtic Christianity is inevitably
incomplete and invariably flawed.

Cowethas Peran Sans, however, is deeply rooted in
the soil of Cornwall, a place where Celtic saints have
left a permanent legacy in village names, church
dedications, holy places, and the faith we follow. We
do not seek to rediscover Cornwall’s Celtic Christian
spiritual heritage because it is trendy or sells books,
but because it is our heritage - it resonates with us
because of our twin sense of belonging to Cornwall
and to God.

PREFACE

——

A

The primary aim of all Christians, from which all
other aspirations should flow, is to draw closer to the
God who creates and sustains us. Such a quest for
holiness should not be seen as being self-absorbed -
the Celtic saints were incredibly effective evangelists,
not because they had cleverly devised mission plans
or management strategies, but because they were
dedicated and disciplined in their spiritual lives. The
intention of this book is to outline a path to
understanding and embodying the focus, depth and
simplicity of the spirituality of the Celtic Saints in a
manner appropriate and relevant for today.

Being a member of Cowethas Peran Sans represents
more than just joining the mailing list of an interest
group - it requires personal commitment. For example,
our members are expected to attend our four core
meetings a year and our annual conference. Some go
on to deepen their expression of faith and membership
by adopting a personal rule of life based on the
Christian values described in The Way.

‘a-.--"‘gﬁﬁh---!r
FELLOWSHIP

OF SAINT PIRAN
CORNWALL

You can learn more about Cowethas Peran Sans by
visiting our website at www.peran.org.uk . If you are
interested in joining us or becoming a friend of the
fellowship and do not have access to the internet,
please write to:

1 Orchard House, Orchard Place, Newlyn, TR18 5BG
or ring 01736 360653 .

We will be pleased to hear from you.

—b—
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CHAPTER ONE
Rediscovering Cornwalls

Celtic Christian Heritage

word which one hears used more and more

frequently in Church conversations and

debates today is ‘survival’ (usually in rather
hushed, subdued tones). It is now admitted that the
Church will not survive in Britain in any meaningful
or significant manner more than maybe a few more
generations unless it enjoys one of its periodic
revivals. As the Anglican Bishop of Manchester, Nigel
MacCulloch remarked recently: ‘Unless there is a turn
in the tide, we will be a Church that gradually
disappears from the land’.!

The Church’s struggle to maintain a place in the
hearts and minds of the British people has become
something of a favourite topic of journalism in both
local and national media. For example:

One only has to visit an Ottaker’s or Waterstone’s
bookshop and see how Buddhist and New Age books
now outnumber ten-to-one those about Christianity to see
that the institutional Church is failing to inspire an
entire generation. VWhen one considers the dwindling
numbers and average age of most church congregations,
one wonders how much longer the Church will survive
without engaging with modern society in ways it considers
spiritually meaningful.2

While the Church grapples so publicly with
structural reorganisation, internal divisions and moral
conundrums, it seems to be rapidly losing its appeal to
the very people it needs to reach out to. The huge
growth in popularity of New Age and eastern religions
in Cornwall surely witnesses to a general perception
that the Church, perhaps even Christianity itself, has
no spiritual heart or depth to it, that it is all really
about preserving a part of our nation’s architectural,
musical and liturgical heritage rather than helping
people to grow in personal holiness and spirituality.

Paralleling this increasing curiosity in eastern and
New Age religions, Christians are showing growing
interest in Celtic Christianity® as a way forward; it
seems that the Celtic tradition is speaking afresh to
the hearts, minds and souls of many Christians
struggling to find meaning and a sense of purpose in

a Church in turmoil and, in most places, in decline.
In a world that often appears confused and dark, and
filled with hunger, strife and poverty, the simplicity
and example of the Celtic saints and the deep peace
of the sacred places associated with them touches
something very profound in us, perhaps offering an
anchor of sanity amid the chaos. Nora Chadwick, the
great authority on the Celtic Church,* sums up the
reason for such interest admirably when she wrote: ‘A
Christianity so pure and serene as that of the age of
the Celtic saints could hardly be equalled and never
repeated.” While this is true, it seems the simplicity
and deep spirituality of Celtic Christianity is
something people find deeply appealing and relevant.

Most clergy today, however, are trying to pour cold
water on such interest in things ‘Celtic’, perhaps
feeling that something is not quite right about it all.
Some mistakenly consider modern expressions of
Celtic Christianity to be something to do with the
New Age, something to be avoided rather than seen
as a means by which the Christian faith can be made
more relevant and meaningful.

Many people are put off Christianity today because
they view the Church negatively as authoritarian,
dogmatic and judgemental; they may consider bishops as
just part of a Papal or government-appointed, self-
perpetuating oligarchy with no moral authority as a
consequence; they may balk at the great deal of time,
money and energy that must be spent in maintaining
hierarchical structures in circuit or PCC meetings,
synods, councils and raising quotas; they may feel
frustrated in their quest for spiritual growth because they
feel the main criteria for those being ordained seems to
be management skills rather than holiness; they might
experience their ideas and initiative as being considered a
challenge to the established order or Church authority
rather than the work of the Holy Spirit.

In an age when we are destroying our earth with
pollutants and are facing future wars over declining
resources, the traditional expression of Christianity in
our land may strike them as akin to the crew

discussing how best to rearrange the deckchairs on a
1
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sinking Titanic. The New Age religions are attracting
spiritually-orientated people who might otherwise
have become Christians as these faiths do not require
time and energy to be spent in maintaining costly
buildings and complex institutions and involve a
genuine concern for our fragile earth. Also they may
have a negative experience of Christians as people
who can only relate to others as potential ‘scalps’, as
those who must be converted rather than as friends to
be loved and enjoyed for their own sake. Most
worryingly, Christians themselves are leaving the
Church, ground down by trying to revive its fortunes
and fed up with its divisions and squabbles.

Christianity is a historical religion, perhaps the most
historical one - it was born out of historical events
and the past can act as an authenticator for present
actions, a rich source of precedents and possibilities.
The Church can find a spiritual path by which to
make the Christian faith more relevant for today in
the precedent of its past in the life and literature of
the Celtic Church. In fact, it is not a question of ‘can
find” - the Church must find such paths if it is to have
any hope of survival in 21st century Cornwall.
Further, it might be said it must rediscover our Celtic
spiritual heritage for the sake of Humanity itself. We
shall consider this issue in detail in the next chapter
after we have examined just how Cornwall came to
gain and lose its Celtic Christian spiritual heritage.
Learning how things went wrong in our faith will help
us to put things right in it.

A Brief History of the Church in Cornwall

No one knows exactly when Christianity first
reached Cornwall. The earliest archaeological evidence
is to be found near Hayle at Carnsew and Phillack
where there are Christian inscribed stones, probably
of fourth century vintage. Tertullian hints at the
earlier presence of Christians in Cornwall and
elsewhere when he wrote in about the year 200 that
there were “...places in Britain which, though
inaccessible to the Romans, have yielded to Christ’.®
With Cornwall outside of Roman control and a long-
established destination for Mediterranean tin traders,
one might conclude from this that Christianity
reached Cornwall independently of the Romans at a
very early time indeed.

Lindisfarne’s Abbot Colman stoutly defended the
apostolicity of the British Church at the Council of
Whitby (644);® the sixth-century British historian
Gildas reported that Christianity reached these shores
‘..a the latter part, as we know, of the reign of

Tiberius Caesar’” (who ruled 14-38 AD). Such an early
2

——

date is supported by early church historians such as
Eusebius, Theodoretus and Arnold Mirmannus,
Christianity possibly being brought here by Joseph of
Arimathea, Simon the Zealot or even St Paul himself.
Colman’s claim is therefore well supported by early
historical documents.

However, any Cornish texts relating to the early
church in Cornwall were destroyed during ‘reform’ of
Cornish monasteries in the tenth century and their
dissolution in the Reformation. This means we must
rely heavily on archaeology, place name evidence and
the lives of Celtic saints who passed through
Cornwall at some time. Cornwall was a staging post
on the main sea route between Ireland, Wales and
Brittany, monks and traders preferring to pull coracles
up the Hayle, Camel and Fowey rivers rather than risk
the dangerous currents and rocks of Land’s End.
Consequently, Cornwall is blessed with a wealth of
Celtic saints shared with Brittany, Ireland and Wales
because of their itinerancy.

With the end of Roman rule in 405 and the
subsequent invasion of Britain by pagan Germanic
tribes such as the Angles and Saxons, the Britons were
to be pushed further and further into the far North,
Wales and the Southwest. In 577, the Battle of
Dyrham was to separate the Welsh Celtic tribes from
those of the Southwest. Southern England was to
become Christian fairly slowly after the arrival of St
Augustine of Canterbury in 597 at the head of
missionaries sent by the Pope in Rome, but
Christianity was to make no difference to the Anglo-
Saxon’s aggressive behaviour. As the Saxon advance
continued, many Southwest Celts fled to Brittany, the
Bretons’ language today still being very similar to that
of their Cornish cousins. Eventually, the east bank of
the Tamar was fixed as the border between Anglo-
Saxon Wessex and Celtic Cornwall in the tenth
century during the reign of King Athelstan. Cornwall
was now to be a satellite vassal state to England, but
Cornish royal blood flowed in the veins of those who
continued to rule it.

While Cornwall was never the site of a major
monastic centre of learning such as that of St Illtud
at Llanilltud Fawr (Llantwit Major) in South Wales, it
was to benefit from those elsewhere. Illtud was to
train and send out many monks such as Paul Aurelian
and Samson who established monastic settlements in
Cornwall before moving on to Brittany. Cornwall’s
most important saint, however, is undoubtedly St
Petroc, the son of a Welsh king who trained in Ireland
before journeying to Cornwall and establishing

—b—
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Important monasteries at Padstow and Bodmin. These
monasteries were to provide centres for providing
hospitality to travelling monks and nuns, the
continuing evangelism of Cornwall, and for the
copying of books such as the Bodmin Gospels. While
King Egbert hived off some of their lands to provide
income for new Saxon monastic foundations, Celtic
monasteries continued to enjoy independent status
until towards the end of the tenth century

The organisation of the Celtic Church in the
Southwest was to be based on such monasteries rather
than the diocese-parish model imposed from the time
of Athelstan onwards and still in use today. The Celtic
Church was administered by abbots, often lay men
elected by the monks, with bishops undertaking an
itinerant, sacramental and teaching ministry within the
tribe. It was not until the time of Athelstan that
bishops were chosen by the Anglo-Saxon monarchy
to rule over Cornwall’s Church.

The first, Conan, was Celtic, but those chosen
afterwards were to be Anglo-Saxon, the bishopric
soon being merged with Devon’s to strengthen the
Anglo-Saxon hold over the Cornish Church. As the
Cornish Church had adopted the Roman dating
system for Easter rather than that of the Celtic
Church by the end of the ninth century, this can be
regarded as effectively marking the end of an
autonomous Cornish Church.

After the Norman Conquest of 1066, William the
Congueror deposed the Cornish ruler, Cador, and
substituted Cador’s son, Cadoc. Cadoc’s daughter was
to marry William’s grandson, Reginald Fitz Henry,
who inherited the Earldom of Cornwall on Cadoc’s
death. The sovereignty of Cornwall has been the gift
of the English Crown ever since, the Dukes of
Cornwall having the status in law of a Cornish King.
It should be noted that the first Norman kings wisely
chose Breton nobles to rule Cornwall such as Robert
of Mortain. Judging from their peaceful reigns, it is
likely the Cornish welcomed the Normans as
liberators from Anglo-Saxon oppression rather than
as conquerors.

A huge church-building program began in Cornwall
which settled quietly into a vassal status tactfully
acknowledged in law by the Stannary Charters. The
Church, while introducing the parochial system and
Benedictine monasticism, was similarly careful not to
stir up dissent by carefully accommodating the
Cornish language. In 1264, Glasney College was
founded near Penryn to act as a centre of learning and

——

the Cornish language. It was here that the Ordinalia,
the three-day cycle of Cornish passion plays, was to be
written as well as many other plays and poems in
Cornish. Glasney laid the foundations for a cultural
blossoming in later medieval Cornwall, involving
church building and the veneration of local Celtic
saints, with places such as St Michael's Mount and St
Piran’s Oratory becoming popular sites of pilgrimage.

However, when Prince Arthur, Duke of Cornwall,
imposed new and illegal regulations on independently-
minded Cornish tin miners in 1496, they were to
ignore them, leading to the suspension of the Stannary
Charters by the King. It then only took the imposition
of taxes to fund a war against Scotland a year later and
Cornwall rose and marched on London. However, the
rising was to be crushed at Blackheath, its leaders
executed and Cornwall re-subjugated once more.

The dissolution of monasteries, which took place
during the Reformation from 1538 onwards was to do
great harm to Cornwall. Glasney College was
dissolved and, most disastrously of all, an English-
language Book of Common Prayer was imposed on
Cornwall in 1549 at the same time as traditional
religious practices and customs were proscribed.
While most of the mass had been in Latin since the
dawn of the Cornish Church, the Ten
Commandments, Creed and Lord’s Prayer were said in
Cornish as well as the Catechism.

Cornwall once again erupted in an uprising which
was so mercilessly suppressed it is thought that at
least 10% of Cornwall was slaughtered. The Cornish
language was to be sent into a near-terminal decline
and any cultural distinctiveness in the Cornish Church
was to be eradicated brutally. This may have laid the
conditions for the later explosion in non-conformism
to the Church of England because of its enthusiastic
involvement in the repression of Cornwall.

When Edward VI died in 1553, the fervently-
Catholic Mary ascended the throne and sought to
restore her realm to obedience to Rome. Clergy who
had married were ejected from their parishes and
mass in Latin was restored. However, it was not
practical to restore the monasteries which had, by this
time, been defunct for fifteen years and used as a
source of building material by locals. While Cornwall
was certainly no hot bed of Puritanism, the possible
political consequences of Mary’s betrothal to Catholic
King Philip of Spain concerned many. On Mary’s
death childless in 1558, Elizabeth | came to the
throne to a nation’s relief. While the Latin rite and

3
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iImages were made illegal again, the Prayer Book was
amended and vestments restored to take account of
Catholic sensibilities. Such upheavals were not to be
without cost to the Church in Cornwall. As Miles
Brown wrote:

Religious changes and the overthrow of many
certainties once accepted broke the confidence of the rank
and file. In spite of governmental pressure by way of
fine for non-attendance at church, it is clear many were
lost to any loyalty to religion. Bishop Cotton complained
in 1600 that there were many atheists in his diocese
[Exeter], and many papists, especially near the Cornish
coast. Conventicles multiplied in fields and gardens,
churches were profaned, and there was ‘a slender
observance’ of Sabbath and holy-days.®

Within half a century, the Church in Cornwall was to
be thrown into a similar period of crisis, involving
liturgical changes and evictions of clergy. When the
Civil War broke out, Cornwall was to fight on the side
of the King, probably because of fear of the
Puritanism of Parliament and Plymouth. Cromwell’s
victorious forces were to descend on Cornwall to
impose Puritanism, evict clergy, smash stained glass
windows, suspend the Stannary Parliament and burn all
its documents detailing Cornish history and law. The
Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660 saw yet another
round of evictions of clergy from their parishes and
the imposition of the 1662 version of the Book of
Common Prayer which is still in use today.

A period of political stability now enabled a Church
exhausted by such turmoil to put its house in some
sort of order at last. The Church of England became
closely identified with the reigning Tory government
and, from the reign of Queen Ann onwards, the
Anglican clergy were to be richly rewarded for their
loyalty. However, such integration of Church and
State in such an independently-minded, poor,
rebellious and remote corner of the realm was to have
a cost in terms of church attendance all through the
eighteenth century and afterwards. In the parish of
Padstow in 1744, for example, the attendance was
normally 100; by 1779 the figure was 80, and by 1821
it had dropped to 60-70.°

Cornwall in the eighteenth century was to see rapid
industrialisation and population growth and the
Anglican Church conspicuously failed to meet the
challenges so presented. The spiritual vacuum that was
created was just waiting to be filled by the charismatic
preaching of the Wesley brothers, John and Charles.
They first visited Cornwall in 1743, John Wesley

4

——

making 31 visits in all to Cornwall before his death in
1791. While the Wesleys were careful to encourage
Methodists to attend Church of England worship, the
local Anglican clergy did not reciprocate, stirring up
mobs to attack and disrupt Methodist meetings. Such
was the spiritual malaise and corruption of the Church
of England of the time, it was unable to absorb the
Methodist spiritual revival, and a separate church
denomination inevitably ensued.

The growth of the Methodist Church in Cornwall
was quite astonishing. It was to be the Methodist
Church that won the hearts and minds of the Cornish
working classes rather than the spiritually and morally
bankrupt Anglican Church of the time. In 1779 only
89 out of 146 Anglican clergy in Cornwall were to be
found ministering in their parishes; by 1821 things
had grown even worse with 82 out of 145 in their
parish.® The Church of England in Cornwall was in
steep decline.

Despite a revival in Anglican fortunes as a result of
the Oxford Movement of the 1830s, by the time the
1851 census results detailed denominational loyalty for
the first (and only) time, the Church of England could
not hide from reality any longer - the number of
Methodists dwarfed members of the Church of
England in Cornwall. The Methodist Church had
effectively become the real ‘established’ Cornish church.

Even before this time, the Church of England had
realised it had to do something about its decline in
Cornwall. In 1847, a bill was introduced to create four
new dioceses, including one for Cornwall by dividing
Exeter Diocese. The bill came to nothing, but a
growing campaign was to result in the establishment
of the bishopric of Truro in 1876. The first bishop
was Edward White Benson, who quickly realised the
parish church of St Mary’s was far too small to act as
a cathedral. Funds were raised to extend the church
greatly, the present cathedral building being
consecrated in 1887 by the same Benson, by then
Archbishop of Canterbury.

As a result of the decline of the industrial
heartlands of Methodism and immigration into
Cornwall from England, the Church of England has
clawed back some of its losses until today it is now
virtually identical in size to the Methodist Church in
Cornwall (although both churches are far smaller
proportionally to the overall population than in the
nineteenth century). Other denominations still remain
tiny, but a new challenge to Christianity itself in
Cornwall is now on the horizon and closing on it fast.

—b—
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Unencumbered by responsibilities towards
maintaining historic buildings or inflexible dogmas,
pagans and Buddhists are experiencing rapid growth
in numbers in Cornwall. It may be that, just as
Methodism filled the spiritual vacuum caused by the
upheavals of the seventeenth century, the New Age is
benefiting from the Church’s current divisions,
indecisiveness and infighting.

It remains to be seen if the New Age phenomenon
will last, but it may well be we are witnessing the
beginnings of a new religious Reformation, a different
kind of religious revival which, this time, bypasses the
Church. New Age faiths can no longer just be
dismissed as a passing fad - they are increasingly
looking like they are here to stay. Rather than
instinctively condemning pagans, Christians should
listen to them patiently so we can discern where the
Church needs to change its ways.

The Christianity Cornwall Lost

The first thing that must be said is that we really
only know what the Celtic monks were doing - we
know virtually nothing about the spirituality and faith
of the ordinary people they ministered to. However,
the prayers used in the nineteenth century homes of
Scottish Western Islanders and recorded by Alexander
Carmichael™ might well represent echoes of the Celtic
Christianity of non-monastic Celtic Christians.

Secondly, it also has to be admitted that we have
little in the way of direct evidence for what
Christianity was like in Cornwall in the days of this
Celtic Church. However, early medieval Irish and
Welsh texts are plentiful, and the Christians of
Cornwall were indisputably in communication with
those in Ireland, Brittany and Wales (hence the
itinerant Celtic saints Cornwall shares with them). It is
even thought that North Cornwall was colonised by
Irish settlers during this era. It can be reasonably
assumed, therefore, that the spirituality of the Celtic
Church in Cornwall was like that of Ireland, Brittany
and Wales.

So how was the Celtic Church different?

The Celtic Church lacked a strong, centralised
institution.

This may sound today more like a weakness rather
than a strength, but this is only because we have
become used to (and perhaps tired of) the
centralisation which came with increasing Roman
influence over the Celtic Church. If the Roman

——

structure of the Church was like a rigid, hierarchical
pyramid with an imperial Pope, archbishops, bishops,
priests and deacons in descending order of authority,
that of the Celtic Church was more like a flexible
web or net of devolved authority. There were no
fixed territorial areas to govern such as dioceses or
parishes, just people to minister to. While a
monastery might have a bishop among the monks,
there would be no guarantee he would lead the
monastery when an abbot died - the holiest and
most competent monk was elected whether a bishop
or just an ordinary lay brother. Illtud and Columba,
for example, were never consecrated as bishops,
choosing to remain instead as humble priests. As the
Revd Dr Gordon Strachan put it:
In the later Roman and Protestant churches,

ecclesiastical organisations were modelled on political and

military hierarchies with imperial pretensions, whereas it

appears that among the Celts the church was much more

decentralised, was less authoritarian, valued personal

sanctity more than doctrinal orthodoxy and local

variation more than international uniformity. It is easy

to see how attractive such a devolved, indigenous and

unstructured system seems to those who today want

freedom to pursue their own personal pilgrimage.*?

The Celtic Church was also quite happy to trust lay
monks and nuns to work and wander far from their
home monastery with little or no oversight,
sometimes never to return. It was the abbess St Hilda,
a laywoman, who had oversight of a joint convent
and monastery in Whitby and who chose who was to
be made bishops. There was no authority over the
monastery, just other ones with which one had to stay
in step. Consequently, the metaphor of a ‘net’ of
authority is used to describe the Celtic Church rather
than a ‘pyramid’.

It can seem as if the Church today with all its
complex management structures and procedures is
like some great rusty vehicle which, if the engine can
be got going at all, has so much inertia and such slow
steering that getting it to go where it needs to is
impossible. Persuading those who hold power to
move away from the imperial model to stop
centralising it and devolve it down will not be easy,
nor will changing clergy attitudes towards their lay
people such that they really want to empower and
enfranchise them. Encouraging the Church to move
from the Roman imperial model to the less
controlling and judgemental Celtic one will be a long
and perhaps impossible task.

—b—
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The Celtic Church had a strong sense of God’s
presence in nature

The Celtic Church was greatly influenced by pre-
Christian religious beliefs which held that the divine
presence was to be experienced in all Creation, that
one can gain in wisdom and knowledge by studying
nature. Such a belief led to a natural reverence of
nature and love and respect for it. The Revd Dr
Strachan writes:

Itis of the utmost importance that the Celtic saints
included animals, crops, seasons, elements and the stars in
their understanding of God’s providence and plan. For
them, all nature expressed the character of God. The way
we treat animals, soil and natural resources as if they
were merely soulless commodities in the market economy
would have been considered blasphemous by Sts Kevin,
Petroc, Piran, Columba and many others who counted
horses, cows, otters, blackbirds, wild boars, foxes, badgers,
calves and does among their close friends and disciples.®

An excellent primary text, showing how early Irish
Christians saw creation as encompassing the divine
and the divine as pervading nature, can be found in
the sermons of the Irish monk Columbanus:

Yes, of his being who shall be able to speak? Of how
he is everywhere present and invisible, or how he fills
heaven and earth and every creature, according to that
saying, ‘Do I not fill heaven and earth?’ saith the Lord,
and elsewhere, “The Spirit of God’, according to the
prophet, ‘has filled the round earth’, and again, ‘Heaven
is my throne, but earth is the footstool of my feet?”
Therefore God is everywhere, utterly vast, and
everywhere nigh at hand, according to his own witness of
Himself; 1 am, he says, a God at hand and not a God
far off. Seek no farther concerning God; for those who
wish to know the great deep must first review the
natural world.*

However, the Continental and Anglo-Saxon
churches were to be influenced more by the work of
the fifth-century theologian St Augustine of Hippo
(not to be confused with St Augustine of Canterbury)
who wrote:

| asked the earth and it answered: ‘I am not he’...1
asked the sea and its creatures and they answered:

‘We are not your God, seek higher!” I asked the
heavens, the sun, the moon and stars, and they
answered: ‘Neither are we God whom you seek.’...1
asked the whole frame of the universe about my god and
it answered me: ‘I am not he, but he made me.” *°

——

The Celtic Church was to be cut off from
Augustine’s influence as a result of the invasion of
what was to become England by the pagan Germanic
tribes. It was to be centuries before this charming and
attractive aspect of Celtic Christianity was to be
eventually eroded away to nothing.

The Celtic saints won over pagans by love and
holiness, not by intimidation and threats

The early Celtic Church seems to have had something
of a mixed relationship with druids. Some saints seem to
have had no difficulty with converting them to the new
faith of Christianity, others competed with them in
miraculous acts and marvels in the manner of Old
Testament prophets. While things sometimes descended
into mutual animosity, records of any violence between
Christians and druids are virtually non-existent.

In the prologue to the Senchas Ma, a huge
collection of legal texts from the eighth century, St
Patrick is seeking to convert an Irish king to the faith,
but the king and his people are having difficulty.
However, the king’s chief druid Dubthach weighs in on
Patrick’s side, speaking for all the poets of Ireland who

had prophesied that the white language of the Beati [a
term for Psalm 119 which celebrates the Mosaic Law]
would come, that is - the law of Scripture. For the Holy
Spirit spoke and prophesied through the mouths of the
righteous men who were first in the island of Ireland as
he prophesied through the mouths of the chief prophets
and patriarchs in the law of the Old Testament.’

Dubthach was saying that his druidic ancestors had
foreseen the coming of Christ and the new faith just
like the Old Testament prophets did and under the
influence of the same Holy Spirit. St Patrick does not
contradict him, but commends him for what he said.

A key piece of evidence is the dearth of martyrs in
the Celtic Church, those saints being killed by pagan
King Tewdrig near Hayle being the victims of what
seems to be a tragic misunderstanding. This, of all
things, suggests that the transition between Druidism
and Christianity was relatively smooth and free of the
violence seen in the Mediterranean world. As lan
Bradley puts it:

The Celts made the transition from pagan to
Christian beliefs very smoothly with the new religion
being grafted on to the old. There was no persecution to
face and no martyr had to die for the faith.®
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It might be said then that Christianity was seen by
druids as a fulfilment of pre-Christian paganism, not its
enemy. The Church may well have reciprocated by
treating pre-Christian beliefs, customs and holy places
wherever and whenever possible with deference and
respect. There can be no doubt that Irish scribes
amended the pagan myths they enthusiastically copied
down so that they acted as a kind of Celtic ‘Old
Testament’, even going so far as to portray the old gods
sensitively as supernatural, immortal heroes similar to
angels such as St Michael.

Today, things can be so very different. Mention
‘neo-druids’ to some Christians today and they might
well go off into a rant, saying neo-pagans are doomed
to hell-fire, in league with Satan and thoroughly evil.
It was, of course, not that long ago that they might
have said such things about Christians of other
denominations (perhaps they still would!). Just a few
hundred years ago, they might well have been found
cheerfully burning witches as well as their fellow
Christians if they did not agree precisely with them.

In these more enlightened times such intolerance is
quite out of place, particularly as we come more and
more into contact with neo-pagans as their numbers
grow rapidly, as we see they are morally no worse than
many Christians. The Celtic Church provides us with the
precedent for extending the hand of Christian friendship
to them as fellow pilgrims in seeking after truth.

The Celtic Church was positive about our
human nature.

Not only did Augustine of Hippo drive a
theological wedge between God and Creation, he also
formulated the doctrine of Original Sin. This states
that we are all born into a state of moral corruption
since Adam’s fall as a consequence of our conception
via sex such that even our freewill is corrupted - we
cannot even choose to follow God without his grace
(defn: God’s empowering favour).

This was not the original teaching of the early
Church,* yet it became orthodoxy in the Western
Church largely because of Augustine’s determination
and single-mindedness. (It is still not orthodoxy in
Eastern Orthodox churches.) In Protestant churches,
Calvinistic beliefs about our predestination to heaven
or hell and the total depravity and corruptness of our
human nature find their roots in Augustine’s
teachings. (However, it must be said that there is no
suggestion that the Celtic Church did not see the
death of Christ on the cross as necessary for our
salvation or that we are not saved through grace by
means of our relationship with Christ.)

——

The Celtic adversary of Augustine, Pelagius,
claimed that it was theoretically possible for humans,
being rational creatures with free will, to choose to
lead a life free of sin. The entry for ‘Pelagianism’ in
the 2005 Microsoft Encarta Encyclopaedia describes
his teachings thus:

[Pelagius] argued that the corruption of the human
race is not inborn, but is due to bad example and habit,
and that the natural faculties of humanity were not
adversely affected by Adam?’s fall. Pelagius asserted that
true grace lies in the natural gifts of humanity, including
free will, reason, and conscience. He also recognized what
he called external graces, including the Mosaic Law and
the teaching and example of Christ, which stimulate the
will from the outside but have no indwelling divine power.
For Pelagius, faith and dogma hardly matter because the
essence of religion is moral action.

What we see in the Celtic Church (and preserved
today in Eastern Orthodoxy) is a delicate balance
between the adversarial positions of Pelagius and
Augustine. It is most probably best described in the
writings of John Cassian, a key influence on the Celtic
Church as we shall see later:

And when [God] sees in us some beginnings of a
good will, he at once enlightens it and strengthens it
and urges it on towards salvation, increasing that
which he himself implanted or which he sees to have
arisen from our own efforts.2

Cassian has been described as the founder of ‘semi-
Pelagianism’ - the belief that we are born good and have
an uncorrupted freewill to choose God, who will then
assists our decision greatly with his grace. Instances
where saints looked kindly on good pagans lend support
to this viewpoint. Adomnan’s Life of Columba has
Columba describing the ‘natural goodness’ of two
named pagans, strongly suggesting he believed that we
are all born good but then usually loose this goodness
through making bad choices:

My children, strange to tell, today in this place, on
this plot of ground, a certain pagan old man, who has
preserved natural goodness throughout his whole life,
will be baptised, and will die, and will be buried.

Let us hasten towards the holy angels that have been
sent from the highest regions of heaven to conduct the
soul of a pagan, and who await our coming thither so
that we may give timely baptism before he dies to that
man who has preserved natural goodness through his
whole life into extreme old age.?
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In his vitae, Samson is portrayed, like Jesus, as never
having sinned in his life, his mother raising him in a
manner intended to maintain his childhood purity:

She occupied herself much and always by day and night,
with the purity of his childhood. And lest, in any or even
in the smallest detail, the part designed by God for the
profit of many should be contaminated, divine providence
wrapped around him and preserved him uninjured.?

The Celtic Church was shielded from Augustine’s
influence by geographical isolation for many years and
held to the original ancient tradition it had received
which is positive about our humanity and sexuality. 2
Any suggestion of Original Sin is absent in Irish texts
until at least the late seventh century; the Irish Church
was consequently condemned by the Augustinian
Church in Rome as heretical for many years.

To sum up a somewhat complex matter, we can say
that Celtic Christians did not see sex as inherently
sinful, or people as born into a state of moral
corruption without even the freewill to decide
whether to receive divine grace or not. All that God
has made is still good, including every new-born child;
if we choose later to fall into sin, God is quick to
forgive us and extends a mighty hand to help us up if
we will only grasp it.

The Celtic Church valued the gifts of prophetic
insight and intuition

While the Church is right to be suspicious of
charlatans and eccentrics who prey, knowingly or not,
on vulnerable or suggestible people in séances and
psychic fairs, it often closes off an area of Christian
experience validated by the stories of the Celtic saints.
Their experiences may be a consequence of the Celts’
great sense of closeness to the Otherworld, the Celtic
magical realm of God, his angels, ancestral heroes and
the Communion of Saints. The Revd Dr Strachan
describes this area of experience thus:

It can be described as an openness to the psychic, a
knowledge of the subtle body, the astral and etheric
planes and a consequent experience of the nearness of
the Otherworld. Both Catholics and Protestants over
many centuries have condemned this side of the Celtic
inheritance as occult magic, but this has been motivated
largely by the jealousy of the ecclesiastical hierarchies,
who have been ruthless in the suppression of all
competition. But recent research has established the
authenticity and universality of the psychic dimension
and is consequently validating many of the otherwise
wildly improbable miracle stories associated with the
Celtic saints.

8
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St Patrick describes having eight visions in the form
of dreams in his autobiographical Confession.
However, some of the best examples of such stories
are to be found in Adomnan’s Life of Columba. In
common with many Celtic saints, Columba saw angels
and had visions of the Otherworld. Adomnan writes
that Columba was visited while still a youth by his
guardian angel who asked him what two qualities he
desired. The angel was so impressed by Columba’s
choice of chastity and wisdom that he granted him
the additional gift of prophecy. Columba correctly
prophesied victory for a king, that a despised boy
would become a great cleric and startled everyone by
denouncing a priest saying mass as a secret criminal,
the priest confessing his sin to an astonished
congregation. Columba later used his second sight to
direct his monks to where a man killing lona’s seals
was hiding. There are many other examples in the
Celtic Church.

The recognition of the validity of prophetic
intuition and insights will perhaps be the most
controversial aspect in any efforts to reclaim Celtic
Christianity in Cornwall. However, as psychologists
(sadly) seem to know rather better than the Church, a
great many people have them. Recent studies have
shown that over half the British population have
heard voices talking to them and giving them
guidance at some time in their lives, 4% regularly.®
While a tiny proportion will be mad, if the Church
really does believe God communicates with his people
in order to guide and help them, then it surely needs
to give them the confidence to share such experiences
so they can be validated, appreciated and made use of.
As lan Bradley writes:

As we begin to discard some of the excessive
rationalism of Western Christianity we can perhaps
begin to appreciate too that other great feature of the
Celtic Christians’ imagination - its tendency to dream
dreams and see visions, experience premonitions and feel
hidden presences. We could particularly do with
developing their sensitive spiritual antennae which were
tuned to pick up the religious longings and sentiments
that are found in so many people.?

The attitude of the Church has made some of its
members suppress areas of spiritual experience to
avoid rejection and ridicule. Celtic Christianity may
provide a precedent for the Church so it can
encourage its people to feel more comfortable about
sharing and utilising some of their deepest and most
vivid spiritual experiences.
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The Celtic Church saw the importance of
spiritual companionship

There was a tradition in the Celtic Church of having
someone, not necessarily a priest, to support you in
your spiritual pilgrimage through life. For Columba’s
monks, it was more than a tradition, it was a
requirement of living the monastic life, and it was said
to not have a soul friend was like to not have a head.
This tradition may find its origins in the relationship
of the druids to their people, but it is more likely to
have come from the experiences of the Desert
Fathers of Egypt via the founder of Celtic-style
monasticism in Western Europe, John Cassian. Ray
Simpson writes:

A key lesson Cassian learned from the desert was the
importance of an elder, a wise, holy, experienced person
who could act as a teacher and guide for another. These
elders were transparent about themselves and expected
their disciples to be transparent in pouring out the
thoughts of their hearts. Trust was paramount.?®

The tradition of spiritual direction was effectively
born in the deserts of Egypt, Syria and Palestine
when Christians flocked out in their thousands to
seek advice and guidance from holy men and women
there. Not only were the Desert Fathers and
Mothers to be a huge influence upon the Celtic
Church, they also shaped the Eastern Orthodox
tradition; consequently, those seeking to understand
Celtic Christianity will do well to look eastwards if
they wish to learn the value of spiritual
companionship. For example, a seventh century
eastern spiritual father, St Dorotheos, wrote in his
Directions on Spiritual Training:

No men are more unfortunate or nearer perdition
than those who have no teachers on the way to God.
For what does it mean: “Where no guidance is, the
people fall like leaves’? A leaf is at first green,
flourishing, beautiful; then it gradually withers, falls,
and is finally trampled underfoot. So it is with the
man who has no guide.?

St Isaac the Syrian in the late sixth century
stressed the value of wisdom and experience in a
spiritual father:

Follow the advice of a man who has himself
experienced all, and knows how to judge patiently what
needs discrimination in your case, and can point out
what is truly useful for you.*

The monks Callistus and Ignatius of Xanthopoulos
describe how importantly a Christian must consider his
or her spiritual father:

——

Having found such a man, cleave to him with body
and spirit like a devoted son to his father and from then
onwards obey all his commands implicitly. Accord with
him in everything, and see him not as a mere man, but
as Christ himself. Is it therefore possible to think that a
man leads a divine life, in accordance with the Word of
God, if he lives without a guide, pandering to himself
and obeying his own self-will? %

All too often Christians wrestle with deciding which
is the right church for them, omitting to consider the
equally important matter of who is best to guide them
in their spiritual life. Those following the Celtic
Christian path who wish to deepen their spiritual lives
will find themselves more and more in need of
spiritual guidance from a wise and experienced
spiritual companion. Each of us must search diligently
for such a person if we are to grow in the faith or
otherwise risk spiritual stagnation.

The Celtic Church had a strong sense of place

In a world of great social mobility, it is hard to
know where we belong anymore, where our roots
truly are. For Celtic monks, such roots were essential
for spiritual wholeness. There was a sense that, in
certain places (referred to as ones ‘place of
resurrection’), one truly belonged and so could more
easily experience the sacred. There was also deep
reverence for certain places which were considered
holy or sacred, even if (perhaps, especially if) seen as
such by pagans before the coming of Christianity.
The ancient Celtic burial isle of lona has been called a
‘thin place’ where the supernatural was not far away.
Perhaps it can be experienced uniquely too in certain
places in Cornwall - it is hard to not be moved by the
atmosphere, say, in West Penwith or on Bodmin
Moor. Philip Sheldrake writes:

The Christian Celts were as concerned as their
[pagan] ancestors had been about the issue of the sacred
landscape... They accepted that two worlds came together
at certain places in the landscape. Christian ascetics
therefore sought out places where, in some special way,
heaven appeared to meet earth. These boundary or
frontier places were sometimes associated with traditional
sacred places such as woodlands or wells.2

Sheldrake goes on to describe how the early Celtic
Christians made their monastic enclosures sacred with
ritual and prayer:

The boundaries of religious enclosures also marked off
a realm where spiritual powers, or the power of good,
predominated over evil. Within the enclosure the rules of
raw nature gave way to the sacred powers of ritual and

9
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prayer. Beyond the boundary lay a wilderness that was not
only naturally uncultivated and socially untamed but was
also the dwelling place of demons and the forces of evil. *

Sheldrake also states that: ‘Place in the geographical
sense and a person’s place in the world were intimately
connected.’” 34 From this one can argue that there is
nothing wrong in individuals considering certain
places or landscapes to be holy and to feel a sense of
spiritual belonging in them; further, it is entirely
appropriate, if not natural, to seek to hallow such
places with prayer and worship.

Reclaiming Cornwall’s Celtic Spiritual Tradition
If the Church is like a wheel with the denominational
governing bodies at the hub and individual churches
at the rim, there is something wonderful now going
on out there at the edge. We are starting to see growth
of pioneering, ecumenical projects, churches and
communities operating with some joint
denominational church oversight but outside direct
control. Such projects are sometimes called ‘emerging
church’ to represent the new, dynamic and flexible
church that is evolving and which parallels the one we
are more used to. Instead of focusing on maintaining
and filling a church building, the emphasis is on
promoting a discipleship rather than a church-
attending mentality, developing lay leadership skills
and networking with the un-churched. They are places
where Christians are free to show an initiative quite
unthinkable in their parish churches or chapels.

Ray Simpson describes the rationale for creating these
‘new ways of being church’ as the Church of England’s
recent report Mission Shaped Church calls them:

The head of England’s established church,
Archbishop Rowan Williams, calls for what he calls a
mixed economy church: the inherited church invests in
entrepreneurs who experiment with fresh expressions of
church - in cafés, pubs, community centres or on the
internet. The Church of England’s recent report
Mission Shaped Church is the first such report 1 know
of which espouses churches that are not bound to the
inherited system and its regulations.

The fact is, in many parts of Europe, the models of
church that have withstood the ravages of centuries are
near the end of their shelf life. This is causing
Christians in churches which have little in common
theologically to relate to the changing context of society.®
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What seems to be happening is that the Church, with
a fresh sense of urgency and openness to new ideas, is
giving resources and support to ‘entrepreneurs’ (as
Simpson calls them) with a vision they want to make
into a reality.

The Church is not short of assets to sell to generate
the cash to support such projects and is already doing
50, the decline in membership compelling the Church
to support ideas that may generate spiritual and
numerical growth. One might say that the Church is
starting to realise what it lacks most of all is people
prepared to try something new; people with faith,
vision, drive and enthusiasm. The time is therefore
ripe in Cornwall for bold new initiatives such as
Cowethas Peran Sans, for seeking to reclaim our
Celtic Christian heritage as a means of promoting
spiritual growth and renewal in the wider Church.

Chasing wild geese or being real, rooted
and relevant?

Anyone seeking to reclaim Celtic Christian heritage
must be sure that what they present to the world as
Celtic spirituality is as real as it can be. Christianity is a
historical religion, perhaps the most historical one - it
was born out of historical events and the past can act
as an authenticator for present actions, a rich source
of precedents and possibilities.

Any Celtic Christian fellowship today must therefore
build on the firm foundation of academic study and
intellectual honesty if it is to have integrity; people are
already busy projecting on to the Celtic Church
whatever they fancy and unknowingly repeating
invented and fanciful myths. One must therefore
approach any modern expressions of Celtic Christian
spirituality with in-depth knowledge and great caution.

For example, it is now commonly believed that the
Celtic Church saw the wild goose as a symbol for the
Holy Spirit* despite no corroborating evidence for
this. It is now known that this is just a myth which
originated in the fertile imagination of the lona
Community’s founder, Revd George McCleod. While
some might say there is no harm in this, the problem
comes later on when people wonder if they are being
sold a ‘Celtic’ pup without provenance. Because of
such academic laxity, sorting out the chaff from the
wheat in modern writings about the Celtic spiritual
tradition is no easy matter. There are also the very
wordy and complex ‘Celtic’ prayer books that have
been created by Celtic enthusiasts which sound more
like the Church’s clumsy search for liturgical relevance
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in the 1960s than our Celtic past. With so much
original material available, one wonders why more use
Is not being made of it. Indeed, it might be said that
there is no need to concoct Celtic prayers because we
already have a perfectly good book of them - the Book
of Psalms, which the Celtic saints loved so dearly.

Then there is rootedness. Being located in a sacred
place is one thing, spiritually connecting with its
indigenous people, their culture and history, and what
might make it holy is another entirely. Celtic
Christians had a very different understanding about
such places than we have today. A good parallel is the
Blessed Sacrament - those who do not understand the
theology and history behind it will gain little from
receiving Holy Communion, those who do so will
receive far more spiritual benefit.

There is also a tendency today to be global in our
perspective because of huge advances in media
technology, but then we miss what is right under our
very noses. We go chasing off (ecologically
insensitively) to far-off places considered to be
‘spiritual’ when there are perhaps some very near us.
Technology can separate us from the land beneath us
and, surprisingly, the people around us. So much of
our time is spent trying to communicate with,
understand and change the whole world that we find
ourselves knowing and doing very little about what is
there right before us. An ancient Irish poem warns us:

Pilgrimage to Rome,

Small profit, little gain.

Find your sought King at home,
Or seek in vain.%

The Celts monks were interested in and
understood the small things in life and saw them as
important. Contrary to popular belief, the vast
majority of Celtic monks did not row evangelistically
about in coracles but quietly remained in their
monastery until they died. Rootedness means our
first and foremost focus should be about belonging
where we are, here and now.

Finally, there is relevance. Celtic saints, for
example, stood up to their necks naked in the cold
sea reciting the psalms. While mortifying the flesh
might have been considered heroic then, people
would think anyone doing such things today was
psychologically deranged. We have to rediscover
what an authentic Celtic Christianity is, but also
make it real and vibrant in our lives and that of the
Church in a way which is relevant and appropriate
for all. It is only then that we can build Christ’s

——

Kingdom in Cornwall on a firm foundation. One
must also not forget that Jesus said that his true
followers are known ‘by their fruits’® - a Celtic
Christian fellowship’s ethos and spirituality may have
coherence and integrity, but God and this world will
judge it by the yardstick of Christ’s sacrificial and
unconditional love, not its intellectual credibility.

Cowethas Peran Sans seeks to sustain people in the
Christian life by providing a support framework in
which they can grow in the historic and ancient faith
which Celtic saints brought to Cornwall’s shores. We
also seek to help them to understand how that faith is
particularly relevant today in a world that seems bent
on self-destruction. It is to considering this relevancy
that we shall now turn.

S——

Further Reading:
The Celtic Way. lan Bradley, (London: DLT, 1994)

Listening to the Heartbeat of God. Philip Newell,
(London: SPCK, 1997)

Church of the Isles. Ray Simpson,
(Stowemarket: Kevin Mayhew, 2003)
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CHAPTER TWO
The Trinity,

Creation and

Celtic Christianity

omehow Christians need to find a new sense of

relevancy in a faith whose decline is paralleled

by a rise in environmental concern. The world is
in desperate need of a new and better relationship with
our earth before we destroy ourselves completely in
biological warfare or an environmental catastrophe. We
have powerful telescopes that have revealed that any
other inhabitable planets, if they exist at all, are
hundreds of light years away. It may be that we will
never be able to travel faster than light; if so, this small
planet will be the only habitable one available to the
Human Race for centuries to come. One would have
thought then that we would take good care of it, yet
we do not.

Some of the figures are truly worrying: 15% of the
Amazon rainforest (sometimes called ‘the earth’s
lungs’) has been already felled; in 2001 there was 1.75
million cubic metres of nuclear waste stored in the
UK alone; 39 between 1890 and 1990 the earth grew
hotter by 0.6 degrees centigrade, the 1990s being the
hottest decade for over 600 years 40 and 2006 the
hottest year since records began; we have witnessed
huge forest fires in Indonesia and Australia caused by
droughts, 27,000 people dying in Europe in 2003 due
to a heat wave, and millions starving in Sub-Saharan
Africa as a result of crop failure.

It is as if we live in an oasis surrounded by millions
of miles of desert on all sides, yet we are taking a
sledgehammer to our home while pouring fuel oil
down the well and chopping down the trees that
shade us. Some argue that the second coming of
Christ negates any rationale for preserving the earth
as a new form of existence will be ushered in, this
world being ultimately ephemeral and unimportant.
There are even Christians in the USA who believe
that provoking an eco-catastrophe is necessary to
create the conditions to precipitate the triumphal
return of Christ as described in the Book of
Revelation (19:11-13).

12

James Watt was Secretary of the Interior under
President Reagan and a devout Christian; when
challenged by a House of Representative committee
as to why his agency was acting contrary to its
expressed mandate, he replied:

‘I do not know how many future generations we can
count on before the Lord returns.”

Such an understanding of scripture is fraught with
danger, particularly when held by powerful politicians
such as Watt. In any case, it is entirely wrong. #

For the sake of our children’s children, we must
find an antidote to such madness quickly. We have
run out of time and are consequently at a decisive
time in human history - it is as if we are heading
down the runway in a plane and have come to the
point where we have to decide whether to take off
or resign ourselves to just carry on and crash. We
need to reconnect with our earth, to help others to
do so too, to see the divine presence in it, to regard
it as a gift to be treasured rather than a resource to
be exploited, something we are so one with that to
damage it is unthinkable because we would harm and
hurt a part of ourselves.

The most important thing about Celtic Christianity
was that it had a very different understanding of
Creation to that of western society today, one which
is difficult for us to understand after centuries of so-
called ‘rational’ scientific thought. This could be said
to have begun in the seventeenth century with the
work of Isaac Newton, Robert Hooke, and Robert
Boyle. At the heart of such thinking was that the
behaviour of matter was predictable and reliable laws
pertaining to this could be deduced through detached
observation. Such an idea was to give rise either to a
utilitarian atheism or a very different understanding of
God to that which had gone before, Newton being,
for example, a deist*® Unitarian.
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The primitive Old Testament view of the Universe
comprised three ‘decks’; the first is this world, flat of
course, with the sky above it; above the dome of the
sky is heaven - the divine realm; finally, there is hell
down below with fiery bits of it spewing out of
volcanoes. The image of God painted on the roof of
the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican by Michelangelo is
derived from such a cosmology (‘understanding of
the Universe’) - he is portrayed as an old but muscular
man flying across the sky. (Michelangelo wanted to
portray God in heaven as wise and powerful, heaven
being seen then as ‘up there’.)

Such an image of God has done immense damage
to the Christian faith, far more than The Da Vinci
Code will ever do. This is because such a simplistic
cosmology lingers on in the way many Christians
think about God. They risk being stuck in a theology
based on it: if God is anywhere, he is on the top deck
looking down to ensure our right behaviour with
carrot and stick like some cosmic policeman and
Santa Claus rolled into one. We have hugely powerful
telescopes which have mapped the Universe to its
furthest reaches and which have not found God, yet
this attitude persists: God can seem either far away
and has left us to just get on with things (Deism) or is
looking down on us to check whether to reward or
punish our behaviour.

The Celtic Church, however, was strongly
influenced by pre-Christian Celtic religious beliefs
which held that the divine presence was to be found
and experienced in all Creation, that one can learn
about the divine presence and purpose by studying
Nature. This is Pan-en-theism (lit: ‘all in God’): God
is in all but is also beyond it, transcending it; as part
of his Creation, we can be said to be ‘in God'. This is
not to be confused with (pagan and heretical)
Pantheism (lit: ‘all [is] God’) which said that God is
Creation, and no more. Philip Sheldrake draws
attention to the distinctiveness of Celtic Christianity
in its view of Nature:

It is certainly true that many of the writings of the
Celtic Christian tradition emphasise the immanence of
God within the natural world. ...there seems to be a case
for contrasting Celtic attitudes, at least to some degree,
with many other traditional forms of Christianity. All
too frequently, the material world was simply a place to
be left behind in favour of life on a better, more
spiritual plane.*

One text that suggests that Irish Christians could see
God in all things and yet also surpassing all things is a

——

creed-like answer to a query attributed to Patrick in
Tirechin’s Life of St Patrick:

Our God is the God of all men, the God of heaven
and earth, of the sea and the rivers, God of the sun
and the moon and all the stars, the God of the high
mountains and low valleys; God above heaven and in
heaven and under heaven, he has his dwelling in heaven
and earth and sea and in everything that is in them; he
breathes in all things, makes all things live, surpasses all
things, supports all things.*

Kuno Meyer translated many ancient Irish poems that
celebrated the glory and beauty of Nature. He wrote:

To seek out and watch and love Nature, in its tiniest
phenomena as in its grandest, was given to no people so
early and so fully as to the Celt. Many hundreds of
Gaelic and Welsh poems testify to this fact.*®

The Celtic monk’s love of Nature is expressed
wonderfully in a charming ancient Irish poem he
translated, the so-called Hermit’s Song:

I wish, O Son of the living God, O ancient eternal King,
For a hidden little hut in the wilderness that it may be
my dwelling.

Quite near, a beautiful wood around it on every side,
To nurse many-voiced birds, hiding it with its shelter.*’

Celtic Christians, therefore, experienced God in
Nature and learnt about him there. It is as if Creation
Is a third means of receiving God’s grace alongside
the Bible and the sacraments. It should not be seen as
a romantic escapism as it is also about caring for
Nature too, something that should be desperately
important for us today.

One famous example of a Celtic saint caring for
animals (and there are many others as we shall see in the
next section) is when an exhausted heron landed on
lona.*® Rather than see it killed to eat for food,
Columba ordered that it should be fed and cared for
so it might resume its journey. Such was Columba’s
empathy with animals and connectedness with
Creation, the monastery’s dray horse placed his head
in Columba’s lap and cried the day the saint died.*

Rediscovering Celtic Christianity is the means by
which Christians can reconnect and commune with
a divinely-created and infused world after centuries
of divorce and separation. It is a way the Church
can regain a lost understanding of our world and
our place in it relevant for a world in ecological
crisis today, a world we are destroying by human
greed and sinfulness.
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Not only that, a life which did not encompass the
spiritual was foreign to the Celtic nature; spirit is seen
as suffusing matter, all of which should be considered
holy, our bodies and souls themselves knit together
into a harmonious and balanced whole. Celtic
Christianity is therefore a good path by which to grow
in personal spiritual wholeness and well-being.

The Creating Spirit

The Trinity was right at the very heart of a Celtic
Christian’s experience of this world, early Irish and
Welsh Christian texts being charged with the presence
and significance of the divine. This was probably
helped by druidic observation of a 27-day lunar cycle
leading to the pre-Christian belief that three was the
primordial cosmic ‘magic’ number (27 = 3x9, 9=3x3
and 3= 3x1). Any modern expression of Celtic
Christianity today must involve celebrating the Trinity
in Creation as a central theme if it is to have any
integrity. This will require a basic understanding of
the doctrine of the Trinity in the context of what we
now know about how this world was created.®

It must be remembered the doctrine of the Trinity is
something which can never be precisely grasped as
God, in his deepest, transcendent nature, is ultimately
incomprehensible to us. However, he has chosen to
make himself known to us through his Creation
(known as the ‘immanence of God’) which emanates
from his deeper nature. It is as if we are at one end of
a vast, dark cavern with just a tiny candle by which we
can see a few wonderful shapes and shadows. Yet
these are enough to compel us to try and articulate our
spiritual experience and understanding, however
daunting the task may be.

Christians can get themselves into a right muddle
about the doctrine of the Trinity all because of one
word: God is one but also three personae - this Latin
word is usually translated using the English word
‘person’. We immediately think of ‘person’ as being a
distinct individual and so inevitably think of God as
three individual gods. But the word ‘persona’ would be
better translated as ‘role’ or ‘purpose’. God does three
things in the world - he creates, he saves, and he
inspires. He saves us through and in the person of
Jesus Christ and he inspires us with the Holy Spirit. So
God is one God, but working in the world in three
ways, ways which are part and parcel of his very
nature - he is creating, saving and inspiring, he has
been since the dawn of time and he always will be.

14
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The existentialist theologian Paul Tillich even once
remarked that it was time for a moratorium on the
use of the term ‘God’ entirely - he felt it was too
much associated with the cosmic policeman/Santa
Claus figure which we see painted on the roof of the
Sistine Chapel and referred to in Sunday Schools. We
also need a way in which to avoid ending up thinking
of three separate gods. We need to be clearer in our
use of Christian terminology and the Bible provides
us with a way forward when Jesus said: ‘God is Spirit,
and those who worship him must do so in spirit and
in truth’ (John 4:24). So rather than say ‘God the
Father’, ‘God the Son’ and ‘God the Holy Spirit’, the
terms ‘the Creating Spirit’, ‘the Redeeming Spirit’ and
‘the Inspiring Spirit’ as the three aspects of the Trinity
will be used to avoid any confusion. When the word
‘God’ is used, it will refer to the Trinity. Such
terminology also helps accommodate those who find
difficulties with male gender references when talking
about the Trinity

The Hebrew word used in the Old Testament for
‘spirit’ is ruach, which can also mean ‘wind’ or
‘breath’. It is not difficult to see how this came about
- the Jews could feel the invisible force of the wind
on them and knew its power to blow sailing vessels
across the sea or to fell mighty trees. This same
invisible substance was breathed in and without it one
would surely die. The ruach therefore was life and
power and became particularly associated with the life
and power of charismatic individuals regarded as
prophets. Not only that, one reads in the opening
verses of the Bible that the spirit was ‘... moving over
the face of the waters’ before the Creation of the
earth. The divine ruach then is involved too with
creating matter and order out of chaos.

We now know that the world is not flat, the sun
does not revolve around it and it was not created in
six days. It is a small globe which revolves around an
insignificant star towards the edge of an insignificant
galaxy which is not even at the centre of the Universe.
When one considers such dramatic changes in
understanding that has had to take place in Christian
society since the time of Copernicus, it is a wonder
Christianity exists today in the Western world at all.
But the Church has responded to the intellectual
challenges it has had to face and survived. It has had
to acknowledge that Creation historically has
happened in a very different way to that described in
the Bible. This does not mean that the early chapters
of Genesis are untrue, just that the truth in themis a
spiritual and moral one rather than historical.
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In the beginning there was nothing; no space,
matter or time, just God. Then 15 billion years ago,
there was born a tiny, tiny point of light which was
incredibly small and unimaginably hot with almost
infinite energy. Then there was the most massive
explosion, the tiny point expanding until, when the
size of an apple, matter started to form and
differentiate as the explosion continued. After a
millionth of a second, anti-matter burned off as light
leaving a billionth part of matter from which the
universe was to be formed. Gravitational,
electromagnetic and nuclear forces came into being.
Two hundred seconds later, incredibly hot clouds of
hydrogen and helium were created, the simplest and
most abundant elements of the Universe. After 10
billion years these clouds condensed to form the first
stars within which were created the elements that
went to form our planet. As these stars grew older
they exploded, other smaller stars being created
including our sun, the heavier elements condensing
into planets such as our own 4.5 billion years ago.

Our planet was fortunate in its climate and that it
was primed with the right materials so that life could
evolve - it contained carbon, ammonia, oxygen and
nitrogen. As time went on and the earth cooled, amino
acids were formed by lightening strikes, the building
blocks of what was to become life. Eventually, by a
process we can but wonder at, the first replicating
bacterium was formed and life began. The bacteria
produced oxygen as a waste product, leading to a
dramatic change in the composition of the
atmosphere, a change which enabled animal life to
develop, life that was to evolve over billions of years
into conscious human beings. One tiny part of this
huge Universe could now observe it with wonder,
marvel at its beauty and reflect upon its purpose.

Our self esteem as a Human Race has taken
something of a battering from science since the time
Copernicus showed that the earth revolved around
the sun. Charles Darwin formulated his theory that
we evolved from ‘lower’ forms of life in the 19th
century and so exploded the myth that the world and
all that lives on it were created in six days. In the 20th
century, Watson and Crick discovered the structure of
the DNA molecule which provided the understanding
of just how Darwinian evolution physically worked. A
generation earlier, Edwin Hubble proved the Universe
Is expanding, the Belgian priest-astronomer Georges
Lemaitre formulating the Big-Bang theory to explain
this, a theory which has been the focus of much
attention from mathematicians and physicists.

——

It can seem from all this as if God has no place in
cosmology anymore. However, it seems that science,
curiously, is coming to the Church’s rescue: the
incredibly long odds for our existence by some
accident of fate go a long way to redress the balance
and convince us of the involvement of some divine
agency in the creative process.

In A Brief History of Time Professor Stephen
Hawking writes:

If the rate of expansion one second after the big bang
had been smaller by even one part in a hundred thousand
million million, the universe would have collapsed before it
ever reached its present size.™

On the other hand, if the expansion had been just a
millionth greater, stars and planets would not have
formed as there would not have been sufficient density
of matter to allow this to happen. Likewise, if
gravitational and nuclear forces were just a little stronger
or weaker, the matter that we are formed from and the
sun’s energy would not have come into being. Our
existence is mathematically nothing short of a miracle.

The odds against our existence are so enormous the
concept of a divine intelligence governing it all is no
longer as extraordinary to scientists as it might once
have seemed. Such odds, when reversed, might be
taken as near absolute proof of the existence of a
creative intelligence behind the Universe. If we were
thus created to reflect upon this Universe with awe
and wonder, then this intelligence’s purpose has been
fulfilled. By a miracle, our earth and consciousness
have been created through a long and marvellous
process, a process which may have happened
elsewhere in our universe and which has not stopped -
who knows what other life forms will evolve over
time which too will come to know God.

The Christian understanding of God is very much a
Trinitarian one, particularly for the Celtic Christian; there
are therefore two other personae we must now consider
that are supremely important if our Human Race is to
survive and prosper as the Creating Spirit intended.

The Redeeming Spirit

It is incredibly significant historically that we use the
year of Christ’s birth as a time datum. It is as if the
clock was reset to zero to represent a new beginning
for our planet. The time datum established involving
the expressions BC and AD show how the person and
teachings of Christ have had immense significance for
our world in terms of its self-understanding and
ethics. Christ’s cosmic significance was recognised at a

15
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very early time in the Church’s history indeed; as Paul
wrote of Christ in about 50 AD:

Yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom all
things are and for whom we exist; and one Lord, Jesus
Christ, through whom all things are and through whom
We exist. Corinthians 8:6

The very early Jewish Church needed some common
concept by which to express and communicate the
significance of Christ as it started to move out into the
Greek world (which you can read about in the Acts of
the Apostles). It did this by utilising the Old Testament
Jewish concept of the Wisdom of God as described in
the Book of Proverbs:

The Lord brought me forth as the first of his works,
before his deeds of old;

I was appointed from eternity, from the beginning,
before the world began.

When there were no oceans, | was given birth, when
there were no springs abounding with water;

Before the mountains were settled in place, before the
hills, I was given birth,

Before he made the earth or its fields or any of the dust
of the world.

I was there when he set the heavens in place,
when he marked out the horizon on the face of the deep,

When he established the clouds above and fixed securely
the fountains of the deep,

When he gave the sea its boundary so the waters would
not overstep his command,
and when he marked out the foundations of the earth.

Then I was the craftsman at his side.

I was filled with delight day after day, rejoicing always in

his presence,

Rejoicing in his whole world and delighting in mankind.
Proverbs 8:22-31

What Paul is saying then is that the fundamental
plan and principle by which our Universe was made
became embodied in the person of Jesus Christ. The
Jewish Wisdom of God described in Proverbs
equated with the Greek philosophical concept of the
Logos, the ‘Word’ (which the Greek word Logos is
translated as) or divine logic of the Cosmos. We see
the climax of this process at the very beginning of
John’s Gospel, written most probably at the end of
the first century AD:

16

——

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
with God, and the Word was God. He was with God
in the beginning. Through him all things were made;
without him nothing was made that has been made. In
him was life, and that life was the light of men. The
light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not
understood it.

There came a man who was sent from God; his name
was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that
light, so that through him all men might believe. He
himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to
the light. The true light that gives light to every man was
coming into the world.

He was in the world, and though the world was made
through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to
that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.

Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in
his name, he gave the right to become children of God-
children born not of natural descent, nor of human
decision or a hushand’s will, but born of God.

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among
us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and
Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

John 1:1-14

The claim that the early Church was making was that
the significance of Jesus Christ is a cosmic and eternal
one for Jew and Greek, for in him was uniquely
embodied something cosmic and eternal - the second
persona of the Trinity, the ‘Word’ or Redeeming Spirit.
Such a claim must have proved as startling to the
Greek world then as it is startling to many today. How
might this extraordinary claim be put coherently into
words in this day and age?

When the process of creation was started, it was
inevitable that one day things would start going
seriously wrong, this inevitability being inherent in a
plan for the creation of a Universe in which conscious
freewill would evolve. This is alluded to in the opening
chapters of the Book of Genesis where Adam and Eve
gain the ability to know good and evil and show they
have the freewill to choose evil rather than good.

Such human consciousness then is full of wonderful
possibilities but fraught with danger: we have the
means and intelligence to work to find a cure for
cancer, but we can also choose to fell vast swathes of
Amazonian forests; we can develop and use nuclear
weapons, or we can set up charities to help starving
African children; we can turn the other cheek, or stab
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someone who has slighted us. So at a key moment in
human history, the Redeeming Spirit enters into the
world in a unique way in Christ to teach us how we
should live our lives by making right choices. As the
Wisdom of God says in the Book of Proverbs:

Now then, my children, listen to me;
blessed are those who keep my ways.

Listen to my instruction and be wise;
do not ignore it.

Blessed is the man who listens to me,
watching daily at my doors, waiting at my doorway.

For whoever finds me finds life and receives favour from
the Lord.

But whoever fails to find me harms himself;
all who hate me love death.
Proverbs 8:32-36

The world then was created according to a plan that
would involve the evolution of a moral consciousness
such that humans might freely seek, know and love
God. This plan for the Universe has been made known
in the life and teaching of Jesus Christ in whom was
embodied the Redeeming Spirit. It is as if we are in
some complex machine and we have no idea what it is
for or how to operate it; then suddenly, the operating
manual drops down, hits us on the head, lands open in
front of us, and the reason for our existence and the
machine becomes suddenly crystal-clear.

If we choose to live life the way Christ tells us, the
world will evolve as it should; if we do not, then things
will go very badly wrong. They are doing just that, but
you cannot make human beings without consciousness
and freewill, otherwise all that will have been created is
biological robots, mere animals motivated by brute
instinct rather than faith and reason. We were
purposely created to learn how to grow spiritually and
that we have a moral responsibility towards this earth,
to rule it as the Creating Spirit intended, as the
Redeeming Spirit teaches us and the Inspiring Spirit
directs us. Instead, we choose to follow the wrong path
in life and follow the false God of ‘Money’ and the
new religion of ‘Consumerism’ with all its High Street
temples for us to worship in. We have sold our souls in
bondage to this modern Satan who is achieving his aim
of our destruction through our greed. Is there any way
out of this situation?

——

In one remarkable passage in the ancient Irish text
the In Tenga Bithnua, the author states that our
salvation from sin and that of this world are linked,
that Christ died and rose not just for us but for all
Creation so it need not perish:

With [Christ] the whole world rose again; for the
nature of all Creation was in the body which Jesus had
put on. ... if he had not risen again after death, the
whole world would be destroyed together with the race of
Adam at the coming of the judgement, and no creature
of sea or land would be redeemed... There would be no
earth, nor any race of the living or the dead in the
world, but only hell as far as heaven, unless the Lord
had come for their redemption: all things would perish
thus, without renewal.>

Celtic Christians believed that Christ died to redeem
not just the whole human race,53 but all Creation. As
Paul wrote:

‘In Christ all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell,
and through him to reconcile all things, whether on earth
or in heaven, making peace by the blood of the cross.’

Col:1:19,20

The word ‘redeem’ means ‘to buy back’ - it is a term
used to describe what you have to pay to get some
precious family heirloom (say) from the pawn-broker
who has given you money in exchange for it.

Christ’s unjust death on the cross wins us back from
bondage to sin by rudely waking us from our state of
sinful slumber into a right relationship with God and
with each other. Similarly, seeing the great beauty of
Creation marred by human sinfulness should shock us
into a right relationship with God in Creation also. It
might be said that our world is being crucified by greed.

The Redeeming Spirit was embodied in Christ to win
us back from bondage to sin; Christ in his life and on
the cross showed us how to live simple, humble, loving
and sacrificial lives so we can defeat all that threatens
the peace and harmony of this world; in his
resurrection, his eternal nature and significance are
confirmed and verified, his teaching vindicated. The
world desperately needs to slay the terrible dragons that
are laying waste to it, but we are so weak and helpless.
We just need the power to help and inspire us.

The Inspiring Spirit

Thirty or so years after the Redeeming Spirit entered
this finite world from the realm of the eternal, Luke
describes how the Inspiring Spirit made its grand
entry at the time of the Jewish festival of Pentecost:

17
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When the day of Pentecost came, they were all
together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the blowing
of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole
house where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to
be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on
each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy
Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit
enabled them.

Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice
and addressed the crowd: ‘Fellow Jews and all of you
who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen
carefully to what I say: this is what was spoken by the
prophet Joel:

‘In the last days, God says,
I will pour out my Spirit on all people.
Your sons and daughters will prophesy,
your young men will seg visions,
your old men will dream dreams.

Even on my servants, both men and women,
I will pour out my Spirit in those days,

and they will prophesy.’
y PrOPRESY Acts 2:1-4, 14, 16-18

Luke goes on to describe what the spirit-inspired,
early Christian community was like:

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and
to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to
prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders
and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the
believers were together and had everything in common.
Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone
as he had need. Every day they continued to meet
together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their
homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts,
praising God and enjoying the favour of all the people.
And the Lord added to their number daily those who
were being saved.

Acts 2:42-44

Jesus had promised his disciples that this
Inspiring Spirit would come soon after his death
and resurrection to comfort them and to guide
them in the way of truth. As we can read in the
Acts of the Apostles, this spirit was to enable the
Christian faith to spread rapidly despite hardship
and the persecution of those who followed it. It is
an extraordinary tale of fortitude and valour as
witnessed to when Paul defending himself against
those who denied his apostleship:
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I have worked much harder, been in prison more
frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to
death again and again. Five times I received from the
Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times | was beaten
with rods, once | was stoned, three times | was
shipwrecked, 1 spent a night and a day in the open sea, |
have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger
from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my
own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in
the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in
danger from false brothers. I have laboured and toiled
and have often gone without sleep; 1 have known hunger
and thirst and have often gone without food; 1 have been
cold and naked. Besides everything else, | face daily the
pressure of my concern for all the churches.

2 Corinthians 11:23-28

As was said earlier, John said that ‘God is spirit’, but
he also wrote that ‘God is love’ (1 John 4:8); it should
not be difficult to see the nature of the Inspiring
Spirit as one of love, the most powerful force known
to humanity (God=spirit; God=love; ergo,
spirit=love). But love of whom and of what?

Christians have shown a wonderful capacity to love
throughout history. However, Christian love has been
largely directed towards other human beings rather
than extended to all Creation because of our
estrangement from it. This has resulted in a situation
where the Human Race can regard Creation as
something that is spiritually inert or neutral and so
easily exploitable. As was said earlier, this could not
happen in Celtic Christianity because of the deep
sense and love of God in Creation, the In Tenga
Bithnua stating that all Creation has been redeemed
and restored to wholeness by Christ, not just
Humanity. The Inspiring Spirit, therefore, should
inspire us to love and empathise with all Creation, not
just our fellow human beings.

Eriugena, a ninth-century Irish scholar working in
the court of Charles the Bald, gives further
justification for loving God in Creation:

We should not think of God and the creature as
two things remote from one another, but as one and the
same. For not only does the creature subsist in God,
but God, in a wonderful and ineffable way, is created
in the creature.®

And so if he [God] has saved and restored that
human Nature which he assumed, he has assuredly
restored every creature, visible and invisible.®
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It is possible to reconcile this with what we now know
about how the universe was created. Apart from
hydrogen, the elements we are made up from were
formed as one in the first giant stars and spewed forth
as they died. Christ’s body was no different in that it
was made up from such elements too. The Church took
the early chapters of Genesis to mean that humans
were estranged from Creation which had become
hostile to us because of Adam and Eve’s disobedience.
The reality is that the world has been red in tooth and
claw long before Humankind ever evolved. We now
know that there was no perfect existence which was
ruined because of the human sinfulness of two
mythical first humans, Adam and Eve. The lost paradise
of Eden should be seen as a future aspiration and goal,
not a past blessing we have forfeited.

It has been the belief of the Church that the
resurrection of Christ’s body provides proof that this
material world of which we are a part is not evil or
unimportant in the divine scheme of things - God has
shown solidarity with us in being present in Christ’s
body. Eriugena, therefore, can be said to be saying
that, in the resurrection of Christ’s body, all matter is
shown to be good whatever the consequences of
Adam’s Fall. In this way he justifies his Celtic positive
attitude towards Nature. The created world, including
us, is shown to be good, whatever may have happened
in the past.

From a reading of Eriugena’s writings and the In
Tenga Bithnua, it might be said that not only can the
divine be experienced in Nature, but also the work of
redemption through the death and resurrection of
Christ. Only re-attaining a Celtic connectedness to
and love of Nature can help us understand this more
fully. We will now consider the example of saints of
the Celtic Church to see if we can discern a pattern
by which we should live our lives today.

S~

Further reading:
King of Mysteries. John Carey
(Dublin: Four Courts, 2000)

God is Green. lan Bradley,
(New York: Doubleday, 1992)
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CHAPTER THREE

e

Ecology, Peace and Justice

and the Celtic Saints

s has been mentioned earlier, the saints of the

Celtic Church had a very different

understanding of the world around them than
we do today, an understanding which, if regained,
could do much to restore a right relationship with
Creation. Such an understanding and relationship,
when combined with the monastic ascetic tradition,
could provide a powerful Christian response to
current ecological problems caused by human greed.
As Michael and Kenneth Himes wrote:

Too often the discussion over the ecosystem turns on
arguments from self-interest, a stance we believe is
fundamentally flawed. The needed transformation [in
our attitude towards Creation] lies at the level of our
deep convictions, our world view. The mentality of
consumerism, the myth of progress, and our technological
mind-set are all problematic in regard to the
environment; they are also symptomatic. Each is a
distortion of a human good, a distortion arising from
the non-relational anthropology of our age.%

We must be careful in case fear of catastrophe panics
us into selfish, short-term responses to our current
global dilemma. Sir Jonathon Porritt of Friends of the
Earth said nearly a generation ago now that we need a
new spirituality if our world is to survive, a new way of
seeing the world, a 180° attitudinal shift, or it will be like
putting a temporary sticking-plaster on a broken leg. Sir
Jonathon claims to be representative of many of his
fellow Christians who have little time for church leaders
who fail to recognise this:

[As] the winds of change whistle up their richly
caparisoned copes, where on earth are they? Can't they
see the green shoots creeping up between the flagstones of
their deserted cloisters? It seems to me so obvious that
without some huge groundswell of spiritual concern the
transition to a more sustainable way of life remains
utterly improbable. 7

Our world needs a totally different relationship with
Creation, a relationship we may get a glimpse of in the
lives of Cornwall’s Celtic saints.

20

The Celtic saints and their companionship
with Nature

We have already mentioned the example of
Columba and how he gave orders an exhausted crane
was to be cared for by his monks until it could
continue on its way, how a horse cried in his lap the
day of the saint’s death; there are many other
examples of how Celtic saints cared for Creation and
lived in harmony and empathy with it.

Congar was a hermit living in Cornwall when his
sister, Kew, asked to live by him as an anchoress. In
order to put her off, he said she must tame a wild
boar first, perhaps to prove her spiritual suitability for
her new life. She succeeded and joined her brother.

Carantoc encountered a great serpent which scared
people when it ‘made a great noise like a calf running
to its mother.” Carantoc showed his ability to tame
this mighty beast: ‘It bent its head before the servant
of God like a servant obeying its master, with humble
heart and downcast eyes.” Carantoc did not allow the
people to Kill it but led it from the town with his stole
around its neck and told it to not come back. In such
a manner did another Cornish saint resolve an ugly
situation involving the unruliness of Creation without
the need for violence.

In The Life of St Petroc, in order ‘to punish thieves
and criminals’, the Cornish King Teudric had put into a
pool ‘various serpents and all kinds of noxious worms'.
When he died, his son discontinued the practice but the
beasts consumed each other until leaving one *horrible
monster of enormous size’. Petroc bound the monster
with his handkerchief and led it out to sea. A dragon
once sat outside Petroc’s cell meekly for three days until
he came out and removed a splinter from its eye. Petroc
also saved a stag which was being pursued by a rich
man called Constantine who was miraculously disabled
when his arm went rigid. Constantine and twenty of his
men were consequently converted and he left ‘for a
distant land and built a monastery there.
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In The Life of St Piran, a wild boar helped Piran
build his monastery by cutting down trees and
dragging them and levelling the ground. A badger,
wolf and fox came to serve him too and he
considered them to be his first monks.

Kevin was an Irish saint, but his life gives us many
examples of his harmonious connectivity to Nature:
an otter would swim to the shore with a fish for the
monks every day until one tried to trap it for its pelt
and it swam away, never to return; another otter
retrieved his book which had dropped in the water; a
bird laid an egg in his hand while he was praying and
he kept still until it hatched.

While some of the stories of the Celtic saints are
obviously romantic exaggerations, harmony and
companionship with Creation is a constant and
dominant theme throughout Celtic hagiography. At
the very least, it can be said with some conviction that
such harmony was considered very important in early
Celtic Christian spirituality.

Asceticism in the Celtic Church

There has been some debate about how the
Christian ascetic tradition that began in the deserts of
the Eastern Mediterranean arose. Judaism, while it did
have the Essenes (John the Baptist, and even Jesus,
may have been one of them), was not particularly
ascetic. However, Stoicism and Neo-Platonism, which
were a strong influence upon early Christianity,
counselled that to perfect oneself ultimately involved
living the life of a recluse and mastering passions and
desires. It seems likely that such beliefs, combined
with the example and teachings of Jesus (who said ‘If
you would be perfect, then go and sell all you have,
and come follow me’),%® gave rise to ascetic desert
monasticism, a major influence on Celtic Christian
spirituality. Once Christianity was granted a favoured
status in the Roman Empire, a martyr’s death was no
longer available as a sure and certain route to heaven;
a new kind of martyrdom was consequently sought by
those ‘who would be perfect’ by choosing a life of
isolation and self-denial in the desert.

Ascetic monasticism was first established in the
Western Church by Martin of Tours in Gaul in the
fourth century, his biographer writing of him: ‘to fast,
to keep unceasing vigil, to lacerate the flesh, this also is
martyrdom’.® ¢ Then John Cassian, who had direct
experience of desert monasticism, was to found a
hugely-influential monastery in Marseilles in Southern
Gaul in the early fifth century. Cassian’s early influence
upon the early Celtic Church cannot be underestimated:;
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it is highly likely his monks were involved in early
missions to the British Isles, his writings being well-
known and widely-copied in Ireland.

Tales of the austerity of the Celtic saints are legion.
Winwaloe, a son of Cornwall, often recited the whole
Psalter on his knees with arms outstretched; he also
lived on herbs and vegetables, except for some cheese
and a little fish at the weekend; he only wore coarser
goat’s hair clothes and slept in a hard bed with a stone
for a pillow and birch bark for sheets. Columba met a
poor woman who was cooking nettles to find that was
all she could afford to eat; he resolved to do the same
(although his asceticism did soften later on in his life).

Like Jesus, Cassian warned his followers against
seeking more than their minimum daily needs:

The fathers affirmed that everything over and above the
needs of daily life and the strict requirements of the body
must be reckoned among the worries and concerns of this
world so that, for example, when a single coin would meet
the necessities of our bodies, we choose in our efforts and in
our work to earn two or even three.%!

Neot was a Celtic saint who lived by a pool in
Cornwall which provided for his daily needs so long as
he only took one of the three fish in it out each day; if
he did this, the missing fish would be miraculously
replenished daily. One day, his friend Barrius took two
out, much to Neot's annoyance. Neot put the extra fish
back to ensure the pool’s sustainability.

Asceticism in Celtic Christianity today

There was some variation in understanding the
purpose of asceticism in early monasticism: in Syria, it
was believed that those living a truly ascetic life
helped speed the return of Christ at the end of time;
in Egypt, asceticism was thought to provide the
means to be assured of salvation; in the Celtic
Church, asceticism was more of a means by which to
draw closer to God, unencumbered by the unessential,
so that others could be won for Christ.”

We live today in very different times; we are not so
convinced of the sudden and immanent return of Christ
in judgement over us and have less fear of the fires of
hell; with the advent of modern psychology, we see our
spiritual health and wholeness in the gentle integration
of our personalities, not in a life-long struggle between
opposing parts. It can therefore be argued that we would
be justified in seeking a new understanding of the
purpose of Celtic Christian asceticism to compliment
the more traditional ones.
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If our world is to defeat the threat of an
environmental catastrophe caused by global warming,
we will have to do much more than recycle some
household waste and insulate our homes - we will
have to start making some major sacrifices in lifestyle
such as giving up our cars and ceasing to travel by air.
Just as the asceticism of Celtic monks provided an
example to the communities in which they lived, those
choosing to live the new Celtic monasticism are called
to emulate them. We need to control our passions and
desires in order to show others we can defeat the new
and deadly Satan of Consumerism which is laying
waste to our world. In this way we can help advance
Christ’s kingdom in some small but important way, a
kingdom where the world need know no fear and
whose beauty is not marred.

In a key passage in his Conferences, Cassian
describes meeting and seeking the counsel of an
extremely old and wise monk called Chaeremon in the
Egyptian desert. The monk is reluctant to speak but,
when pressed, gives this advice:

Three things keep men from sin. There is fear of hell
or earthly laws. There is the hope and desire for the
kingdom of heaven. Or there is the attraction of good
in itself and the love of virtue.®®

The wise old monk then goes on to say that the
third motivation is the perfect one. It may take
generations, but the whole Human Race needs to
completely and permanently internalise the necessary
attitudinal shift if it is to not lapse into its old ways
when the problem starts to be solved. We must learn
to see God in Creation again and so to love our world
deeply once more so that our care for it flows
naturally. People do not make sacrifices for that which
they do not love - those who love much can truly
move mountains, but those who have no love live
lives that are sterile and barren.

Living the new Celtic monasticism will involve
reconnecting with the earth and making great self-
sacrifices so we can live as simply as possible so we, as
a world, can continue to simply live. We will need as
much faith and trust in God as that shown by Cassian
and Neot. This will not be possible without the divine
sustenance of heavenly grace and the inspiring power
of the Holy Spirit.

Peace and Justice in the Celtic Church

It must be admitted that the building of a just
society at peace with itself and with others was not a
central theme in Celtic Christianity. The Celts were not
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an imperial people interested in expanding territorially
and dominating other races by military conquest like
the Romans or Anglo-Saxons. Also Celtic society
seems to have been very harmonious and egalitarian -
the weaker elements within Celtic society were not
cruelly stigmatised or exploited in the manner seen in,
say, Scandinavia. As lan Bradley writes:

It has been said there are two Kinds of people in
history - those who do things to others and those who
have things done to them. The Celts as a race
indisputably belong to the second category. Their story is
one of oppression, suffering and progressive
marginalisation - the way that was trodden by Jesus in
his time on earth. In reality life for the Celts was all too
nasty, brutish and short, threatened by disease, crop
failure and by aggression and invasion from other more
bellicose tribes. Their destiny was to be subjugated and
overwhelmed by the more powerful imperialistic peoples
like the Anglo-Saxons and the Normans.®*

Today’s Celtic societies in Wales, Scotland and
Cornwall are disadvantaged in that the economic
centre of gravity of the United Kingdom has been
deliberately constructed in the Southeast. For
instance, Cornwall historically has had an
unemployment rate of twice and an average wage of
three-quarters the national average. With house prices
soaring as a result of second homes bought by those
who have profited by such economic imbalances,
many Cornish people are forced into exile,
homelessness or insecure and expensive rented
accommodation. Owning a second home in this way
while others have none is surely immoral. Patrick once
fasted against someone whose slaves’ hands were
bleeding through overwork; if Patrick and his fellow
Celtic saints were here today, they would undoubtedly
confront today’s social injustices most rigorously. We
have evidence of similar social concern from another
saint of the Celtic Church.

The ninth abbot of lona, Adomnan, is renowned
for formulating an early forerunner of today’s Geneva
Conventions, the Law of the Innocents, in order to
protect churches, women and children in time of war.
A great assembly was held at Birr in Ireland in 697
where Adomnan persuaded leaders of Church and
State to support his law. The list of fifty kings is
remarkable in including those of the Picts, Scottish
Dalriada and of all Ireland. Earlier, in 686, Adomnan
had used such influence in securing the release of
sixty Irish prisoners captured in battle by the
Northumbrians, personally escorting them back to
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Ireland. There can be no doubt that Adomnan held
great sway in Ireland, Northumbria and Scotland and
was keen to use his influence for the common good
of humanity.

It can be said then that the Celtic Church, at the
very least, was uncomfortable with the effects of
social inequality and war and sought to further the
peace and justice of God’s kingdom by engaging with
those responsible for social injustices and waging
wars. Those involved in any modern expression of
Celtic Christianity should seek to do likewise.

e N o T NN T S

Further reading:
Celtic Saints, Passionate Wanderers. Elizabeth Rees,
(London: Thames & Hudson, 2000)

The Celtic Saints. Elaine Gill & David Everett,
(London: Cassel & Co, 2000)

The Saints of Cornwall. Catherine John,
(Padstow: Tabb House, 2001)

Who are the Celtic Saints? Kathleen Jones,
(Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2002)
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CHAPTER FOUR
Christian values In the

i T

modern world

t the very end of Matthew’s Gospel you will
find what has been called Christ’s Great
Commission to the infant Church:

Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the
mountain where Jesus had told them to go. When they
saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. Then
Jesus came to them and said,

‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given
to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey
everything I have commanded you. And surely I am

with you always, to the very end of the age.’
Matthew 28: 16-20

Jesus said these words a long, long time before we
were able to do the huge amount of damage to this
world that we are doing today. In the story of Noah’s
Ark,% God promised not to destroy humanity again,
but we should not take this to mean he will intervene
to stop us if we choose to do it ourselves. We need a
little humility here - Celtic Christianity is about seeing
things from the point of view of all Creation, not just
from that of the Human Race (a non-Celtic view
which is called anthropocentric - ‘man-centred’). The
TV biologist Richard Attenborough famously
remarked it might have been better if we had never
evolved, such is the damage we are doing to this
world. He also reminded us that one dominant group
of species has already become extinct because of
climactic change - the Dinosaurs - and that we may
well consign ourselves to oblivion if we carry on as
we are.

Whereas twenty years ago there was a distinct
possibility we might destroy ourselves through a global
nuclear war, the prevalent threat today is more from
ecological catastrophe - it might just be that the
composition of the world’s atmosphere becomes so
imbalanced it goes beyond the point where it can be
restored, becoming more and more hot and poisonous
to animal life. If one extrapolates a graph of
accelerating carbon dioxide levels and acknowledges
the present inability of the world to deal with them,

we are starting to see the writing on the wall for future
generations. Who knows what wars this world will face
over diminishing resources and because of the ravages
of climate change? Who can guess at what weapons of
war might be deployed in them? Far more worrying
than nuclear weapons, for example, are genetically-
engineered viruses which might be capable one day of
extinguishing all human life.

Christ’s central message was that the Kingdom of
God was breaking into the world, that it would
become perfect only when all acknowledged his rule in
their lives and lived them as God intends. Pick up a
newspaper and it is not difficult to see this is just not
happening. The answers to the ecological threat posed
to the world by our greed and stupidity must be found
somewhere in the teaching and example of Jesus.

In the book of Genesis Adam is given authority to
rule over Creation and care for it.® Elsewhere in the
Old Testament we can read of various kings; some
ruled badly, others, with the help of God, ruled wisely
and justly, a good example being King Solomon. In the
Wisdom of Solomon, King Solomon describes how the
eternal Wisdom of God was at his side to help him:

With thee is wisdom, who knows thy works and was
present when thou didst make the world, and who
understand what is pleasing in thy sight and what is
right according to thy commandments. Send her forth
from the holy heavens, and from the throne of thy glory
send her, that she may be with me and toil, and that 1
may learn what is pleasing to thee. For she knows and
understands all things, and she will guide me wisely in
my actions and guard me with her glory.

(9:9-11)

Christ the Word/the Wisdom of God will guide us
in the right paths we should follow. We desperately
need this wisdom if we are to rule this earth as we
should and cease to harm it further. What then can
we learn then from Christ’s teaching and example that
may help us face what will be the main challenge of
our age? One can discern in Christ four key and
central themes:
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Humility
A key passage in understanding Christ is to be
found in the letter of Paul to the Philippians:

Christ Jesus, who, although in the form of God, did not
count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but
emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born
in human likeness.

And being found in human form he humbled himself
and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross.

Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed
on him the name which is above every name, that at the
name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on
earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that
Jesus is Lord, to the glory of God the father.

Philippians 2:6-11

A major theme in Christ’s teaching is that ‘Everyone
who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who
humbles himself will be exalted’ (Matt 23:12). His
very life was one that was lived supremely humbly - in
his temptation in the desert before his ministry began,
Jesus turned his back on the Devil’s offer of money,
fame and power in favour of a life lived in humility.
He was born in the poverty of a stable and washed
his disciples’ feet the night before his execution and
burial in a borrowed tomb.

Humility, as Paul states above, requires self-
emptying of all pride and vanity such that the Holy
Spirit is able to enter someone and penetrate every
corner of their personality. When this is achieved, the
person involved can be said to be truly holy and may
well be recognised in canonisation as a saint of the
Church. We all know from personal experience how
irritating arrogant people can be, but if they get into a
position of power (which they often seek to do) then
ripples of irritation can become dangerous waves. The
world is full of political leaders who play to the dark
side of people’s personalities, stirring up hatred and
division to hold their grip on power. Wars are never
fomented by the humble, only the proud. The proud
too are best suited to rise to the tops of international
companies by being prepared to increase profits
whatever the ecological cost.

Jesus said:

‘Blessed are the humble, for they shall inherit the earth’
(Matt 5:5)

Only the truly humble will walk gently on this earth,
an earth which is been ravaged because of the need to
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feed our human pride. The humble have no need of
flashy and expensive cars or clothes, no desire to
impose their rule on others, no need to look down on
other races or the poor. They can know peace within
themselves and with others. The world of the future, if
the Human Race is to survive, must belong to those
who are humble.

Harmony

A theme closely related to humility in Christ’s
teaching is that of right relationships with others, a
rightness that cannot be achieved without forgiveness.
Peter asks Jesus how often he must forgive his
brother, Jesus replying ‘Seventy seven times’ (Matt
18:22). The power of forgiveness to change the world
cannot be underestimated, but the lack of it can lead
to escalation of conflicts through a cycle of revenge.
As Ghandi said, taking an eye for an eye will make the
whole world blind. One only has to consider the past
madness of tit-for-tat killings in Northern Ireland and
the current strife in Iraq to see the truth in this.

Harmony is not created solely by forgiveness, but
forgiveness removes the barriers for love to follow in
its wake. Hatred over perceived grievances will mar
our inner harmony and peace, so forgiving and loving
others is to our own benefit. Healing and harmony
between people, peoples and nations can only be
attained and maintained through the power of love,
the major theme of Christ’s life and teaching. He
taught that people should even forgive their enemies
and reduced the whole of the Old Testament Law to
a simple formula:

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,
and with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is
the first and greatest commandment. And a second is
like it - you shall love your neighbour as yourself.

Matthew 22:37-39

Jesus teaches us that we should not hate Creation,
seeing the natural misfortunes of this world as some
kind of punishment; we need to see goodness in the
created order whatever it may throw at us - wind, rain,
cold, disease or cancer, they are all part of the divine
order of the universe:

Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute
you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in
heaven; for he makes the sun rise on the evil and on the
good, and sends the rain on the just and the unjust.

Matthew 5:44-45

Jesus was someone who lived in an intimate
relationship with natural forces and realities; he spoke
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of God’s care for Nature, of his love for sparrows
sold for a farthing® and his will that the fields should
be fabulously clothed with lilies.%® Jesus’ teaching
contains many metaphors from Nature fully in
keeping with the Celtic belief that one can learn of
God by observing Nature. In Christ, the Redeeming
Spirit resonated with the Nature which it had helped
to create; in this we are shown a spiritual path we
should follow of living in harmony with Creation and
caring for it.

Simplicity
Jesus said to his disciples,

“Truly 1 say to you, it will be hard for a rich man to
enter the kingdom of heaven. Again 1 tell you, it is
easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than
for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.’

Matthew 19:23, 24

As was said earlier, in his desert temptation, Jesus
turned his back on the pursuit of wealth, power or
status in favour of a thoroughly spiritual life lived in
poverty. There is no evidence of his ever being
married (the novel The Da Vinci Code is based on
hoaxes and wild speculation) and it has been
suggested he might have spent some of his adult life
in a charismatic religious community such as the
Essenes before living the life of a wandering rabbi:

‘Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but
the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head’
Matthew 8:20

He warns his disciples to avoid unnecessary
possessions which will impede them in their mission
and spiritual lives:

No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate
the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the
one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God
and money.

Luke 16:13,14

Do not take along any gold or silver or copper in your
belts; take no bag for the journey, or extra tunic, or
sandals or a staff; for the worker is worth his keep.

Matthew 10: 9, 10

St Paul, too, issues the same warning to his
disciple Timothy:

Godliness with contentment is great gain. For we
brought nothing into this world, and we can take nothing
out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be
content with that. People who want to get rich fall into
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temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful
desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the
love of money is a root of all Kinds of evil.

1 Timothy 6:6-10b

Simplicity then is about living life as simply as
possible without regard for such things as fashion or
self-esteem, the focus being on the spiritual things of
life rather than material possessions. It is not
difficult to see how this could be an answer to the
rampant consumerism that is wrecking lives by filling
them with all kinds of worries and unfulfilled
desires, that destroys the earth by creating ever-
greater need for resources and ever-growing waste
from their consumption.

Self-Sacrifice

Jesus saw his death as necessary to usher in a new
beginning and that his true followers too must be
prepared to suffer death for it:

From that time on Jesus began to explain to his
disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many
things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and
teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on
the third day be raised to life.

Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him.
‘Never, Lord!" he said. “This shall never happen to you!”

Jesus turned and said to Peter, ‘Get behind me,
Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not
have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.’

Then Jesus said to his disciples, ‘If anyone would come
after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross
and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will
lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.
What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole
world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in
exchange for his soul?’

Matthew 16:21-26

Jesus had confronted the respectable Jewish
religious and political leaders of his day with their
spiritual bankruptcy and paid the highest price for
his bravery. In this way he showed us all we need to
be prepared to go far beyond the ordinary everyday
social requirements of duty or the pettiness of
face-saving:

“You have heard it said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for
tooth.” But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If
someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the
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other also. And if someone wants to sue you and take
your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone
forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to
the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the
one who wants to borrow from you.’

Matthew 5:38-42

Sacrifice needs humility and means pain and loss,
but it brings joy to the true believer. We will, as a
world, have to make great sacrifices if we are to stop
and turn back the tide of environmental damage.
People will take no notice of those who ask them to
make sacrifices if they do not make them themselves.

This concludes our study of the four major themes in
Christ’s life and teaching most relevant in our efforts
to rediscover a Celtic spirituality fit to meet the
challenges of our times. We will now consider how
they may become a part of the spiritual life of Celtic
Christians today through following a personal rule of
life and the rhythm of the Celtic year.

S——
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A

The Way of Cowethas
Peran Sans

he Way is a spiritual path for our members

to follow in their life pilgrimage where they

seek to deepen the empowering experience
of the Spirit while treading as softly as possible on
this fragile earth. It is a structured set of themes to
help members in drawing up a personal rule of life
with their cothman y’n fedh.% The Way flows
naturally from the four themes of Christ’s life and
teaching listed in Chapter Four.

Rules of life should be realistic - one must not set
oneself up to fail by having too high a goal. On the
other hand, it should stretch the individual to
achieve more in their spiritual life. A wise cothman
y’n fedh and a sense of proportion and balance are
absolutely vital.

Rules of life must also be specific if one is to be
serious and disciplined in the spiritual life; it is not
enough, for example, to merely say ‘I will reduce my
ecological footprint’, ‘I will give generously to charity’ or
‘I will go to church more’.

Here are some examples of being specific in a rule
of life:

I will reduce annual household Gas/water/electricity
usage by X therms/kwh/litres

I will reduce my monthly mileage by 20% to Y miles

I will give 3% of my monthly income after tax to charity
which is £Z

I will make my communion every week
I will see my cothman y'n fedh in January and June each year

When completed, a copy of the rule should be
signed and dated by the member and their cothman
y'n fedh and sent to the Tas/Mam a’n Gowethas.” It
should be reviewed annually.

The Spirit of Humility

Humility does not come naturally to most of us and
requires an effort of will and constant self-
examination in prayer. The spirit will be expressed

through the following:
30

Cothman y’n fedh

Finding and approaching someone to act as
cothman y’n fedh requires humilty in itself as it is
accepting one needs help and guidance from another
in the spiritual life. One would normally see a
cothman y’n fedh at least four times the first year on
The Way and bi-annually afterwards.

Obedience

One does not have to be obedient to a cothman y'n
fedh but, just as in the Celtic monastic communities
of old, our members are expected to be obedient to
the authority of the Cowethas as expressed though
the Tas/Mam a’'n Gowethas . For example, they will
be expected to attend our four regular core meetings
and to ask permission to be excused if they have
difficulty attending, giving a good reason.

Penitence

Confessing sins requires humility too, but in the
Letter of James it states we should confess our sins to
one another.71 This requires trust in others. In the
Catholic tradition, this will mean private sacramental
confession, in the Protestant one, perhaps the making
of public testimonies. For all, it requires honesty,
openness and transparency when seeing a cothman
y'n fedh.

The Spirit of Harmony

Being in harmony with God and Creation is
essential in the spiritual life and is not something that
happens automatically. The overall aim is to live a
spirit-filled and led life such that all relationships are
free of discord.

Harmony with God

The Celtic view of Creation is as sacramental - it is
a place where we can experience God’s grace. Regular
prayerful contact with Creation provides an excellent
way to leave behind the clutter and noise of daily life
that prevents openness to the Holy Spirit. Prayer
walks and outdoor meditation should therefore be a
part of the spiritual life of every Celtic Christian as
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well as a regular pattern of daily prayer, Sunday
worship, quiet days and annual retreats.

Harmony within us

Many people never know peace as they are a square
peg in one of life’s round holes. One needs to identify
purpose in life, where a pilgrimage through life is
leading. Building a spiritual life without facing up to
the realities of loneliness, meaninglessness or living in
abusive relationships is fraught with difficulties. Inner
stillness is essential to hear God’s voice - planned
periods of rest and regular holidays may be needed to
ensure one is not too exhausted to hear it.

Harmony with others

Jesus taught and told us to forgive others. We need
to reflect upon those with whom our personalities
clash, the hurt we do to others and which they do to
us. It may be necessary to include in the rule
something specific about an individual one is having
difficulties with.

The Spirit of Simplicity

Ridding oneself of mental clutter is vital in attaining
inner stillness. As modern living becomes more and
more complex, we are driven further from the
spiritual realm. If we can make our lives simpler, we
can end such estrangement and know greater peace.
We can also learn how to tread more gently upon this
fragile earth.

Simplicity in Lifestyle

We need to stop, take stock and ask ourselves what
Is it in our lives that we can dispense with in order to
simplify it. Do we need two cars in the household? Is
a car needed at all? Are we being conditioned by
advertising? Why buy new shoes when the old ones
can be repaired? What simple rules can we draw up to
live more simply and sustainably? Is the mobile phone
or TV a spiritual asset or hindrance?

Caring for Creation

If a simpler lifestyle will reduce what we consume, we
also need to think about the waste that consumption
produces and what we do with it. We should look
around us and see where the beauty and integrity of
Creation is being damaged - we can often do something
immediate and practical in our local community as a
witness to the divine power to move and motivate us.
There is also a need to work for justice for the poor and
oppressed people of our land and this world who, with
us, are part of God’s Creation.

——

Simplicity in Relationships

It is important we acknowledge and examine our
sexuality and its expression. Some are called to
marriage, others to celibacy; all are called to purity
through the appropriate expression of sexuality
according to biblical principles. If there is any danger
of being tempted into inappropriate expressions, then
this must be discussed with ones cothman y’n fedh as
a matter of urgency.

The Spirit of Self-Sacrifice

Jesus showed us that the Christian way involves self-
sacrifice. We have been created for a purpose and that
purpose is to be fruitful, a fruitfulness that will
require patience, forgiveness and self-sacrifice.

Study

Time is given back in prayer and worship, but it
should also be given back in study. Celtic Christians
knew their Bible extremely well. Do we? Also
members of the Cowethas will need to be able to
speak authoritatively and knowledgably about the
Celtic Church if we are to fulfil our aims. We need to
devote specific time for study.

Almsgiving
A proportion of income should be freely given to
charity and to supporting the work of the Cowethas.

Time

How much time can we sacrificially devote to
furthering the aims of the Cowethas? Members should
be involved too in local groups which support our aims
such as Greenpeace, Christian Aid and Friends of the
Earth. Perhaps we need to spend more time supporting
a lonely or needy friend or family member.

Fasting

This is associated with food and drink, but could
also include restricting use of the telephone and TV
or suspending pastimes. We chose to share willingly in
the sacrifice of Christ in some small way in order to
prove that we are serious in the pursuit of the
spiritual life. Fasting also enables us to learn to
control our desires and passions and to show
solidarity with the poor and hungry. It does not imply
we despise physical existence, that our bodies are
anything other than good.

Further reading:
The Celebration of Discipline. Richard Forster,

(London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1980)
Soul Friend. Ken Leech, (London: DLT, 1994)

Befriending our Desires. Philip Sheldrake,

(London: DLT, 2001)
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here are two things which define any faith’s

liturgical year: they are rhythm and ritual.

The Christian year has undoubtedly been
heavily influenced by the pre-Christian Celtic year
which was based on seasonal agricultural and pastoral
festivals. As we shall see, such festivals and their
associated rituals and customs followed the rhythm of
the waxing and waning of the power of the sun. As
Ronald Hutton ably puts it:

The rhythms of the British year are timeless and
impose certain perpetual patterns upon calendar customs:
a yearning for light, greenery, warmth, and joy in
midwinter; a propensity to celebrate the spring with
symbols of rebirth; an impulse to make merry in the
sunlight and open air during the summer, and a tendency
for thoughts to turn towards death and the uncanny at
the onset of winter.”

While we can learn something of pre-Christian
rituals and customs from ancient Celtic texts, Celtic
and Christian festivals and folk traditions provide us
with further material to help us piece together a
picture of what the pre-Christian ritual observance of
the Celtic year might have involved. If one believes, as
the early Celtic Church did, that the rhythms of
Creation witnesses to the Trinity and the death and
resurrection of Christ, then liturgical observance of
the Celtic year today will help us to understand the
spirituality of the Celtic Church. The cycle of our
gatherings therefore seeks to follows the ancient
rhythm of the Celtic year.

The Wheel of the Celtic Year _
Irish texts and the first century Coligny Calendar 73

of Gallic druids suggest that the Celtic year was
divided into two halves: a dark half and a light half.
We know too that the dark half began with the

——

CHAPTER SIX

to the heart
of God

festival of Samhain (in Irish Gaelic: ‘summer’s end’)
on or around 1st November74 and represented the
beginning of winter. The dark half ended and
summer for the Celts began with the festival of
Beltane (trans:’goodly fire’) around 1st May, a day
celebrated still throughout Europe. We know too from
the Coligny Calendar and the writings of Julius Caesar
that the full moon marked the beginning of Celtic
months. At the mid point of the dark half of the year
comes the Celtic festival of Imbolc (trans: ‘ewe’s
milk’) while at the centre of the light half is that of
Lughnasadh (trans: ‘Lugh’s Day’).

Consequently, it is thought that the Celtic year was
divided into quarters by these four major festivals, and
so has the appearance of a wheel:

Folk festivals and customs across Ireland, Scotland,
Wiales, the Isle of Man, Cornwall and Brittany strongly
suggest that Samhain, Beltane and Lughnasadh were
celebrated across the pre-Christian Celtic world. We
really only have evidence of Imbolc’s significance in
one place - Ireland. This is provided by customs and
festivals surviving through to the modern era and
Imbolc’s Christianisation by St Bridget's Day. It is
possible Imbolc was celebrated in all Celtic regions,
but lingered on longest in Ireland, the most isolated
part of the British Isles.
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Samhain

Final barvest,
Stummer ends,

Lughnasadh
1% August

Celebration of the first

Imbolc

It must be admitted that we know little about this
festival (pronounced ‘Imolc’) which coincided with the
first lactation of ewes, one of the first signs that
spring was approaching. We have little evidence for it
being celebrated anywhere other than in Ireland, the
Isle of Man and the Western Hebrides. In the latter,
folk festivals involved young girls processing dressed
simply in white, suggesting purity as a theme. Imbolc
was Christianised by the Irish Church by making 1st
February St Bridget’s day, a popular saint associated
with Patrick. It has been suggested that there may
have been a pagan goddess of a similar name who
was originally commemorated at Imbolc.

The Christian festival of Candlemas occurs on 2"
February when the church celebrates the Purification of
the Virgin Mary and the Presentation of Christ in the
Temple at Jerusalem. The rites associated with this
festival ivolved the blessing of candles used in
processions to church; Candlemas may represent the
Christianisation of a pre-Christian tradition of
purifying the fields of evil spirits by fire before
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planting, which would have happened at this time.
(Corn blights would have been assumed to have been
caused by evil spirits in such pre-Scientific times.) It
should be noted that pagan Roman agricultural rituals
in this month (whose name itself is derived from a
Latin word for purification) were purificatory in nature.

Samhain

Samhain (pronounced ‘sowain’) was probably a
harvest festival when farm animals judged too old or
weak to survive the winter were killed and their meat
preserved and stored. A bonfire was lit outside the
village after dark the evening before the festival,”® the
fire probably intended to strengthen and encourage the
return of the sun in power. In village dwellings, all
fires were extinguished to be relit from the bonfire. It
is possible this was to draw evil spirits away from the
village and so to purify it. Evidence for such a belief is
to be found in the practice of people jumping over the
bonfire’s flames, perhaps to purify themselves as well.

Folk traditions in Brittany and Ireland of preparing
hearths, leaving out food for the dead and recounting
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tales about them suggest Samhain was also a time
when it was believed the spirits of ancestors visited
their homes. Further evidence for this may be
provided by the Church establishing All Saints’ Day
(1% November) in the seventh century and All Souls’
Day (2" November) in the tenth, perhaps to try to
meet people’s spiritual needs at this time.

Consequently, this time of year is still associated
with communing with deceased loved ones and with
our ancestors in the faith, Christ’s saints in heaven. In
such celebrations Christians can give thanks for their
fellowship with all who have gone before them
following the light of Christ and resolve to emulate
their example. It should be pointed out that there is
no evidence to support the popular neo-pagan belief
that Samhain was the pagan Celtic New Year’s Day.
Old Welsh folk customs and the popularity of
Hogmanay in Scotland suggest that midwinter has the
stronger claim.

Sadly today, Samhain’s usurper Hallowe’en has
descended across the world into a warped celebration
of mischief, licentiousness and evil because of
transatlantic cultural influences, British fires now
celebrating the thwarting of the Catholic insurrection
led by Guy Falkes. This is a world away from the one
that gave rise to Samhain in which ancestors were
fondly remembered, their spirits entertained and
spiritual lives were purified. Perhaps modern day Celts
can reclaim such a festival for themselves once more,
but it will be an uphill task.

Beltane

In Ireland at Beltane, household fires were
extinguished and bonfires were lit as at Samhain,
probably to encourage the sun and to purify
households of evil spirits which may have accumulated
in them. Cattle were driven through or between fires
in another ritual act of purification. People danced
clockwise around the fires and took burning branches
out into the fields perhaps again to purify them. Water
was taken from holy wells and sprinkled on the fields
to hallow them. We see similar rituals on the Isle of

Man and across Scotland, particularly in the Western
Isles. Beltane fires were also lit in West Devon and
Cornwall up to the nineteenth century, cattle being
driven across the embers on Dartmoor. There is also a
record of Beltane fires being lit in the Vale of
Glamorgan in Wales with rituals paralleling those seen
in the Western Isles.

While the Beltane fires in Cornwall are now no
more, we can certainly see the modern survival of
Beltane celebrations in festivals such as those still held
at Padstow and Helston.

Lughnasadh

Irish texts state that the Celtic sun-god Lugh’s
mother died on this day and that he ordered it should
from thenceforth be a day of lamentation for her.
Assemblies and horse races were held on this day in
Ireland and marriages were often arranged on it.
However, the name of the day suggests it was more
about commemorating Lugh than his mother. In the
reign of Augustus Caesar, the Romans inaugurated a
festival in honour of their emperor on 1% August in
Lyon, a town whose name suggests was dedicated to
Lugh (this was probably a crude attempt to supplant
Lughnasadh). Bonfires are still lit across Europe on
this day.

In 18th and 19th century Irish and Manx folk
customs, bonfires were lit and the first corn was cut at
this time and buried on a hill, perhaps a vestige of an
offering to Lugh. Feasting followed on the first fruits
of the harvest. Evidence that suggests Lughnasadh
was celebrated across the Celtic world is to be found
in the traditional climbing of the Brecon Beacons on
this day in Wales and the date of Morvah Fair in
Cornwall and other fairs in West Devon.

It seems the Church Christianised this pagan festival
by celebrating Lammas (Anglo-Saxon for ‘Loaf-mass’)
at this time, a harvest celebration in which the earliest
corn is baked into bread to be consecrated in the
mass. This provides further evidence that Lughnasadh
was a festival of the first fruits of the harvest.

Date Irish Cornish Cornish Meaning
15t February Iméolc Cala” Whevrel ‘Beginning of February’
15t May Betcane Calan hap ‘Beginning of Summer’
15t August Lughnc\s‘adh Calan Csc ‘Beginning of August’
1*November | Samhain Calan Guayr ‘Beginning of Winter’
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The annual cycle of our four core gatherings seeks
to follow this ancient rhythm of the Celtic year to
help deepen our understanding of Celtic Christian
spirituality. We do this by celebrating and reflecting
together on the themes of the Celtic year at the same
time as those of Christ’s teaching.

The Earth Rhythm

The cycle of Celtic festivals brings out the themes
represented in the seasonal cycle of the sun and earth.
At Cala” Whevrel the soil is cleansed and purified in the
Celtic tradition by prayer and fire in preparation for its
breaking by the plough, the sowing of seed and the
coming warmth of the sun. By Calan Haf the growing
crops fill us with joy in anticipation of the coming
harvest - we rejoice in the rebirth of the earth’s fertility
and sustaining power. Then, at Calan Est, the first fruits
of the harvest are gathered in; we celebrate together in
peace and love all the good things we enjoy and all that
the earth gives us. Finally, at Calan Gwaf the summer
ends as the sun grows weak, the ground lying dead and
dormant, waiting to be born again.

While such festivals and themes find their roots in
pre-Christian pagan religious observances, this does
not mean they have no significance for the Christian.
Celtic Christians, as we have read, firmly believed the
rhythm of the seasons witnessed to the birth, death
and resurrection of Christ; Celtic Christians today

——

need have no fear of reflecting upon such glorious
events written into the very fabric of Creation

The Christ Rhythm

We have already mentioned the four major aspects
of the Christian life - simplicity, self-sacrifice, humility
and harmony. These themes resonate with the four
major Celtic festivals.

Cala’ Whevrel, as a time of preparation and
purification, naturally lends itself to the humble self-
emptying of Christ described in the words of St Paul
earlier. Calan Haf comes soon after the great Christian
festival of Easter; just as the soil could not bring forth
growth without being broken by the plough, neither
could the Kingdom of Heaven be inaugurated unless
Christ was prepared to sacrifice his life for our world.
Finally we gather together at Calan Est to celebrate all
that God gives us and which he asks us to share with
those less fortunate than us as one people won by the
love of Christ. At Calan Gwaf the land lies barren and
those who depend wholly on its fruitfulness must now
live lives that are frugal and spartan; simplicity is thrust
upon them, but we willingly chose to live simply to
show solidarity with them, the earth and Christ.

Thus the themes of our four core meetings are as
follows:

Date Festival Earth Rhythm Christ Rhythm
1% February Cala Whevrel The purification/preparation of the earth Humility

15 May Calan bAF The celebration of the rebirth of fertility Self-sacrifice
15t August Calan Csc The celebration of the harvest first fruits Harmony

1t November | Calan (;m The death of fertility/final harvest Simplicity

Further reading:

The Religion of the Ancient Celts. J.A.McCulloch,
The Celtic and Scandinavian Religions. JA.McCulloch,

Celtic Rituals. Alexei Kondratiev,
Celtic Pilgrimage. Courtney Davis,
Stations of the Sun. Ronald Hutton,
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CHAPTER SEVEN

——

A

Cornwall as a holy place

owethas Peran Sans seeks to share the

spirituality of the Celtic Saints with others and

so renew their lives of faith; a powerful tool in
this is helping them to gain a sense of place. In the
North of England, the Community of Aidan and
Hilda is rediscovering holy places through prayer and
worship (strongly representing Lindisfarne as just such
a holy place). Its Guardian, Ray Simpson, writes of
such holy places:

The original hallowing is still buried there, waiting to
be rediscovered and reconnected with the present. Today
people who sense the aura of places are being drawn to
sing, play music, pray or dance in them. Some
Christians are called to re-awaken prayer and presence
in ancient holy places.”

Key in the words ‘holy lona’ into an internet search
engine and you get 2,329 hits; try the same with ‘holy
Lindisfarne’ and there are 57; but for ‘holy Cornwall’
there are none. It seems, therefore, that from this rather
crude internet survey that lona is considered to be far
more holy today than Cornwall. Why might this be?

Part of the reason is the popular and lingering myth
that lona was a site of great pagan religious
significance before the mission of Columba. It was
claimed from the 19th century onwards that there was
a druidic college on lona before he came to establish
his Celtic monastery. The 19th century romantic Revd
W. Lindsay Alexander writes in lona:

In the earliest times, before the introduction of
Christianity, [lona] received a name, by which it is still
sometimes designated by Highlanders, Innis-nan-
Druidneach, the Isle of the Druids, from the
circumstance that this body had a college there.

This appellation indicates, that before the introduction
of Christianity into these islands lona was occupied as
the seat of a Druidical college. Retreating before the
hostility of the Romans, the Druids seem to have
betaken themselves to the islands on the western shores
of Britain, and there to have planted their schools or
settlements; and though no record even of a traditional

kind is preserved of their residence in lona, beyond the
name given, corroborated by the evidence of a few
Druidical remains still traceable on it..., there seems no
reason to doubt that the origin of such a name is to be
sought in the fact, that the Druids had on this island an
establishment of the same kind as those which they had
in Anglesey.”

The Romans never got anywhere near lona, so the
idea that druids fled to lona in the same way that they
did to make a last stand on Anglesey is nothing more
than the wildest conjecture and wishful thinking -
there is no evidence, textual or archaeological, to
support it. In the Victorian era, there was a great deal
of romantic and fanciful interest in the druids with
almost any old pile of stones being optimistically
identified with them. The remains of a medieval
house on lona were to be described as a druidic
temple. (Today the ruins of an old sheep pen on lona
are just as optimistically called ‘The Hermit’s Cell’
despite no support from archaeologists for this.) In
fact, the only pre-Christian remains on lona
considered authentic by modern archaeologists are a
small prehistoric fort and a tiny Neolithic burial cist.
When we come to texts, none provide any evidence
for people, let alone druids, being present on lona
before Columba arrived, let alone a druidic college or
temple.®

When it comes to the place name evidence
Alexander cites, lona is not called Innis-nan-
Druidneach by Highlanders and almost certainly never
was. Remove the ‘d’and Innis-nan-Druidneach
becomes Innis-nan-Druineach - ‘the craftsman’s isle’.
lona was a site where many crosses were carved; there
Is also an old marble quarry on lona and a graveyard
called Cladh nan Druineach - ‘the craftsmen’s
cemetery’. Either Alexander misheard the
Highlanders, hearing what he wanted to hear, or he
was being disingenuous. There is therefore no
evidence for druids on lona before Columba’s arrival,
as Dr Richard Sharp, a renowned Columban scholar,
wrote: “This misleading story [of druids on lona],
therefore, should be laid to rest for good.’ &
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The only remaining reason for lona being
described and considered as holy is Columba and
the monastery he founded on lona. Adomnan’s Life
of St Columba describes a saintly and charismatic
figure with miraculous powers of prophetic insight
and control over nature. The holiness of Columba
and the importance of lona in the conversion of
Scotland and Northern England (via its sister house
on Lindisfarne established by Aidan in 635) is not
In question.

However, Cornwall too was of great importance in
that it acted as a launch pad for the evangelisation of
Brittany. The list of Celtic saints who came to
Cornwall en route to Brittany includes famous and
remarkable figures such as Samson, Paul Aurelian and
Piran. There is also the importance of Petroc’s
monastic foundations at Padstow and Bodmin as well
as Cornish saints such as Cuby and Winwaloe who
helped convert Wales and Brittany. Cornwall can take
pride in being blessed with a plethora of Celtic saints
who have left many signs of their presence in church
and place names.

Then there is the very real continuity in cultic
religious practices in Cornwall from the Neolithic
right through to the Age of Celtic Saints, a
continuity witnessed to by the many stone circles,
quoits and souterrains which abound in Cornwall.
While there is no compelling archaeological evidence
of druidic religious practices in the immediately pre-
Christian era (classical historians stating that druids
preferred to worship in woodland rather than build
temples), there is certainly place name evidence for
their presence in Cornwall. The Cornish word
‘neves’ means ‘sacred grove’, such places being used
by druids for their worship; there are a number of
Cornish place names derived from this word such as
Carnevas (near St Merryn), Lanivet (near Bodmin),
Trenovissick (near St Blazey), and Trewarnevas
(near St Antony-in-Meneage). Then there are
Cornwall’s many holy wells which local customs
(such as dropping pins into them as offerings)
suggest were once places of pagan worship.

It can therefore be stated with some certainty that,
despite being marred in places by ugly buildings and
insensitive over-development, Cornwall has just as
much of a claim to be considered a Celtic holy place
as lona or Lindisfarne (the latter, after all, was the
site of a Celtic-style monastery for only 250 years).
Indeed, it might be said that, considering it is
surrounded nearly on all sides by water, Cornwall

should be regarded as a holy ‘isle’ too!
38
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Cornwall’s religious significance surely needs to be
more widely acknowledged as a place of pilgrimage.
With the amount of supporting archaeological
evidence and ancient texts available, it should be seen
we do not need to travel afar to find holy ground - it
lies here in Cornwall, right beneath our feet.

Cowethas Peran Sans hopes that our land of Celtic
saints will come to be recognised as a place of
Christian spiritual pilgrimage, that Christians will want
to come here and join us in celebrating our faith at
Cornwall’s ancient Christian holy places. We look
forward to welcoming pilgrims in a true spirit of
Celtic hospitality.

N S s

S——

Further reading;:
Lan Kernow. Andy Phillips,
(Porteath: Spyrys a Gernow, 2006)

Living Between Two Worlds. Philip Sheldrake,
(London: DLT, 1995)
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