Superstition and Credulity

By D. G. M. Jackson, M.A.

Foreword

The account of superstitions given in this booldetlerived almost wholly from a short work of tted Rev.
Herbert Thurston, S.J., “Superstition,” publishedlP33 by the Centenary Press, in the “Standposgseés. The
writer wishes to make due acknowledgment of higliteldness to the learned author.

CHAPTER I.
SUPERSTITION

| suppose there is no word of contempt to whichhGlats are more exposed at the present time thanoth
“superstitious.” To the secular-trained “modern diiof our age, traditional beliefs and sanctitiésat kinds are
linked, in thought, with the ideas of “out-worn sugtition,” and “discredited dogma.” They are pafrtthe old,
pre-scientific order of things from which the mdvighly civilized peoples have emancipated themsetieough
the increase of knowledge. The more sensitive, Inistia kind of “modern” may admit that this emaratipn has
been attained at a certain cost to the beauty@ndfjliving. He may sigh, romantically, for theng when life was
filled with supernatural significance and when &gk of ritual observance governed all human éatis: when
men believed fervently and created a beauty indgisefaith. But he looks back to it as one lookskogegretfully
to the poetic world of childhood, with its brightagiic and fairy lore, from the adult’s “light of conon day.” He
does not dream that the world of faith might beality, any more than the world of faerie, or agpn myth and
legend. And he finds the “mediaevalism” of aduthodox Christians—above all, of Catholics—who gtike all
that sort of thing with solemn seriousness, bottoimprehensible and exasperating. There are mangdéms,”
like the late H. G. Wells, who can hardly beliekattthe more educated of the Catholic clergy aitg dae really
sincere about accepting the Faith at all: they imaghem as making all kinds of internal winks, aradls, and
reservations; and “swallowing” dogmas by means RitKwickian” interpretations of their own, while dqing
straight faces for the sake of the simple.

THE IGNORANCE OF SUPERIOR MODERN MINDS

This attitude of “superiority,” however, whether mif@st in sympathetic smiles towards the ltaliamgaat
lighting candles before “the Madonna,” or in anggnunciation of the “reactionary” priests who ihsis ignoring
“science” and asserting mumbo-jumbo in the midsthef march of progress, is nearly always accomplamea
very substantial ignorance of what orthodox Chaisty really stands for, and the beliefs on whishpractices are
really based. One man puts a St. Christopher miadhis car: another puts some “luck-charm” like #ilgen
image. It is assumed lightly that the mental preesdehind these two actions are much the samé¢hainbloth are
irrational. The scapular is regarded as a sortnuilet, the Sign of the Cross as a “magic charmé: ¢hltus of
saints, and the belief in miracles, is assimilatethe pagan cultus of local nature-gods, goddessesheroes, and
the wonder-tales connected with them. False pésadiee drawn between the “sacramentalism” of théhFan
which the physical world becomes a means througlchngpiritual graces are conveyed to men and ttighfem
which attributes secret inherent virtue to certaimds of natural objects, or places, or symbolsnia prayers are
compared with spells—the priest becomes a sorhohanter . . . and so on. Because pagans once ipjoesh
Astarte as “Queen of Heaven,” and used the symitbleomoon in images of Isis, therefore Christiafi® pray to
Mary of Nazareth as “Queen of Heaven” and representstar-crowned, with the moon under her feet, ar
supposed to be carrying on the same ancient dudis& accidental resemblances are made the basissofts of
imaginative speculations about the “evolution ofdam religion from antique myth and nature-worskpile the
real history of the Faith is ignored, as well as tiflear explanation which Catholic teaching prosider the
veneration of saints and the relics and imagesiots for the sacramental observances of the @Ghard for the
authority and power of the priesthood.

The clever people who would take all sorts of pammake an accurate study of the cults of somampagpe
or nation which they are describing for purposescoimpare live religion” will write arrant rubbishbout the
Catholic use of the Rosary, or holy water, or theaning of liturgical rites and sacred images, witrattempting
to enlighten themselves concerning what Cathdfiesiselves—or their clergy—have to say about theséens in
relation to their particular system of theisticibgl

So much, then, may be said by way of prelude conegrthe ideas commonly held by non-Catholic modern
people in regard to Catholic “superstition.” Bugving pointed out that these ideas are founded, legegely, on



ignorance, and on slap-dash judgments based cacsdrhpressions, it is time for us to discuss the imeaning of
“superstition,” and its relation to the “faith” wdii Our Lord so highly commended—and which the modesrld
also grossly misunderstands.

RELIGION AND SUPERSTITION

For the Christian, the religious sense is sometbinthe highest worth, opening the mind to theuefice of
noble ideals: upon it are founded such virtueowgally, purity, sincerity, fortitude, fraternal levand reverence for
lawful authority. Now, Our Saviour undoubtedly apleel to this instinct when He commended “faith” and
enjoined a child-like humility and docility upon #idisciples: and, while He certainly did not comdhen
superstition, it may well be suggested that thguage He used about “becoming as little childrénéw the door
wide open to credulity, from which superstitiomi®st likely to be engendered. For the child is ordy ready to
accept truth “tan faith” from his parents, but tiéve in all kinds of myths about fairies and gs&aand magical
doings, and to adopt and invent weird superstitafriss own.

The truth is that the religious sense in fallen nmmaturally liable to this abuse and “deviatiosy that
wherever the reality of the spiritual order is agly realized in human communities, the parasitsuperstition is
likely to be developed. It is not possible, hemedescribe in detail the horrid perversions of thkgious sense
which are a constant feature of the older polytlegaganism in all lands, both- among savage aptiisticated
peoples. They were rampant, as we shall see, icitiized Empire under whose rule Our Lord HimssHs born,
and the “problem of superstition” was discussethifirst century B.C. by one of its most emindrnihkers, the
great Cicero.

For him “superstition” was a corruption of trueigedn; an exaggerated “vain fear” of the gods whigh
contrasted with the “dutiful homage” paid to thegndmod citizens. The word is similarly understondater days
by St. Augustine, but he, like Cicero, did not mip to draw the distinction more exactly. It wak te the great
Schoolmen, notably St. Thomas Aquinas, to do fis.St. Thomas, superstition errs against trugieli“in point
of excess,” not by paying too much attention toiewvorship, obviously, since that is not possiblat by paying
worship to some wrong object, or in some way inclihit ought not to be paid. He goes on to pointtbat the
worship of angels or demons is “superstition”, #mat animal sacrifice is, under the New Law’s disgaion now
prevailing, to be blamed on similar grounds.

A MODERN DEFINITION

It will be seen, however, that this definition daest correspond to current modern usage. Cathdlicsot
commonly employ the word “superstition” to descrthe worship of false gods or their images—theythseerm
“idolatry”: while the worship of the true God in @amg ways is “heretical” worship. Meanwhile, not phésser
Catholic customs, but the very heart of our religiovorship, the Sacrifice of the Mass itself hasrbaescribed in
Protestant official formularies as “superstitioustit to mention the invocation of the Virgin Mamdathe Saints,
and prayers for the dead. Finally, modern militanbelievers—and, in particular, Marxists—do notita¢s to
deny the Ciceronian distinction entirely, holdirgigious faith and superstition to be one and tmesthing, in
contrast with adherence to the truth of materialistcience.” In fact, the term of reproach hasdiee a sedative
one, whose significance in each case depends aottctions of the person using it.

We offer two modern definitions of superstition wsrthy of attention: (1) In the “Ox-ford New Endtis
Dictionary” it is declared to be “unreasoning awefear of something unknown, mysterious or imagmwar
especially in connection with religion; religiouslief or practice founded upon fear or ignoran¢g)’ Professor
Albert Lehmann introduces the standards of conteargdknowledge and culture into his definition, derning it
both clearer and sounder by doing so. “The worcessijtion,” in his opinion, “may be applied to aggneral
persuasion which, having no warrant in a recogniaidious system, is in conflict with the sciemtitonception
of nature prevalent at the time.”

This means that what is “superstition’ in one permd set of circumstances need not necessargy e other
conditions. The mediaeval alchemists, those piae&science, provide an excellent example of thiscling ,
today, to a serious belief in the “philosophersn&®’” as a means of transmuting metals would belgedge in
absurd superstition. It was not so, however, withArabs who transmitted their science to Westemojie. Their
idea was founded on the theory of a “materia primdferentiated into substances by its conjunctath the
“elements” of Aristotle—earth, air, fire and watdloting the action of mercury on gold and silverd dhat of sul-
phur on heated iron, they conceived the hope afosering a refined substance—a “grand Elixir” whigbuld
change grosser into more perfect metallic substanidee experiments founded on this theory weréhenstrictest
sense, “scientific,” therefore; and they laid tbarfdations of modern chemistry.

Similarly, the revival of astrology which has takgace in our time must be regarded as an outlwokgorant
superstition. But in the Middle Ages—despite theeade judgment of St. Augustine in the fourth centu-the



idea that the stars had an influence over humas land affairs was very commonly held by educated, who
were influenced, once again, by the Arabic traditid science derived from Hellenistic Alexandriaisl only in
quite modern times that something of the real ahareof the starry universe has become known, andared
divinations based on this theory, and the “casbihigoroscopes” a palpable absurdity.

If the greater knowledge of our time has discreliéddchemy and astrology, it has served to modifytoo
remove, the stigma of “superstition” attaching thev beliefs and practices. Scientists—as opposguséudo-
scientific rationalist popularizers—are far lessrg than they were fifty years ago to treat witlrereontempt the
strange and uncanny phenomena of Spiritualism, thadso-called .magical” powers of faiths, witch-tiws,
mediums and faith-healers: the evidence for thstemce of hidden and mysterious forces which thbesple use
is recognized as too strong to be disregarded,aanoheriting serious inquiry. Even the miracles qenied by
Christian saints and in our own “holy places” amvmo longer treated with the contempt which waswshto
them yesterday by a “science” which did not evemdescend to examine the evidence.

Are Catholics Superstitious?

Clearly, the belief of Catholics in the possibila miracles cannot be set down accurately as ‘fstigens” in
any sense, unless the whole Christian conceptidheotiniverse—to which that belief is related—iewh to be in
conflict with the known truth about it as revealadscientific discovery. This cannot happen, beedhs field of
the natural sciences lies entirely apart from tifatheology and philosophy. Scientists can de-sctie way in
which the universe normally works, and formula@n$” to express that working; but they cannot—aendists—
make any pronouncement about its ultimate invisgdeernment or purpose. It is impossible for thémerefore,
to state with genuine professional authority theg special interventions from a higher Order sudpgnthe
normal operations of nature do not and cannot fAtee. They can merely pronounce judgment, in igie lof
current knowledge, upon the evidence for particol@acles brought to their notice, and expresseavuwvhether
what has occurred can be accounted for, or noknmyvn “natural causes.” In the case of miraculousders
occurring in Scripture and history, the credibildi/the first rests on the evidences upon whicthfad Christ and
the teaching Church are founded: of the secondpgreach individual instance is a matter of prijatigment, to
be decided in the light of its own evidence.

It would be foolish to deny that there has beenh@past, considerable “superstition” among Cianst, in the
.form of irrational credulity concerning particulaupposed miracles for which evidence was inadegqonon-
existent. Those in authority have not always chédkese follies of over-credulity; and they have ¢ften shared
in them, especially in ages when the religious semas intensely keen and there was little notioouglsound
historical method or the critical judgment of ewvide.

The idea, however, that the rulers of the Churcinadern times are indifferent to dangers and sdaraiahis
kind can only be held by those who know very litioout Catholicism. As an example, in the two fasoases of
Fatima and Lourdes, the Church has been very stogivie any kind of official endorsement to supeunait
wonders for which the evidence is overwhelminglyosg: and the rule laid down about unofficial paltyi in
these matters by Leo XllI in the Constitution, “@ibrum ac Munerum,” is a strict on&ooks and writings,” it
declares “which recount new apparitions, revelations, visins, prophecies and miracles, or which introduce
new devotions, even under the plea of their beingf private use, supposing such to be published withut the
lawful permission of ecclesiastical authority, ardorbidden.”

The Credulity of the “Rationalist”

If “pious” superstitions, some of them foolish aimdlefensible, have been found in the past amongdlat
believers, and are found among some of them eveuiirtime, they have no relation whatever to th¢hGlac
system of faith, and are firmly discountenancedh®y highest spiritual authorities of the Churchnir the other
hand, we may point out. what may fairly be termetswperstition” on the rationalistic and Protestaide, in
regard to the beliefs and worship of Catholicisgelit Many of us have had experience of how ubamystis the
currency among plain people of lies about such ematas confession, indulgences, “the worship ofgesd
“Jesuitism,” and so on: and how ready they ardttibate immoralist principles and practices tosmives and our
ecclesiastical authorities. The “rationalist” psetstientific rubbish about “comparative religionf-ahich we
have already spoken—is matched by the official cbleegend” in history, and the current elaboratioha hostile
propaganda whose origins can be traced back tduder and Stuart age. In many cases, the sligsssbtus
investigation is sufficient to expose the falsenafsthese beliefs, some of which are self-refutimge the light of
common-sense is turned upon them. Yet the palgrdriance and prejudice still remains heavy overstmilar
“enlightened” world in matters relating to the aitas is frequently apparent even in the writings atterances
of men who are highly reputed for their intelligenknow-ledge and honesty.

Too often, these people are ready to accept and tie¢ most idiotic and infamous stories abouthGh¢t faith,



practices and personalities without the least giteaha critical assessment of their value. Foneta, there was
the yarn of Mr. Bagot, in his book, “My Italian Yigaabout the “ritual burning” of twenty living iafnts at Bassano
in a “Car of Purgatory” in 1705. The writer, whodhguoted the event as illustrating “the lengtha/biach religious
superstition was capable of going,” claimed thatdgcount was based on “local records”. and it theee years
before he could be induced to admit that the ewast not a religious rite at all, but simply an decit, in which a
number of children were burnt when a car cauglet #rgain, Mr. E. Clodd, in an address on “Folklone”1894,
described in detail a “custom” of ritual murderlled “dying for Christ” in an Abruzzi village. Thieustom” was,
of course, a pure myth—and would never have beeapaed as anything else, but for the ingrainedugreg,
founded on ignorance, which made its “scientifietailer ready to swallow without inquiry any randeete to the
discredit of religion—and, in particular, of Cattoidm.

The superstitions of simple folk are excusable—gprig, as they do, partly from ignorance and baahele,
and partly from the perversion of a natural appetdr sanctifying local life and daily life by imbiate ritual
observances. They express, even at their worstsdliest, the need of a “God in the dust,” closentan’s
childishness, which was answered by the Incarnatiio such excuse can be offered for the irratiptihd
prejudice based on hatred and contempt for revealagon, which is too often met with among thagko pride
themselves on their “enlightenment” and respectrigth. The proper name for this is “Theophobia’-ddinis one
of the most common, and most virulent superstitmithe age in which we live.

Finally, it is worth observing how the tendency“toyth-making” and masquerade of a bogus charadsr h
reappeared in the modern infidel cults and “idei@sg—such as Deistic freemasonry, with its rubkaslout Boaz
and Jachin and Hiram, King of Tyre; Nazism, withdeliberately contrived “race-myth,” and Communisith its
mystic veneration for the prophets, Marx, Engeld benin, and their infallible interpreter, the migiStalin, who
is “deified” like the kings of the Hellenistic agas the centre of a hero-cult in which the young earefully
indoctrinated.

CHAPTER L.

The pre-Christian “civilized world” of the Meditemean was riddled with superstition, which pervaeeery
class of its communities, and governed their waylifef to an extent we can scarcely conceive. Sgreemd
incantations were regarded as so dangerous inepdiftican Rome that they were dealt with in heliestrwritten
Code, that of the Twelve Tables, which forbade dhsting of spells over a neighbour’s fields in ortedivert
their fertility to one’s own. In his “Natural Histg’ Pliny—who wrote under the Empire—describes home
Furius Cresimus, accused of sorcery because ofirtnbsual fertility of his small farm, repelled thecasation
before the Curule AEdile by showing that his “chatroonsisted of the hard labour of a household whee well
fed and well clad, and provided with proper implatseand equipment. In the late Republic and eanpike,
while genuine faith in the old Roman gods was ioaye there was an influx of Oriental cults and ssiigons of
every kind. Belief in the arts of magic, divinatiand astrology, according to Sir Samuel Dill, wWas $trongest
force in the pagan sentiment of this age. AccordinDean Inge—a great authority on the thoughatsrl classical
paganism—the effects of astrology and magic as firactised were a fruitful cause of misery, andigian
apologists have not claimed nearly sufficient dréali their liberation of Western thought from tHgermanent
nightmare of the spirit.” The higher culture of Atis and Alexandria, the two great “university cesitrof the
time, did not free them from the evil—on the contrahey were perhaps even worse than Rome. Itooasnon
for people to carry a little oil-flask for ceremahunctions to avert the anger of the gods in ¢asas accidentally
provoked in some way. Theophrastus, in his “Chara¢t paints a curious picture of the superstitiowa, whose
whole life is bound up in a network of petty rituahd governed by fears of “unlucky” days, aninzald events.

Pagan Prison of Fears

These credulities were not exclusive to the ignoramd vulgar: they obsessed the ruling class amd th
“intelligentsia” also; even men like the Emperorreles Aurelius were by no means immune from thdiu@nce.
Fear of “ill-omened” dreams was universal: no oreswn the least ashamed of confessing the mosiutadis
apprehensions, and resorting to equally absurd disieFor example, the picture is drawn by Pet®rof
Trimalchio’s dismay when a cock crows at a feasichvine is giving. He at once spills his wine behdhe table,
changes the rings on his fingers, and orders tfenadihg bird to be killed. Plutarch speaks of thaven fear of
men which “filled the whole universe with spectfeand declares that unbelief itself is less dishomyg to
Divinity than “to cringe before gods who are wotlsan the worst of men.”

At a later period, St. John Chrysostom describesrihss of vain fears which infected the souls efpiople of
a world still largely pagan, or but partially Chi@ized in its thought. A braying donkey, a crogvimoster, a man
sheezing—almost anything in the least out of themoon was interpreted as “an omen,” he says, by qaaple
shut up in a prison of dark fears—"more abjectigit misery than a whole marketful of slaves.”



In the life of the low-born Marius, who kept a Symiprophetess in the train, and the cultured ariats, Sulla
and Caesar, we meet with much the same irratideatemt of superstition. Sulla wore an amulet of MeRs a
lucky charm, and was seen to whisper prayersdbtie critical moment in a battle at the gateRafe: he had a
belief in Fortune like that of Bonaparte in his 46t Caesar—a sceptical “rationalist” as regards gbds—was
accustomed to rely on a thrice-repeated spell agancidents when driving in a chariot. Another reent
politician, Mucianus, three times a consul, keptafly, wrapped in linen as a charm against ophttia!

The Christians and Sorcery

St. Augustine shows how the Christians of his tiwere prone to fall into pagan superstitions in tiofe
sickness—when charms and incantations were reconedernit seems, by pagan neighbours in a good-rmature
way, much as patent medicines are nowadays. There figatures” tied on to limbs; fnaures’ which covered
the ear; written spells calleataracters” and various kinds of healing sorcery. All thésiid the great Bishop of
Hippo, was simply devil-worship—health was beingrmised in exchange for a denial of Christ and immeé on
the evil powers of the air. Like the martyrs, theriStian patients must stand firm in the hour ohjéation. “Your
sick-bed is your arena: as you lie helpless, yauwaestling with your foe. Only hold fast to theithaand as the
end of life is reached, the victory is gained.”ittentally, the faith in ligatures and similar desgcwhich the saint
denounced was still rampant a thousand years latrd-is described by Scott in his “Discovery of Waraft,”
written in Queen Elizabeth’s time, when it was coomto resort to “periapts” given by wise women—sasithe
“five leaves of charmed valerian tied loosely te thumb with a green thread,” which are describe8t Thomas
More in his “Comfort Against Tribulation.”

Some Modern Survivals

Another ancient superstition which survived at {a@gisthe eighteenth century is faith in the cuvatpowers of
the spittle of a fasting person. It is referredyoPliny in his “Natural History” as a remedy agstisnake-bite, and
was one of the subjects of a medical treatise &y Micholas Robinson, M.D., which was last reprinied. 767.
The worthy Dr. Robinson descanted on its salutéfisces when rubbed on “old aches, pains, recergt, qubunds,
old ulcers, corns, sore eyes and gouty nodes.”praetice of perforating eggshells after consumhwjrtcontents
is referred to by the same Roman authority: if fkisiot done, says he, they may become lurkingepldor
maleficent forces. Dean Wren—the father of the fgaeehitect, spoke of the witches using unperfatateells as
boats “to sail in by night"—this being apparently aternative form of transport to the better-kndswonomstick!
As late as the last century, an instructor in etitgicorrected the Emperor Napoleon Il for neghecto destroy
his egg-shells after eating eggs.

Remaining superstitions of somewhat obscure oragim connected with such matters as ear-tingling, an
sheezing—a bad omen, to be averted by calling Zews: hence, “God bless you™—as well as with gpgittiThey
are now, of course, harmless enough, and thoseinguge in superstitious tricks and fantasies ceteg: with
them, almost always do so in a lighthearted mammgnout seriously considering why they do so. #sadifferent,
however, in the fifth and sixth centuries, when cildlized paganism was dying in the Mediterran&ards and the
barbarian paganism of the North and West was beantpated by Christian teachers and rulers.

CHAPTER III.

People who read brief historical accounts of thent\@rsion” of the English, Irish, Franks, Germand athers
often have little realization of the enormous diflty of really Christianizing these Western pegpl€heir whole
way of life was knit into a pattern of pagan traahfl custom connected with the observance of dagsseasons,
and of popular rites which were often sensual amohesimes horribly cruel. In order to uproot thesdélse
thoroughly, an adequate supply of earnest, holy welittrained priests was needed, backed by argleteihed
authority which could enforce peace and settleceguwent. But none of these conditions prevailethenperiod
of the “Dark Ages,” when Christendom was being mdtevas a time of frightful violence, and the wbnvas
desolated by constant war, while “lawful” authority all kinds was ill-secured and weak in face dfitemt
gangsters. In such conditions, it was enormoudficdit to test and prepare candidates properlytfa ministry:
and also, to secure real instruction for the “coted® and baptized flock in the Word of God: whik sorts of
unfit men were liable to be pitch-forked into spigl office by ruling princes or “racketeers” ofriaus kinds, in
order to give them a hold on power and propertyekvhll this is considered, it is not surprisingttirgghtful,
barbarous evils, both among the clergy and laibguid continue to exist in the kingdoms where Clitho
Christianity was the established faith. The suipgighing is that any sort of Christianity shoulavie survived in
such an age—and that its story should not only Haen stained by ghastly inequities and abusesalsot
glorified by the splendid sanctity and heroic déa@E of innumerable saints.



The Fight Against Pagan Survivals

Naturally enough, the weeds of superstition flcwets rankly in this world. Some of them remainedrfrtne
pagan practices of the past: others came in theewélChristianity—as a consequence of the creduftyhe
people and the ignorance of too many of the cleagyl the general absence of the critical or sdiersénse. The
first, however, were the most dangerous, and ttreagrainst them occupied much of the attention efG@hurch’s
holy men and reformers. Thus, in the sermons o€&gesarius of Arles (d. 542) we find constant exiees to the
need of destroying the idolatrous temples, cuttiogin the sacred trees which were the object ofpagaeration,
and so on—and he advocates stern measures—inclfidgging and chaining—against baptized Christiai®
apostatised by reverting to their ancestral prastic

“Why,” the saint cries out, “did these wretched pleoever enter the Church? Why did they receive the
sacrament of baptism, if they were bent on goirgk lzditerwards to the sacrilegious worship of thbis?”

The abuses about which he speaks are also mentidteedin “Penitentials” (rules covering mattersGliurch
discipline for various offences) during this cegtand the three following. One notable one is tiraults which
took place whenever there was an eclipse of thenmdimsed on the belief that the moon-goddess musadied
up by clamorous supplications in her conflict witbstile forces seeking to devour her. Incidentglisgctices
based on this superstition are recorded as pregainong the Irish and Welsh as late as 1686; Aularevriter of
the time, speaks of them “beating pans” in timesdfpse, by way of assisting the higher orbs! Aeotevil
denounced by St. Caesarius is the observance ofdéy—the day of Thor or Jove—as a sort of rivdy luay to
Sunday: and he says that there were many who waatlevork on that day who had no hesitation in da@ngon
the Christians’ weekly feast. A variety of supdistis centred around Midsummer Eve (later called 38hn’'s
Eve”), including midnight bathing, dancing roundnfices and jumping through the flames, watching,the
church porch, for the wraiths of next year's deHue habit of consulting soothsayers, and perfornpirogpitiatory
rites at holy wells or fairies’ trees was very coomindeed, even among devout Christians—and thétepther
pagan legacies, are prohibited in a series of GhGauncils, both in the East and West. That of Gorigople in
692, for example, deals with the practices of sgremd divining, the sale of charms, the drawingwfens from
cloud shapes, the lighting of fires at the timéhef new moon, and also with revels in honour of &ath Bacchus.
Even the practice of giving New Year presents wasna time considered objectionable, so much was Xear
associated with pagan rites and excesses. To cauhtlis, the day was even made a “fast”™—and 8guAtine
urged his hearers to give alms, not “strenas” (f€hmas boxes,” as we should say). But it was loefpie the
pagan mummeries linked with January the first wgerid of, or reduced to the harmless customs wvisidl
remain in France and many other parts of Europe.

THE “CHRISTIANIZING” OF PAGAN OBSERVANCES

As one would expect, pagan usages connected watlbuhal of the dead were deeply-rooted and diffitu
overthrow. In some cases, there were animal seesifiand valued belongings of the deceased weren e
grave with him: while there was unseemly feastihtha graveside. The strange practices of “the ivake the
like, which have survived among the Irish almosbto own day, are well known. In England, there wasirious
custom of “burning corn” at the burial, as a saBrgufor the health of survivors. These pagan stifierss were
the subject of penal Church legislation in the reddges—»but the Christian missionaries and rulaevg well
enough how difficult it was to deal with the andiseasonal observances of the peasantry simplyfyrassion.
For this reason, they frequently adopted the methfodompromise, giving a new Christian significarioethe
ancient pagan observances and feasts. Christmasedghe Winter-feast of the Sun: instead of thpdrcal, there
were the Candlemas processions. Unfortunatelypégan spirit often survived the “Christianizing” thfe older
observance—as in the case of the “all-night vigiis'temeteries and at the shrines of certain saivtiich were
sometimes accompanied by excesses of various kindsst instances, however, the Christian’ adoptidémpagan
usagese was wise and beneficial in its consequefaresstance, in the case of the renewed furries offered on
the third, seventh and thirtieth days after thaabuwhere the Church substituted her own Holyrifiae of the
Mass for the pagan feasts and offerings.

Yet even in the case of “month’s minds” and anrdgaeies, a “Capitulary” of Rheims in 832 refers to
objectionable customs in which the clergy were lme#d—such as “drinking to the soul of the dead ntmcing,
laughter and ballad “singing, together with masketfooneries,” which are declared to be “devilry.”

CHAPTER IV.
So far, we have discussed the struggle of the bhwith pagan superstitions and sorceries, and thién
surviving customary observances of the old worlgt, B1 an age of fervent popular faith, when séfancriticism
was unknown, it was inevitable that there shouldagood deal of credulity which we would now call



“superstitious” connected with purely Christianieehnd practice. There was a tendency to regaedyéhing out
of the ordinary—good or bad—as due to the diretriention of spiritual agencies. Accounts of mlieacand
Divine revelations were easily accepted on litteno evidence, and grew more and more exaggeratetey
passed from mouth to mouth. The lives of some efdhints came to be loaded with a legendary elewfeat
fantastic “fairy tale” kind—often beautiful and rlekin its symbolism, but entirely unrelated to facAgain, there
was a readiness to invoke “the judgment of Godilace of using competent human judgment in legs¢sa-as
in the “ordeals” by fire, battle and other procesahich were ultimately condemned by the ChurchreHthe evil
was not the giving of undue honour to false divésit but the honouring of the true God in an ioadl and
infantile way.

The error of credulity was largely unavoidablethe absence of any systematic canons of critidisrit must
be admitted that it was to be found in all classesl among the wisest and most holy of the memefmiddle
ages.

RELICS AND CREDULITY

For example, in the life of St. Anselm, the greathbishop and Church doctor, we read of him asdein
“enraptured” at learning of the relics brought bagkone ligyrus from the Crusades—including somieshat Our
Blessed Lady, torn out by her in her agony befbee €ross, which had been given to him by the Ralriaf
Antioch. The “ancient records” in which, the Pairlaclaimed, their authenticity was attested, westinquired
into at all—the truth of the incredible story waepted quite simply, and the “sacred hairs” weeived with
veneration by the saint himself, along with the ishop and Canons of the city of Rouen. Actudligre were
some fifty or more churches which claimed to hawalar relics, supposedly gathered from the soiCalvary on
the evening after the Crucifixion.

In the inventory of Westminster Abbey in the fiftéle century are found a variety of relics of Ourdia-
including pieces of her dress, garments she hackemopart of the window recess where she had stodkhea
Annunciation, relics of her “milk,” her shoes, hmd and her girdle. King Athelstane had presenteeilaof hers;
King Offa a piece of the tomb from which she hadear at the Assumption. It is now known, inciddgtahat the
supposed “milk” was simply an exudation of a substanow called galactite, found in a cave in Egwtere the
Holy Family was supposed to have taken refuge.

The enthusiasm of St. Anselm for doubtful relicsyigical of his age; and in his case, as in thabtofHugh of
Lincoln, St. Louis and others, it is clear thatithraotives in acquiring these memorials were thokéhe purest
devotion—just as were the motives of the early &lans who sought to be buried near to the tombthef
martyrs. The instinct which inspired such a cravmgeeply human —it is found outside Catholicisrot only in
the Orthodox and other Eastern Churches, but arivoglems and Buddhists. Even in the Protestant wilele
are unexpected examples of the kind—such as the @fathe much-venerated Calvinistic Methodist Peiph
William Huntington, whose furniture and possessitatshed “extraordinary prices when they were aunsd, at
his death, among his devoted followers.

The inventories of great shrines of the Middle A§a®ish all too much material for the mockery obaern
infidels. There were the tears—gathered up by argef Our Lord weeping at the tomb of Lazarus, whigre
preserved at various places. St. Medard treasumikaooth lost by the Child Jesus at the age iokenin the
Lateran there was the blossoming rod of Aaron, wétles of the Saviour's cradle, the five barlegves and two
small fishes, the cloth used to wipe the feet efdisciples, the seamless vesture and the purpheegé phials of
the sacred blood and water from Christ’s side.Frequently the same articles are found in diffetists of relics.
Needless to say, those who accepted traditionshwdppeared to possess authority regarding thessunes, and
venerated them in good faith, were not guilty oftaing which can be justly stigmatized as “supést’: and the
general readiness to believe in preternatural esgpians for unusual happenings is also excusechéyatmost
universal ignorance of physical science. The treublthat the credulity of an age which knew litlehow to
distinguish between false and true relics and fafsktrue marvels, has helped to confirm the usalescepticism
of later days, so that all have frequently beengheithin a common condemnation as fraudulent anehidgry with
equal lack of critical discernment.

THE “EVIL EYE”

Meanwhile, the more commonplace kind of superstitizvent on flourishing, in spite of Church denutorzss;
for instance, the observance of “lucky” and “unlytklays; and faith in auguries and omens was stithmon
among the ignorant. Belief in the “Evil Eye” atgtperiod should be regarded rather as an. errorgmo®n than
a superstition, since it was linked up with the $bgl theories of Aristotle. It is on the word dhé& Philosopher”
that St. Thomas Aquinas accepts the myth of thefllagffect of “oculus fascinans” as a generallyognized fact.
The eyes were supposed to infect the air in contéttt them for a certain distance: so that “whesaal is



vehemently moved to wickedness, as occurs mosthyjitile old women”—according to this opinion—the
countenance can inflict damage, especially on glieate bodies of the young. Similarly, the moorswegarded
as hurtful to the weak-minded—hence the term “lieriaf he explanation offered by St. Thomas (oncaiagn
Aristotle’s authority) is that since the moon amtsmoist things—as, for example, the sea, whiakrasvn by it so
as to form the tides—it acts also on the brairthasmost moist part of the human body: and the dentake the
opportunity provided by this circumstance to distoran’s imagination.

But if the acceptance of general beliefs which sskmo be founded on scientific principles could betheld
superstitious, the case was different with the wathused to counteract the “evil eve.” For this k@tsuwere
sometimes worn, shaped like horns, or a hand, some obscene symbol. Herbs—notably the one called
“Mugwort,” were worn as a protection against bdtk Evil Eye and diabolical possession. In Souttsrope,
where this particular illusion is still rampantublbeads and blue jewels are often worn as a giecagainst it—
in Spain, fragments of mirrors, or of foxskin omrespskin, used to be tied round children’s neckaraantidote.
The “sign of the horns.,” made with the fingersuied in Italy. Even when the Evil Eye danger wasosisly
believed in, these practices were denounced asdiljpeis—as, for instance, by Archdeacon MartinAoles in
his work on superstitions.

The same authority speaks of the custom of “duckéngtatue of St. Peter in time of drought, and tfaying
the girdle of a woman lying in childbirth to thewbh gong and then ringing it thrice. He mentionsuaber of
written spells and charms in which gibberish wasphemously mingled with prayers.

FAITH AND FOLLY MINGLED

The prejudice against a priest’s presence on &f@pdhas been attributed to the Biblical storyafiah—hence
the name often given to such ill-luck bearerssItértainly a very ancient one. It was bad luckneet a priest or
friar at certain other times — for instance, whemng hunting: horsemen must pass them on the ledthd so on.
Divinations of the year's weather were made by fratailing on certain days. Superstitions werkdohup with
certain forms of devotion —such as fasting on tleekvday on which “Our Lady in Lent” (the Feast loé¢ tAn-
nunciation) occurred; among the populace the adlighit of the consecrated Host at Mass was oftgarded as
supremely important—even as sufficient for the iioént of the Sunday obligation; and it was heldb a
safeguard against a variety of material ills.

In medical prescriptions we often find religion asdperstition curiously mingled. A specimen of thisa
“leechdom” for the cure of wens, in which a maid#ips three cups of water from a stream flowing eatst
another vessel, singing Creeds and Paternostels sie does so; this “treatment” to be repeatedifoe days. A
“holy salve” is formed of various herbs mingled kvliutter from a single-colour cow, which has thenea of the
Evangelists written upon it, and is then stirredadple the Psalm, “Beati Immaculati,” is recited.

CHURCH CONDEMNATIONS OF CREDULITY

There were not lacking intelligent churchmen whoksp out against all these follies, however, as asll
against the current belief in fairies, witches, avids, etc., and the habit of attributing all kirafscalamities to
direct diabolical action and sorcery. St. Agobardymns declared that it was not the devil's waokcause plagues
or tempests, but rather to instil superstitiouagl®mto men’s minds, from which all sorts of si§s and injustice
resulted. He instances a case in which a numbiemotent persons were put to death on the accusatibaving
acted as agents of Grimoald, Duke of Beneventoausing a murrain of cattle by poison-powder.

In Penitentials of the ninth century, prevalentidfsl about the powers of witches are condemnedagamp
falsehood: and Burchard’s “Corrector” in the teo#imtury treats belief in the possibility of theiamellous powers
of riding through the air, changing men into anispn&lolding intercourse with demons and so on, aglitself a
sin of superstition deserving heavy penance.

The “Ordeals” by combat, water, red hot iron andosodominated the administration of justice in é&hd
fashion for a long time. Their origin was pagan—they were adopted and adapted by Christian atigmi@and
continued for a long time before their principle svaxposed as thoroughly unsound from the theolbgica
standpoint, and they were formally condemned byfdlieth Council of the Lateran. Even then they érggl on in
secular tribunals until the seventeenth century.

CHAPTER V.

The Reformation swept away the veneration of relidgether false or true, and discredited many efritarvels
connected with holy men and holy things in whichih©éc Christendom had believed. Nothing, howeweuld be
more erroneous than the notion that it diminishgeksstition, which remained rampant in all classt#setgh the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

“Good Queen Bess” herself employed Dr. John Deeleegyman of the new Church of England, as her



domestic astrologer for over forty years, and dailfehis services in a panic in order to countethetmalignant
activities of someone who had made a wax imagesofhd stuck a pin in it. Prosecutions for witclftchad been
rare in the Middle Ages, and seldom led to the ldpainalty—but in the age of Elizabeth and her sssmes they
were multiplied a hundredfold. The wise James | wastrong believer in the “witch menace,” and wrate
authoritative work on the subject in Scotland, ihieas republished in England after his accessiahddhrone
there. Incidentally, the mass of cruelties comrdittg the witch-hunters in England and Scotlandrdythis period
enormously outweighs the much-advertised (and tyrassaggerated) cruelties of the Spanish Inquisiiio the
same period—and the Inquisition was notably mild aceptical in its attitude towards supposed cakesrcery.
France and Germany, however, were infected much e prevalent witch-mania, which was common to
Protestants and Catholics. Superstitious and miagiaeatices were rife everywhere; and everywheeeténror of
sorcery was prevalent. Even such men as Sir Th@nmasne, who exposed many common errors of his time,
accepted the current belief in witchcraft, whictexpressed in a number of the plays of Shakespkasework on
“Character of Virtue and Vice,” written by JosephlHn 1600, a picture is painted of the supexatisi man of the
time in all his “devout impiety” turning home if lzare crosses his path, or if he recalls that theislainlucky:
turning pale when salt is spilled, listening foe ttry of the crow, tormenting himself over dreamsking oracles

of St. Swithin’s day and the twelve days of Chriggm‘Old wives and stars are his counsellors:igts spell is his
guard and charms his physicians.”

MODERN SUPERSTITIONS

The salt-spilling superstition, which has survitedur own time, seems to be fairly modern: onthefearliest
signs of it is in Leonardo da Vinci's “Last Suppgitture, where the salt cellar in front of Judas been upset.
Another recent notion is that of disaster portenblg@ crossed knife and fork—forks, of course, westused in
England before the age of Elizabeth. The fears ected with umbrellas opened in the house or leftabes are
of even later development, since these conveniemessfirst introduced in the eighteenth century.

Since glass mirrors did not come into general uskurope until at least the seventeenth centuey bilief
about the “seven years’ bad luck” connected witkaking them is obviously of late origin, thoughisitwidely
spread among gentle and simple. Accidents witharsrare also held sometimes to portend death ihdhse.

How did such superstitions as these come to appgeaggms probable that they arose in many casgd)si
from the chance coincidence to two disconnectedtsv@he superstitiously disposed are prone tdlréw when
such and such an event occurred they had brouglebpk's feathers into the house, or had put ormadress of
some particular colour. Perhaps ill-fortune is cestad twice with a memory of the same kind. An imagy link
is woven, the suspicion is communicated to frierats] the new superstition starts on its way. Henwdef
whenever instances occur which tend to confirmrbion, they are observed—while those where isfaihss
unnoticed.

One can think of a large number of “bad luck” idedsch may have originated in this way—those cotexkc
with looking at the new moon through glass, fortanse, or halving onions, or lighting three cigtegtwith a
single match, or being the first to cross a newld®ior enter a new house. On the other hand, #rerducky”
events of an equally arbitrary kind—to be born vétbaul: to find a stone with a hole in it: to tbuchunch-back’s
hump: to dream of the devil. The idea of “touchimgod” to avert ill when one boasts of good fortumdinked,
perhaps, with the pagan worship of sacred treesaedisas with the ancient instinct to propitiate witkerodotus
calls “the grudge of the gods.” Various explanatiane made of the “ill-luck” of passing under aded linking it
with the pyramids, ancient grave customs, the galj@and the Cross; but it may well have arisen birfrom the
originally rational fear of having something drogdpgon one from above!

The ill-omen connected with the number thirteepashaps the most seriously held of modern superssitand
it seems certain that it is derived from the nundfgyersons present at the Last Supper. There tsane of it at all
in old paganism, but a modern hostess will go ®apgtengths to prevent thirteen from sitting togetht her
table—and the fears connected with forming oneuchsa group are very real, though utterly irratlofie stigma
on thirteen has grown so that builders avoid ihimbering houses, and hotelkeepers in nhumberingigpand
extra steps have even been constructed to avoievihaumber in a flight. Similarly, the idea ofiéfay being an
ill-omened day is certainly connected with the @fixion—and it has had a serious effect up to ownaay, in
diminishing journeys by land and sea, and marriage®rtain places. The superstition about weddindday is
more obscure; it appears in Ovid, but was unknowtheé Middle Ages.

CONCLUSION

But it is impossible here to discuss even a smathler of the manifold superstitions yet currenthis “age of
enlightenment’—some of them most strange and fahél, some, perhaps, relics of earlier notionse dmed
scientific. The two last wars were accompanied bigborsts of superstition relating to astrologicatetcasts,



prophecies, and spiritualistic communications—moinention amulets and mascots; the air force haduged a
brand-new goblin of its own—the gremlin.

Clearly, man finds it very hard indeed to rid hithgé irrational beliefs which have no basis inlrealigious or
philosophic teachings, and which are—from the gifierstandpoint —pure absurdity. In general, thperstitions
of modern civilized people are childish rather tlaareal menace to faith or sane social life—to &xaent progress
has been made. From the Christian standpoint, lilagg at least the merit of keeping alive, to soxterd, the
half-belief in a strange, immaterial order affegtihuman life, in a world obsessed by the oppositer eof
materialist incredulity.

In the Roman empire of the fifth century, Christfaith had to struggle out of a jungle of polytmeiand magic
which seemed very real indeed to plain people—ayg tto in many parts of Asia and Africa even tod&ye
danger that the mud and tendrils of the formerdbeli the new Christian might cling to him, or ttnet might blend
his older beliefs with the new, was one of the mgmblems of the Church, and the reason for tleecdi
intolerance of practices which they regarded aapmstate reversion to the cult of devils.

Modern superstitions are still essentially a pesiagr of the reverence due to real spiritual trutd holiness,
and are degrading to human reason; but they aréhdanost part, merely venial. God is not seripuasshonoured
by the half-belief men give to mascots, or theact®n to spilling salt, breaking mirrors or trdireg on Friday;
and superstitious excesses of a pious kind are@megsion of childish faith which requires educatio maturity,
rather than any kind of sin. But what is most degidte in cases of real superstition is that thegeiconcerned is
a moral and mental weakling, who refuses to baséifhion the firm principles of religion, and iredulous of any
tale he hears repeated often enough, followingtineent fashion in the practice of follies.

The decay of faith makes men ready to gamble omrdbshances—but not to take them seriously. But
superstition leads to the neglect of fortitudegsiity, and confidence in God; it undermines tHigigus sense—
and it is horribly contagious. The man of trueHaitill seek to purify his mind of such nonsensehasclears his
hands and feet of the day’s dirt, lest it beconggdamed and infect the body with poison.
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