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Preface to the Second Edition

This book was first published as Progressive Witchcraft: Spirituality, Mysteries & Training in Modern Wicca. It received mixed reviews when it was released in 2003, but as time has passed, many have

recognized the work’s groundbreaking qualities. To quote one author who read the book when it first came out, “Sometimes a book can be ahead of its time, and can be released too early.” We now believe this was the case with Progressive Witchcraft. Not only are there increasing numbers of Witches who define themselves as “progressive” in their attitudes to Wicca, but a network also developed made up of like-minded covens of mixed origins who also define themselves as progressive. (See footnotes on page 22.)

One of the markers of an advanced spiritual practice is that it is never static but is always evolving. We have been teaching the material within this book (The Inner Mysteries) for the past ten years. During that time, we’ve developed a method of teaching energy work in combination with a more coherent spiritual cosmology. We have found this to have great usefulness in practical magical work. We began an online course in Progressive Witchcraft, using the book as the basic text, while continuing to teach our Inner Mysteries workshops. Over time, we supplemented the written material with another workshop: Inner Mysteries 2: Progressive Magic. As of the new publication of this book, we have taught these workshops in more than nine countries both inside and outside Europe. These workshops have increased interest in this book and fueled the decision to change the title to The Inner Mysteries: Progressive Witchcraft and Connection with the Divine.

Our writing team has been at the forefront of the modern Witchcraft revival since its beginnings in the mid-twentieth century in Great Britain. As we move into the twenty-first century, we are happy to see that Wiccans are maturing into more advanced spiritual practices. Wiccans and other modern Witches are no longer content to simply “drive the magical car,” but also want to “look under the hood and learn how the engine works,” to quote from our workshops. Our idea that Wiccans need a firmer basis in training, and a stronger focus on relationship with Deity, is coming to fruition with the establishment of several covens in both Europe and the United States. These covens reject the assertion that lineage and traditions are primary, and instead put magical training, personal gnosis, and direct revelation at the forefront of their efforts.

We live in a time in which Pagan and Wiccan practices are becoming more and more mainstream. Best-selling women’s magazines found at any newsstand have “resident Witches” and feature beginning spells for readers to try. A best-selling book recently drew on magical teachings that all modern Witches learn as a basic skill when they come into the Craft. Now that magic is becoming commonplace in the media, what should our role as modern Witches be? We believe Witches need to move into being the magical experts, the “fixers” that are consulted when things go awry. To follow up on the magical car metaphor, it’s time for us Witches to become the magical “mechanics” rather than mere magical “drivers.” This is the reason we originally published Progressive Witchcraft—to fill in the expertise gap, particularly in terms of relationship with the divine and the personal gnosis that is so sadly lacking in many established Craft traditions.

The modern Witchcraft revival can be compared to a child growing to maturity. The child Wicca was born in the 1940s, and started to crawl in the 1950s. Still very influenced by monotheism, Wicca began to totter to its feet in the 1960s, when it began to explore the world for the first time. By the 1970s, Wicca was at school, beginning to learn about its lengthy and inspiring history. In the 1980s, Wicca entered its rebellious adolescence and challenged all of its previously established sacred cows and shibboleths. By the 1990s and into the new millennium, Wicca is finally looking up to the stars in the night sky in wonder, and asking the question “Why am I here?”

Janet came into Wicca in the early 1970s, when Wicca was in its learning phase. Gavin came in the 1980s, when many were challenging the doctrines of the past and throwing out those aspects that (at the time) seemed irrelevant to the spiritual connection that Wicca seemed to promise. It was during this time that the established duotheistic view of Divinity in Wicca was first challenged. And that was the root of what we see as a positive new trend that is now coming to fruition. In the past, many writers emphasized the psychological aspects of Deity and used phrases like “numinous archetype,” drawn from Jung’s writings. Many Witches saw their gods and goddesses as part of their own internal psychological makeup rather than as spiritual entities with their own existence. This view is now changing. While most Witches still believe that Deity is an immanent part of them, many have now realized that each deity is a separate divinity it its own right, with a character, personality, likes and dislikes, and its own individuation (another Jungian term). And so the famous quote from Dion Fortune that “all gods are one god, all goddesses are one goddess” is being placed in a more truly polytheistic context.

Another major change in Wicca, which we foreshadowed in Progressive Witchcraft, is the rise of priests and priestesses devoted to one specific deity. Devotion to a single deity was the norm in most polytheistic traditions in ancient times and still is in modern polytheistic traditions. As more initiates devote themselves to single deities in Wicca, we are seeing the rise of larger groups devoted to a single divinity. There have also been more books written recently about a single divinity, as compared to encyclopedias with short entries on many deities. We first wrote about this trend in chapter 4 of this book. For example, there is a large, international group on Facebook dedicated to Hekate that draws inspiration from a book by Sorita d’Este. They have been planning rituals on a regular basis, a fascinating intersection of ancient-style devotion using entirely modern means.

As we move into the twenty-first century, it seems to us that Wicca is moving more and more into the priestly patterns of the ancient polytheisms rather than being focused on the ritual structures, forms of Deity, and styles of Witchcraft envisioned by Gardner and Sanders. It is not so much a learning, as an unlearning, or perhaps a change in focus. Today’s Witches seem to be focusing more strongly on creativity and spirituality, and less on strict duotheism and ritual structures drawn from Ceremonial Magic. Many of the parts of Wicca that are being de-emphasized today are patriarchal norms and values. Since it arose in the 1940s and 1950s, Wicca couldn’t altogether avoid the pervasive climate of patriarchy that characterized that time. It is our hope, however, that those who have progressed beyond needing patriarchal structures in their lives will appreciate this work, especially its truly polytheistic approach to Divinity. We believe this book offers a workable blueprint for training and coven structures that will benefit the modern Witchcraft movement.

At the time of this writing, Wicca has evolved into diverse vibrant traditions worldwide. This self-definition was driven by a sudden influx of many people calling themselves Witches or Wiccans in the late 1990s. The trend was driven by mass media, especially television and film. Publishers and authors were quick to respond, with often-exploitative books that jumped category from New Age to Witch with no change in content or style. In our communities, we were suddenly faced with many people calling themselves Wiccan or Witches who knew little of the history of modern Witchcraft or the neo-Pagan movement, and much less of the underlying philosophies. For these people, being a Witch was a fashion statement, and they were unkindly referred to as “fluffy bunnies.” It is not surprising that the movement began polarizing at that time, in reaction to the sudden arrival of many people who only see Witchcraft as a magical practice, rather than one of devotion and worship of the divine through nature.

In reaction to this influx of people—who not only didn’t know much about Witchcraft, but also in many cases were unwilling to learn—various new designations for traditions within Witchcraft were coined. British Traditional Witchcraft, or BTW, is an American term that first began to be used around this time. A corollary term: American Traditional Witchcraft, or ATW, also came into use. British Traditional Witchcraft is an umbrella term for the paths within Witchcraft that still adhere to the teachings of Gardner and Sanders. BTW Witches have strict beliefs, initiatory paths, and a traceable lineage from the founders of the traditions. ATW Witches instead follow traditions founded in America that were inspired by the modern Witchcraft revival in Great Britain. Examples of ATW traditions are the 1734 tradition; the Cabot tradition of Salem, Massachusetts; NROOGD in Northern California; and the Assembly of the Sacred Wheel in the mid-Atlantic region.

We believe that BTW and ATW came into the terminology of Wicca to define the participants of those traditions as separate from the large numbers of people from other backgrounds who began calling themselves Witches and Wiccans in the 1990s, not to separate BTW and ATW from each other. And it is important to remember, from a purely British standpoint, that the two traditions that are considered BTW in America have developed in very distinct ways. At this point in time, we believe they are separate traditions from their British rootstock.

Some, though certainly not all, British Traditional Witchcraft covens in America have very rigid rules about secrecy, initiation, what can (and can’t) be taught to initiates, and they also have very strict practices in Circle. This is a movement away from the practices of their British brethren. Some of this rigidity of practice is a result of fear that their tradition will be watered down by new ideas or practices. And the concept of “oral law”—doctrine passed down only through word of mouth—has also appeared in BTW covens as the Book of Shadows becomes more and more public. But no one has ever	established	what “oral law” means outside of individual covens and extended coven families.
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Doreen Valiente (1922–1999)



We believe that most of these new rules fly in the face of what Gerald Gardner, Doreen Valiente, and later Alex Sanders actually taught. We believe that when Wicca is codified into a static format, it ceases to be the all-embracing magical tradition envisaged by these important figures. As Doreen Valiente put it, “The most important code of Witch-craft is, if it works, use it!” This statement by definition encourages the adoption of new ideas and practices. Gardner, Valiente, and Sanders did not believe in the codes of secrecy or the rigid rules that are part of today’s Wicca. They would have seen such static practices as restricting their practice of Witchcraft. If they had followed such as rigid code of secrecy when they were practicing, Wicca would not be so widespread, nor would there be so many different versions of the Book of Shadows.

All of the original practitioners of Wicca adapted and evolved their practices over time. They also believed that “a Witch is a Witch” regardless of the type of initiation the individual went through. All of them accepted individuals on their individual merits. Both Alex Sanders and Doreen Valiente believed that formal initiation was not always necessary to accept someone as a Witch. Sanders in particular was well-known to turn to people and say, “I don’t need to initiate you; you are already a Witch.” And Doreen Valiente would say, “You can tell a Witch by the look in her eyes.” There is wisdom in both of these approaches to who is and is not a Witch.

We believe that the founders of Wicca would not approve of the emerging trends toward dogma, and in fact would see them as a step backwards. There has emerged an intolerance of other Wiccan paths on the part of those who consider themselves BTW. This fundamentalist approach to Wicca has now brought us to a real danger: that Wicca will lose its soul and go down the road that orthodox religion took two millennia ago. We believe these attitudes stem from people’s ideas about religion being formed in a monotheistic culture. When such people come to polytheism, they get a form of spiritual agoraphobia and seek to cling to the comfortingly rigid structures found in their original religions. Of course, this is a form of insecurity, a type of Shadow that most of us who have gone through the initiatory process work through at the second-degree level. Unfortunately, it seems that for some, the Shadow-need for rigid control never loosens, and these people apply their old concepts of religion to Wicca. They become concerned with the form of the religion rather than the spirit. They glorify the system of lineage initiations, the coven structure and laws, and they ignore the spiritual and magical practice.

In doing so, many lose the meaning of one of the most important writings in Wiccan literature, the Charge of the Goddess—“If you do not find it within thee, you will never find it without!” In other words, the external structure of your religion is not more important than the inner mysteries of your spiritual path. The outer structure of your practice should aid your quest for connection with the divine, in the best manner to facilitate that connection.

In contrast with some BTW Wiccans, we believe in tolerance—and even enthusiasm—for the diversity of Wicca we see today. There is much to recognize and respect in the less mainstream paths of Wicca these days. We write this from the viewpoint of us both having our origins in the Alexandrian Tradition and then deciding to move on to our own path. If a BTW Witch were to attend one of our ceremonies, they would be familiar with the Circle casting, the coven structure, and many of the words. But our real attention is not on the Circle casting or the coven structure. We think what goes on above and beyond the Circle casting and the coven structure is the most important part of modern Wicca.

What we hope to convey to our readers in this volume is the Deitycentered cosmology and energy work that we believe are at the core of all magical and spiritual traditions. A focus on the energy work and the direct connection to the divine provides a rich vein of spiritual nurturance. Initiation comes directly from the divine, as quoted often in British Traditional Wicca: “There is only one true initiator,” a statement that derives from Dion Fortune. Because of the tremendous variety and quality of training systems, initiations in Wicca are currently only valid within their group of origin. In this book, we are presenting a system of Witchcraft that places psychic training and connection to the divine at the center of a Witchcraft practice rather than doctrine, dogma, and codified rituals.

We hope the reader will take this book for what it is: not a system but a philosophy. That it is completely acceptable to embrace new ideas, and that in any magico-spiritual tradition such as Wicca it is important not to forget why we practice it—to serve the divine in its myriad faces.


Introduction

God[dess], grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.

—REINHOLD NIEBUHR

It has been over fifty years—bridging two centuries and a millennium—since the Witchcraft revival began. This is quite an achievement for a new religious movement, especially when one of its founders believed it would only manage to survive another decade. Doreen Valiente related how Gerald Gardner, the “father” of modern Witchcraft, said to her in the early 1960s that “the problem with this religion, Doreen, is that it has too many chiefs and not enough Indians.” He strongly believed this would be its downfall as a religious path, and that it would not survive beyond the 1970s. Luckily for many of us, he was wrong. Gardner failed to take into account one of the most important factors that has allowed Witchcraft to survive: its ability to change with the times: to change and adapt culturally and socially. There is, of course, a scientific word for this type of change—evolution.

This is why we used the words Progressive Witchcraft in the subtitle of this book. We know we are not the only ones within Wicca who have used the term progressive to describe themselves. The term progressive Wicca was used for the first time in the 1980s, as far as we know, to describe a diverse and eclectic movement originating in the United Kingdom (see footnotes on page 22). Others may think of “eclectic” disparagingly, but it is the nature of evolution to encourage diversity and variety. A look at Wicca’s history shows there is nothing more eclectic than Traditional Wicca, with its blend of Italian-Etruscan lore, ceremonial magic, Freemasonry, and possibly even Sufi teachings! For us, the use of the term progressive does not indicate a specific tradition, but rather a way of seeing the spiritual truths that underlie all nature-based religions—especially the truth that they must be able to adapt if they wish to satisfy the spiritual needs of the individual.

Wicca is a religious movement with its roots in nature and in natural law. Evolution is at the core of its philosophy whether its practitioners realize it. It is important to note that evolution affects not only physical and social development, but also spiritual growth. Nearly all practices in Witchcraft have changed over time. This is mainly due to a better understanding of the origins of such practices and their true meaning. Generally, most Wiccans now have a better understanding of such things as magical practice and the Wheel of the Year than the practitioners of Wicca did in the 1950s and ’60s; and (of specific importance with reference to this book) of change within the self—that is, initiation and the mechanisms that cause it. In the spiritual cultures of the ancient past, these changes and their causative actions came to be called the mysteries.

In the last few decades, we have seen many changes in the way Wicca has been viewed, both publicly and internally. What was once a small group of individuals secretly trying to recreate the past has now become a large movement trying to embrace the future. Because of this, it has become more noticeable. All Witchcraft was once viewed by the public with suspicion; the word Wicca was unknown and rarely appeared in the lurid stories of Witchcraft in the tabloid press. Now the word Wicca appears regularly in all the media as a modern, fashionable kind of Witchcraft, and has become one of the fastest growing spiritual practices in the Western world.

Witches embrace positive change, and when this change does not occur, they create it. Witches are, and probably always have been, irrepressible rebels by nature. They challenge the status quo, not just within their own sphere of practices, but also in the wider world. It may be for this reason that witchcraft was seen to be a challenge to established authority in the past, particularly by the Christian church. In the twenty-first century, corporations and governments have become the authority challenged by the Witch. These institutions put materialism over spirituality, while threatening the environment. Witches know that both materialism and spirituality need to be in balance if there is to be a positive future for ourselves and the planet we live on.

Materialism has seen a market in Witchcraft, and herein lies the paradox of this book. The market has been flooded with books on Witchcraft due to the increasing need and desire for a spirituality that challenges the doctrines of consumer society. The paradox is that now spirituality can be purchased from your nearest bookshop, just as fast food can be purchased from your nearest fast-food chain. Or this is what modern society would like to have us believe. Many of these books contain substantially the same information, rewritten and regurgitated for mass consumption. But Witches, being rebels, know differently; they know that true spiritual connection comes from the soul, and that books can only give us ideas— and, of course, the experiences of the author. This is a book about the quest for the spiritual experience that is the path of Witchcraft, but it is not the quest itself, only a guide to help the seeker along this path.

Witchcraft has reinvented itself several times since the 1950s because of the need by those within it to revolt against the dogmatic practices that seeped into it. Such dogmas and doctrines go against the true nature of the Witch: there are and always have been rebels, and there always will be. This was the factor that Gardner, himself a rebel of his time, did not pencil into the equation when he made that statement to Doreen Valiente about Wicca not lasting beyond the 1970s. Without the rebels, Gardner’s prophecy would have come to pass: for change, evolution, and revolution would not have happened.

We were both part of this process: Janet, in a more direct way, by being involved with the king of Wiccan rebels—Alex Sanders, and Gavin by being part of an organization that rebelled against the doctrine that you could only be a Witch if you were part of a traditional lineage. We were both rebels, as was Janet’s late husband, Stewart. Likewise, the need to rebel against dogma encouraged other authors such as Starhawk, Ray Buckland, Phyllis Curott, and Raven Grimassi to put pen to paper to cause change and to cause Wiccan evolution to take a leap forward.

How people face the evolution of new ideas is very different from person to person, but generally people either embrace or reject it. Witches are no different. As we try to show in this book, Witchcraft has never been slow to accept the inevitabilities of time. Evolution and the will of the Goddess eventually win through. Modern Witches know that time, evolution, and spirituality are indivisible, so Witchcraft as a spiritual path will always embrace changes as they occur. Unfortunately, there will always be those who feel differently. These are the people who are comfortable where they are, or who are scared of the effect change might have on the personal power that they have obtained for themselves. For them, the leap across the void of the mysteries is too large a journey to contemplate. They sit in spiritual stagnation. They are—regardless of a string of initiations with validated lineage and heritage—not what we would consider true Witches.

The mysteries, the central theme of this book, are about change. They are about the transformation of the self for the benefit of all. When you change the self, you change the world. This is inevitable, for the macrocosm (the whole of the world) and the microcosm (the individual self) are intertwined like the two snakes on the staff of Hermes. This is a book about shaping Witchcraft into a spiritual path for this new millennium. Microcosmically, this is done by first changing the individuals who call themselves Witches. This can only occur when change is first accepted as inevitable, and then the strength for change is found in spiritual connection.

The need for spiritual union is at the core of all living spiritual paths. This was forgotten somewhere along the line by many within Wicca. The form of ritual became more important than its actual purpose; words became more important than intent. It is time to right this; it is time for Wicca to take its rightful place alongside the other contemporary spiritual paths that encourage connection and union with the Divine—alongside Santeria, Vodoun, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Shinto.

The authors have also changed over the years. We have embraced the need to look at new philosophies as part of our spiritual growth. We have looked into the past for inspiration—into the ancient Celtic, Norse/Anglo-Saxon, and Greek worlds. We have drawn what we can from them, but in recent years have found more inspiration from living religions than from the fragmented remains of dead ones. Others feel the same. We have noticed that many Witches have become drawn to contemporary spiritualities that are alive and vibrant and offer one-on-one spiritual connection— particularly Vodoun and Santeria. This is because some Wiccan practice has become lacking in such connection. It is our hope that we can encourage Witches to take their experiences of such living religions and infuse them into Wicca, thus boosting its next evolutionary leap forward. Wicca can become a vehicle for the return of the old gods and goddesses—not just into Circle, but into the everyday personal life of the Witch.

When you approach Wicca from this direction, you come to a realization—an epiphany, if you will. As Wiccans, we like to say that “all religions are paths to the same truth.” If we truly believe this, we must accept that many of the ceremonial aspects in Wicca are simply “icing on the cake,” a way of enticing us to experience the truth of the spiritual experience. The ritual and the systems associated with it are nothing more than tools to connect you to God/Goddess. They are thereby tools to change you and the way you view the world you live in.

There is no right or wrong in the way you do things, or in the way you think, so long as you seek the guidance of Spirit in the quest for the experience of the Mystery. What we wish to do here is help the reader to access the mystery in the term mystery tradition. The irony is that no one can write about the individual spiritual experience in an objective way, as there are no words to convey the impact such experiences have. We believe that the purpose of any true priestess or priest of Witchcraft in the modern age is to encourage, inspire, and guide the individual to experience the mysteries for themselves.

If Wicca is to survive the next millennium, it must now come of age and accept the importance of its core spiritual beliefs in the scheme of things; beliefs that can unite true religions of healing in understanding and tolerance. It must also accept the truth of its origins as a new religion based on old wisdoms rather than a surviving remnant from the Middle Ages, if it is to truly become a spiritual path for a modern world. This is not a book telling you what to do or what to think; it is a book telling you that it is okay to do what you are already doing so long as it is done with the guidance of Spirit.

There are some points that we need to emphasize regarding our use of the words Wicca and witchcraft. We use the capitalized terms Wicca and Witchcraft to describe modern traditions of Witchcraft stemming from Gerald Gardner, Alex Sanders, and their contemporaries. The word witchcraft is used to describe general practice, and may also apply to older, more historical practices, such as Strega—the Italian practice of witchcraft that still survives today.

We have attempted in this book to create aspects of a philosophy of Witchcraft useable by all, regardless of whether they are solitary or in a coven that can easily be applied to already existing traditional practices. We could just have easily subtitled this work “A Modern Coven Handbook” or something similar, but the reality is that many Wiccan practitioners are solitary. At the end of the day, individual Witches have the task of teaching themselves. It is not our intention that the practices within this book should be dogmatic or even doctrinal. This book simply offers ideas to guide the reader.

For the above reasons, we do not claim within this work to be publishing ancient knowledge, secrets, or archaic occult techniques, although much of what we have written has its origins in past occult practices that we have synthesized for the modern world. All of the practical exercises are ones we have created ourselves and have used successfully; they were not created purely for this book, as some writers have done in their works. The exercises are drawn from our work with our magical training group and from a series of intensive workshops called The Inner Mysteries, which we started back in early 2002 and have since held in Europe, the United Kingdom, the United States, and Australia. This work inspired the title of this book.
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1

In the Beginning:
from Witchcraft to Wicca

Study the past if you would define the future.

—CONFUCIUS*

First we must look at the true origins of witchcraft, those hidden in the mists of time. This is a subject that has been written about many times by many authors. This, of course, may be quite repetitive to those who have been involved in the modern Witchcraft movement for several years, but they must bear with us, as this book is just as likely to be picked up by those who are making the first steps in the sometimes confusing world of the neo-Pagan movement. It is our hope though, that we have given some different viewpoints to its origins that have not been covered before in our own, or other literary works.

Witchcraft’s Origins in Shamanism

Looking at cave art and archaeological artifacts, we can theorize that the earliest magical practices came about when Homo sapiens began to migrate east and west from Africa. Their magic revolved around the most basic instinct of mankind, survival. Imagine the following scene: In a firelit cave, a man dresses in deerskin and dons an antlered headdress. He begins to chant; the chant grows into a grunt; the grunt into the recognizable hurnnn call of the rutting stag. As he slowly circles the fire, the other male members of the tribe come out of the darkness. Each tightly grasps a stick as though it were a spear. At a given moment, they lunge on the costumed figure. In a frenzy, they symbolically kill the stag. By doing this form of magic, they see themselves as successfully procuring meat for the tribe on the following day’s hunt.

A division of sexual roles was often noticeable in hunter-gatherer societies. This was not sexism, but arose from the reality that men were better capable of defending the group and hunting large game due to their physical build and strength. We think men were, therefore, responsible for defending their communities and providing meat, while women cared for the young and the old. During the hunt, the women of the tribe gathered berries, nuts, and tubers to supplement the tribe’s diet and, more importantly from a magical perspective, had the opportunity to gather herbs for the sick. As we have seen, the male mysteries probably revolved around their role in the preparation for the hunt. Here we see the female mysteries in the treatment of the sick, and in caring for other women during pregnancy. As they were healing the sick, they also found themselves dealing with the spirits that caused the illness. We still see this division between the sexes today in hunter-gather communities, such as the aboriginal peoples of Australia. Within this culture, there is a strict division between “men’s business” and “women’s business” when it comes to the mysteries. This division was probably responsible for mistrust of the old feminine magical ways during the period and the development of the feminine descriptive word witch.

It is in both male and female forms of magic that we see the roots of what we now call shamanism and its development into what we now call witchcraft. As humanity developed and settled into an agricultural way of life, the role of the tribal magic-worker evolved. It became a family affair, with the skills of one generation being passed down to the next. Here we see the idea of “hereditary witchcraft” first appearing, but it should be remembered that at this time all trades and skills were passed down through the family. Within the tribe/village, specific families would have been responsible for passing down specific skills, such as metalworking, torch making, farming, et cetera. This is the origin of such descriptive surnames as “Baker” and “Smith.” In a harsh world, specialization is more conducive to survival than a strategy in which everyone is “a jack-of-all-trades, but a master of none.” The magical worker became a priest or priestess in the village; although they were not considered more important than any other trade, they were respected. Their roles might have included being responsible for keeping a track of the seasons and performing the seasonal rites. This could have involved making offerings to the local gods and spirits for good crops and good hunts. These are important rites in an agricultural society, and the priesthood had to understand the cyclical nature of the seasons to do them. They were most likely the keepers of the mysteries of birth, death, and rebirth. They looked after the sick with the herb lore they had accumulated over generations; they were responsible for the banishment of malign spirits, which caused disease. Here again, we can see the underlying reason for the existence of the magical practitioner was survival, but now the individual need was more important. The roles within the tribe/village were more specialized, and the death of one of its members would threaten the well-being of the whole tribe/village. Here we see the idea of the witch at its purest, without any of the preconceptions put on it by Christianity and the twentieth century.

Origins of the Word Witch, and the Mediterranean Cults

With the spread of several different cultures across Europe—Celtic, Germanic, Italian/Etruscan, Greek, et cetera—we see the next development within witchcraft, that of taking on cultural symbolism, including language. We see the origins of the word witch in Anglo-Saxon culture, and we see other words evolved in other cultures to describe the tribal magical worker. The word witch in old English has its origins in the word wicce. It would be wrong to say that witchcraft is of purely Anglo-Saxon origin just because witch is an Anglo-Saxon word. Witch is a modern descriptive word that crosses cultural barriers, and this is important to remember. It has several interpretations: it can mean “to bend and shape” (as in the forces of nature); others say it means “wise.” Of course, this is the feminine declension of the word, the male being wicca, which was the word adopted by the modern Witchcraft movement in the early 1950s. Intrinsically, the meaning of wicca is no different than the word witch. This is important to remember, because in recent years some in the neo-Pagan community have felt it necessary to define these words differently, but more on this later in the chapter. Christianity turned the word wicce into wych, then wytch, and finally into our modern word witch. The use of the feminine word rather than the masculine form came about because of the underlying misogyny of the early Christian church. Women were seen as the root of all evil—ever since Eve took the fruit of the tree of knowledge. The idea of women being in prominent, responsible positions and dealing with spiritual forces was repugnant to the church. Not surprisingly, they adopted the feminine rather than the masculine word, as they considered all female mysteries to be inherently evil.

Similar words for “witch” exist in other cultures. The Old Norse used the word vitki, a word that obviously has similar etymological roots as the words wicce and wicca. The Italians use the word strega. According to Raven Grimassi, a noted author on the subject of Italian witchcraft, its origins are very different to that of the word witch:

The word Strega is derived from both lore and language. The cultural roots extend back to the Latin word strix, which indicates an owl (and particularly a screech owl). In archaic Roman religion there was a mythological creature called a striga. The striga was a type of vampire woman that could transform into an owl. The death of infants in their sleep (as well as the disappearance of babies) was blamed on the striga. This brought a supernatural connection to both words, and so strix and striga came to be interchangeable. In time the Latin word striga evolved into the Italian word stregare, which means to enchant. Then, over the course of time a female witch came to be called a Strega, literally an enchantress.1

Grimassi has also recently discovered that there is a relationship between the earliest known word for a witch, the Greek word pharmakis2 (an herbalist who prepares potions), and the Italian word strigare, which means “to extract.” He believes that the word strega may, in fact, have had its origins from this word rather than the word strix. This, of course, seems to link Italian witchcraft directly back with the origins we mentioned earlier in this chapter.

We once believed that there was no such thing as hereditary witchcraft, as we had seen no proof, but our contact with members of the Strega tradition has convinced us otherwise. The survivals of witchcraft, in hereditary form, into the modern era are very much linked to the early days of Christianity and its absorption of three other cults in the Mediterranean. Within the Roman Empire, during the early part of the first millennium, a new cult appeared in Rome—Mithraism. It had its origins in Persia and, ultimately, in Zoroastrianism.

Mithraism was a mystery religion whose followers believed in an entity of Good and an entity of Evil in conflict with each other on the spiritual plane. These manifest as the personalities of Mithras and Ahriman. Mithraism was widely adopted by Roman military officers and spread throughout the empire—a Mithraic temple has even been found and excavated in London. As the Roman officers settled in the new provinces of the far-flung empire, they became traders and the cult changed from having a militaristic focus to having one of business. The new, young, and open Christianity absorbed the idea of dualism from the older cult. This occurred because many of the converts in Britain and mainland Europe were settled Roman officers who already practiced Mithraism.* But the biggest challenge to early Christianity was from another cult, one which would be difficult to absorb.
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The cult of Isis/Artemis was centered in Ephesus in Asia Minor, which is now Turkey. Its rituals and practices are some of the best-recorded ceremonies of ancient times. Visitors described a haze of incense permanently settled as fog above the city. It was truly the pagan Vatican of its time, with pilgrims coming from all over the known world to worship and pay homage to the “Great Goddess.” The cult had begun to develop into a more structured multinational religion that absorbed many of the other principle national goddesses existing around the Mediterranean basin: the Egyptian Isis, the Assyro-Babylonian Ishtar, the Roman Diana, the Greek Selene, and others became identified as this one Great Goddess who absorbed symbolism from them all.3

This cult remained a thorn in the side of Christianity for four centuries. Women in Greek, Roman, and European culture generally refused to give up worship of the Great Goddess, and there was no replacement within Christianity. The misogynistic views and teachings of St. Paul of Tarsus made it difficult for Christianity to absorb the Goddess. The problem was finally resolved in 431 AD at the Council of Ephesus when the doctrine of Panagia Theotokos—the All-Holy Virgin Mother of God—was declared, thereby incorporating the Great Goddess into Roman Catholicism and the Orthodox Christian religions, both Greek and Russian. Unknowingly, they had planted a seed that allowed the survivals of goddess and pagan practices to grow under the very eyes of the Christian hierarchy right up until today, and allowed the survival of hereditary witchcraft. Some authors and historians have suggested that witchcraft has its origins in the Goddess cult of Isis/Artemis, and we would not argue this point.
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Witchcraft Survivals in Christianity and Their Similarities with African Diaspora Religions

The first act of established Christianity was to discredit the existing pagan religions. They destroyed the temples and statues dedicated to the old gods, while at the same time absorbing pagan symbolism into their practices, just as they had absorbed some of the philosophy of Mithraism earlier. The old gods became saints; their festivals became feast or holy days. The placing of churches on sacred pagan sites was encouraged to bring the existing pagans into Holy Mother Church. It was these very acts that allowed the village witch to survive. The old pagan priesthood of the community actively adopted these changes for their own survival while teaching those they trusted the pagan symbolism hidden within the new Christian practices. As time went by, many of the origins of these magical practices were diluted and became lost, particularly by the time of the Protestant Reformation.

In Roman Catholic Ireland we have seen folk magic continuing to be practiced under the guise of Christianity. We once discovered a “prayer” attached to a fairy tree at a holy well close to where we live. It was a piece of paper folded up in plastic and attached by twine to one of the boughs of the tree. The contents read, as closely as we can remember, as follows:

Blessed Holy Saint Martha, I ask of you to intercede on my behalf to Holy Mary Mother of God, and her Son Jesus Christ. Bring wealth, health, and prosperity to my family. If such blessings are not forthcoming, I will refuse to light candles to our Lady in the Chapel, and will not pray for the soul of ——. I ask this in the name of Holy Mary and her Son Jesus Christ.

I doubt very much that the person placing this in the tree would consider herself a Witch, and being a good Christian soul, would have little knowledge about the fact that the tree is of pagan symbolic origin and that the holy well was originally dedicated to the pagan god Lugh!* Raven Grimassi told us that such practices are still common throughout Italy, much as they are in Ireland. He recounts practices that involve the threatening and cajoling of saints, including the practice of turning statues of the Madonna on her head if the petitioner did not get her way. From traveling in Greek Orthodox Crete we can also report that the survivals of pagan magical practice are common there, too. We have in our collection a small beaten brass plate depicting a leg used as an offering for healing. It is obvious that magic is far from being just a Roman Catholic phenomenon, although it is, in fact, more common in non-Protestant countries. There are also interesting similarities with Afro-American magic.

When slaves were brought from the west coast of Africa to the Americas during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, they brought with them their own spiritual and magical practices. These practices continue today with several names. The pure forms are still practiced in West Africa where they are known as Ifa and Vodoun, but in the Caribbean, Central and South America, and in the southern United States they have developed into distinctly separate forms. When the slaves were brought to the colonies they were, of course, converted to Christianity. Like early Christian Europe, they refused to give up their Pagan practices easily and hid their magical practices and beliefs behind the culture that had enslaved them. In French colonies, such as Haiti and New Orleans, this was less of a problem, as the French had a much more laissez-faire attitude to religion. Here we see the development of what is known as Voodoo, or as it is more correctly known, Vodoun, which has always been linked in the popular imagination with witchcraft. The old ancestral spirits, the loas of the West Africans, were quickly absorbed into existing French culture; a good example of this is Baron Samedi (Lord of Saturday), popularized by the James Bond film Live and Let Die.* He was originally the West African spirit of death, Ghede—and his black and white, top-hatted face remains one of the popular icons of Voodoo in people’s minds. Saturday is, of course, the last day of the week, and is ruled by Saturn, the planet and classical god who rules death.

In the Spanish colonies, Christianity was less forgiving. It became necessary for the slaves to hide their deities behind saints, just as the pagans did in Europe. This practice is commonly known as Santeria and its mystical practices bear striking similarities to the Catholic folk magic practices we have found in found in Ireland. There is one major difference though: the practitioners of Santeria are still very aware of its pagan origins and know whom the saints represent. One should bear in mind that only three hundred years have passed since the Christianization of their practices, as opposed to over a thousand years within Europe, but by looking at Santeria and Vodoun we can possibly see hints of what hereditary witchcraft—minus the cultural overlays—would have looked like up until the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. What is also interesting is that hereditary practitioners still consider themselves priests and priestesses, just as we do in modern Witchcraft. This seems to confirm the idea that magical practitioners were always considered to be priesthood. Within Vodoun and Santeria, the idea of the spirit of the deity or loa possessing (“riding,” as it is commonly known) the priest or priestess seems to be reflected in the process known in modern Wiccan ritual as “Drawing Down the Moon,” in which the priestess allows a deity to speak through her. Again we see that Vodoun, Santeria, and the other African diaspora religions survived within prominently non-Protestant areas of the world, but we see few survivals in areas of the Americas that were strongly Protestant, such as Georgia or Virginia, but we do see an evolution of it into southern hoodoo or conjure practices among the large West African slave population.

Catholicism, Protestantism, and the Witch Hunts

It is the rivalry between Catholicism and Protestantism that is the key to understanding the nature of hereditary witchcraft in Western Europe, because Protestants systematically went about trying to destroy pagan survivals. From the writings of the time of the Reformation, it is clear that their main aim was to remove the remains of pagan practices from Christianity. Martin Luther’s main argument with Catholicism was that such survivals existed within its system of indulgences, relics, and saints, and that these were unholy and against the Christian god. The result was that many a Catholic went to the fire or was hung as a witch by Protestant inquisitors. It also goaded the Catholic Church into having its own witch hunt to try to clear its name, as well as seek out Protestant heretics. But of the estimated three hundred thousand witches who were executed during this period, it is probable that the majority were good Christians and hardly any would have practiced witchcraft, let alone considered themselves witches.

In Britain, the real witch hunts did not start until the Stewart king, James the First of England, the Sixth of Scotland, came to the English throne, even though Britain had rejected Roman Catholicism two monarchs earlier in one of the bloodiest periods in English history. King James was paranoid about being poisoned by witches, and therefore commissioned the rewriting of the Bible to reflect his paranoia. For example, he changed “thou shalt not suffer a poisoner [of wells] to live” to “thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” Even though there were few witch trials in England, there appeared to be many in his home country, Calvinist Scotland. When the English Civil War erupted, Mathew Hopkins, the infamous Witchfinder General, set forth from Cambridge in England, and it was no coincidence that he headed toward the fen lands of East Anglia, an area known not only for witchcraft, but also for its Roman Catholic population. It must be remembered that Hopkins did this during a conflict very much fuelled by the antagonism between Roman Catholicism and English Puritan Protestantism that dated back to the Tudor king Henry VIII. In modern Witchcraft history, which we discuss later, East Anglia comes up again as one of the supposed birthplaces of Wicca. This is important to note.

It is here that an interesting paradox occurs in the modern history of witchcraft. Protestantism almost completely eradicated its survivals in the United Kingdom, Germany, and the other countries of that faith, or else they forced it so deep underground it almost disappeared completely. In Catholic countries, it survived, but was slowly absorbed into Catholicism to the point that its origins became unknown, even though a few folk practices continued as part of that faith. We are not trying to say here that the neo-Pagan movement or even hereditary witchcraft has its origins in Roman Catholicism. We are saying quite the reverse: that from one perspective, the origin of many Catholic practices is witchcraft and paganism! So here is the paradox: if you look at the rise of the modern Witchcraft and neo-Pagan movement, they are most prominent in Protestant countries. Why has this happened?

The fact is, even though some Witches might dispute it, modern Witchcraft has its origins very much in rebellion against the established Protestant monotheistic culture rather than the Catholic. In the United Kingdom, many who come into Wicca and Paganism do so because they are looking for the magic in their spirituality—which they find in the ritual practices of Wicca. In Catholic countries such as Ireland, Spain, Italy, and Portugal, the situation is a bit different. Ever since childhood, members of this faith are brought up with the high ritual, mysticism, et cetera, which Protestantism rejected. The result is that when they reject the Catholic Church they reject these aspects too. While in Protestant countries, neo-Paganism is one of the fastest growing religious groups, in Catholic countries, we have found it to be traditions such as Zen Buddhism. Of course, this situation is now changing as the Roman Catholic Church loses social power, and Catholic countries are now starting to develop growing neo-Pagan communities.

Gerald Gardner and the Reconstruction of Witchcraft

It was in the early 1950s that we saw the rise of modern Witchcraft, or Wicca as it is known today. In most Witches’ minds, this came about mainly because of one man, but it is not the only history. It is from the 1950s that we first see the first named traditions within Witchcraft. This is not only a modern idea, but also one that came out of acrimony between a self-professed hereditary witch and the followers of Gerald Gardner— the man often referred to as the father of modern Witchcraft. Of course, there are those who avoided such labels, and in recent years this has included us. To understand the argument, you have to understand some of the history of modern Witchcraft relating to Gerald Gardner and the New Forest coven.

In 1936, Gerald Gardner retired from his duties as a tea and rubber planter and customs official and moved back to England to be with his wife, Donna. His interest in folklore and the occult had been sparked while living in Malaya. This area of the world has always been a melting pot of cultures, and Gardner had already started to work prior to his retirement on his book The Keris and Other Malay Weapons, which was published in 1936. It is not surprising that he chose this time to move back to England. The Japanese had already invaded China and everyone was expecting a war in the Far East between the armies of the rising sun and the colonial nations. Of course, by the time Gerald and his wife settled in the New Forest, war with Germany was imminent.

Gardner was a well-read man on the subject of magic. His interest in Malaysian folk magic now made him look carefully into its European equivalent, witchcraft. After reading Margaret Murray’s The Witch Cult in Western Europe, he became convinced that her central hypothesis that witchcraft had survived the Middle Ages was correct. It spurred him on to read more on the subject, including Charles Godfrey Leland’s Aradia, or the Gospel of the Witches, which Leland claims in his introduction originated with a hereditary Italian witch, or strega, named Maddalena.

It was during this period that Gardner supposedly first made contact with what he claimed was the survivals of British witchcraft. He first met several people who were Rosicrucians through the Rosicrucian theatre in Christchurch. It soon became obvious to him that there was more here than met the eye. He was introduced to the members of the Fellowship of Crotona, formed under the guidance of one Brother Aurelius and Mrs. Besant-Scott—the daughter of Annie Besant, who had been an active figure in the Theosophy and Co-Freemasonry movements. According to Gardner’s story, it was through them that he met several other people, including one Dorothy Clutterbuck, and it was she who was to initiate him into a surviving witch coven in England. Of course, there is much more to the story, which has been told, retold, and reinterpreted several times. It is, in fact, the most analyzed story of modern Witchcraft, but bear in mind that, as we said earlier, it is not the only history. More information of the history of modern Witchcraft and Gerald Gardner can be found in Doreen Valiente’s Witchcraft for Tomorrow and The Rebirth of Witchcraft, as well as in our own books: A Witches’ Bible and What Witches Do. The most complete work we have come across is Wiccan Roots4 by Philip Heselton (where he argues that Gardner did in fact find a surviving coven in the New Forest). This is a subject that has been written about to the point of exhaustion and remains the central myth of the modern Witchcraft movement.

Gardner claimed right from the beginning that the origins of what he practiced were hereditary, although the material he produced in his Bok of Ye Art Magical and then Book of Shadows (the main liturgy of Wicca) was anything but! His story is that he was initiated into a coven that originated with an East Anglian gentleman known as George Pickingill. There are several problems with this story, the main one being that Pickingill never claimed to be a witch. He was often referred to as “the cunning man,” but was a self-confessed Satanist. It is fascinating that East Anglia comes into the picture again, as an area renowned for its survivals of witchcraft.
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