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Introduction

Prologue I

… Faint crescents of light glimmered at the base of her blindfold and her nose was itching. There was the faintest scent of incense and she strained her ears at distant murmurs. How much longer would they be? She might have been there ten minutes or several hours. It was still a surprise when the door opened and light surged beneath her blindfold. Warm hands loosed her bonds and helped her to her feet, removed her blindfold and guided her into the candlelight and welcome of the circle. Her robe was undone and she stood naked before friends who were also awesome strangers. Vapours of frankincense, sandalwood and a bitter undertone of myrrh breathed upon her skin, as a blunt point trembled against her breast.

‘O you who stand on the threshold, have you now the courage and the will to enter?’

‘I have.’ She was surprised at the steadiness of her own voice. ‘Then you are welcome, in the name of the Lady, and the Lord.’


Firmly but tenderly, hands at her waist directed her towards the altar, where stood figures of the Goddess and Her consort, the Horned God of Nature, flanked by large candles. All around the altar were garlands and leaves, and the pentagram glowed in the centre. Then she was guided to her right, to face the eastern candle.


‘Hear us, O powers of the East, Eurius, Powers of Air, as we present to you Grainne, witch and priestess.’ And now another quarter-circle to the right, more swathes of incense and the  shuffling of bare feet behind her, as the others moved.

‘Hear us, O powers of the South, Notus, Powers of Fire.’

And so to the West, and Zephyrus, and back to the North again, facing the altar, and the realms of Boreas, the element of Earth. A bell sounded 12 times and soft lips kissed the five magical spots on her body. Fingers dipped in oil and in wine followed the lips, and then the kisses again, sealing the matter.

‘I consecrate you with my lips, priestess and witch. And I present to you the athame, the wand, the pentacle and the censer…’ Billows of incense lifted her spirit and for a moment it was as if she hung suspended above the circle, looking down at candles that were points of light, and the heads of her friends, with their arms crossed over their chests, like folded wings.

‘ … Hear ye the words of the Star Goddess … I, who am the beauty of the green earth and the white moon among the stars, and the mystery of the waters, and the desire within the human heart, call unto thy soul.’

Again the bell was rung, and everyone came up, by turns to kiss her and embrace her. Cakes and wine were brought from the altar and passed around the circle. All were now sitting on the floor, in a relaxation and intimacy that comes only with communal nakedness. Her old robe was bundled up and thrown into the grate, where it was burnt as a sign of the ending of her old life and the start of her new one, as priestess and representative of the Goddess, an initiate of the Old Religion. It was the end of the ceremony, but it was also, for her, a beginning. She drank deep of her wine,

‘I feel as if I’ve come home,’ she said …

Prologue II

As she rounded the corner the wind whipped into her face. She screwed up her eyes against it and against that feeling, that familiar doubt that was stealing up on her from some shadowy place inside. No, she said, almost out loud, not again, not today. No.

The bus stop was only 50 yards away and her bus was due. She couldn’t be late again. She wouldn’t think about it, she’d go on, get on the bus, go off to work and not worry. But what if … ? No.

She was nearly at the stop and she looked at her watch. Five minutes to spare. Perhaps there was just time to … But she wasn’t going to think about it. Everything was OK and she was going to work, normally and sensibly.

But was she certain? It seemed as if a grinning clown’s face popped up before her mind’s eye – the Teaser, the Trickster. You can’t ever be sure you know. What if? What then? You can’t just go and leave it, you know. Just think, just suppose.

Panic overwhelmed her and the fight was lost. She flew down her road with the wind behind her, fumbling in her handbag for her keys as she ran. She fell against her door – yes, it had been locked all along. But what about the kitchen taps? In her haste she dropped her keys, picked them up with a handful of leaves, couldn’t get the right key in the lock … Then she was in the kitchen, twisting at the dry tap to make sure it was off, really off. She turned to the cooker. Yes, the gas knobs were off too. She looked closely and then looked away, then back again, three times. That meant they really were turned off, didn’t it? Now she could go.

Her lungs burned as she ran into the wind, the wind which brought the sound of the bus engines to her ears. She rounded the corner just in time to see the bus disappear up the hill. Why couldn’t she just go to work, simply, like everyone else? She knew she had turned everything off, checked it all, closed the door properly, and yet somehow she could not rest, or trust herself. It was as if she was paying some nameless dues by this pointless compulsion to run back and check three times.

It was a ritual, a stupid ritual, that’s all.

Comments

The two accounts given above illustrate rituals at opposite ends of the spectrum. The first story is one of initiation, a powerful, complex and atmospheric ritual, purposely constructed to mark an important change in the life, a profoundly spiritual experience. The woman concerned is consciously making a commitment to the Old Religion of the worship of Nature, to the Great Mother Goddess with her consort the Horned God. This ‘religion’ which is a spiritual path without any dogma except ‘Harm none’ is also known as Wicca. Every part of the ritual is constructed to have special meaning and it is poetically beautiful.


Contrast this with the second ritual. Here there is little that is conscious. Instead of awe we have fear, instead of poetry we have confusion. There is no choice and little recognition of purpose. The ritual seems to rise up and ‘grab’ the unfortunate girl, who wishes only to be ‘ordinary’ and ‘normal’.

What do these rituals have in common? Most notably, what they share is the ability to effect a change in consciousness. In the first example, the change is sought as a means to spiritual progress. This ritual draws the participant closer to her spiritual source, reinforces her bonds with her companions, gives her inner strength and enhances her view of life. It is essentially a very positive and joyful occasion. In the second example, a change of consciousness is also brought about, but there is no joy, only a passing relief and a feeling of bondage. The woman knows she has turned off all the taps, closed the door, etc., but she is unable to progress through her day without this ritual to free her from anxiety. To be ‘psychological’ we may say that the woman is a neurotic who is prey to general fears due to an insecure childhood. These fears alight at points in her life, irrationally. We might say that she isn’t ‘really’ afraid of her house blowing up, being flooded or burgled, but more generally afraid of life and an unfriendly cosmos. The rituals arise from her subconscious as an attempt to control the situation.

We might wonder whether, in the absence of ‘religious’ ritual, which is designed to connect us with cosmic reality, we become prey to the sort of alienation and fears that are the lot of the second woman. She wants to be ‘normal’ which probably means that, like most people in the Western world, she wants to exist solely in what we call our ordinary, day-to-day life, ignoring anything else as slightly cranky, but she can’t. We might say she is ‘unbalanced’ but depression and meaninglessness are all too common. The first woman is wiser. She seeks meanings consciously and uses ritual as a powerful tool. This is what we shall be seeking in the following pages, in ways large and small, for by no means all rituals are complex ceremonies like the first example. We can make ritual conscious and useful, helping bring about positive changes in our lives.






1
the basics of ritual



Ritual means actions, often repeated, as a ceremony or habit – so it can be meaningful and stately or compulsive and empty. Many people now believe that civilized people do not need ritual. However, in lives less colourful for the want of ceremony, unacknowledged rituals may pull strings from the subconscious. In fact, our lives may be more difficult for the want of social ritual that is now regarded as old-fashioned – this can make for tension and uncertainty when dating, for instance. Social rituals are protective, preventing misunderstanding and offence. Animals adopt ritual behaviour, making fights to the death uncommon. Perhaps the most important point of all about ritual is that it eases passage. Change is the only constant in life and it is smoothed by ritual, and/or marked by it, such as the ‘ritual’ of birthdays, and of course marriage.


The purpose of ritual

Ritual can be heard as the dull and boring, or it can have a ring of magic, secrecy and power. The main purpose of ritual in the ceremonial sense is to effect a change of consciousness in those participating. Ritual gets behind the conscious mind to deeper levels. Ritual is important at times of life’s passage, such as birth, coming of age, marriage and death. At these times certain predetermined rites and activities can help a person to enter a new state of being, to celebrate that new state, to enter it wholeheartedly in full and deep appreciation of what it means, and to feel this is understood and supported by others in the community.

The only rite of passage that we come close to ‘doing’ in a proper, ceremonial fashion in our culture is marriage. This is because the romance of the situation appeals to us and it is a magnificent excuse for a large and expensive party! Even so, much remains unacknowledged in the marriage ceremony, such as the demanding nature of the bond, the radical change in commitment and, today, the very alive possibility of divorce! Gypsy weddings, where blood is mingled and the broomstick jumped, mark the rawer aspect of the union and its sexual and fertile connotations, where the old vows made ‘for a year and a day’ were rather more realistic in view of human inconstancy.

Virtually no rituals exist in our culture for young girls reaching the menarche, or boys becoming young men. It is this age group that gives society the most trouble. Adolescent rebellion is accepted, even regarded as a sign of psychological health. However, in more ‘primitive’ societies it is relatively unknown, as the young take their places with honour, beside their elders. For death, despite funeral arrangements, we have inadequate systems, that do not give room to the bereaved to grieve fully and move on, nor accord to the dying person the means to ease their passage into the next stage of existence. For all these immense changes in life, we are hungry for the right ritual.


Religious ritual

In most religious systems, ritual is used as a means of drawing closer to deity. In Christian denominations, rituals range from highly complex and atmospheric Catholic and High Church services, complete with incense, robes and effigies, to those where ritual is regarded as suspect, even heathen. Churches are bare, services simple and homely, the relief being that trappings ‘get in the way’ and that others ‘worship statues’. Each person obviously has the right to choose his or her preferred mode of worship, or non-worship, but those who eschew ritual are missing the point, that it is a means to an end, that it is a celebration and that it is beautiful.

Pagan spiritual paths, such as Wicca/witchcraft, druidry, Northern Tradition, shamanism and similar are experiencing a resurgence in popularity. These ways have many differences in approach, but they are united in the honour they give to Nature and the right they uphold of each person to follow her or his own truth. These systems could be called ‘religions’. However, religion has come to mean a set of rules, dogma and beliefs. While paganism has its mythological inspiration, its reverence and one rule, generally held, which is ‘Harm none’, the pagan way is essentially about what you do and what you are, rather than what you ‘believe’ as cast in marble. Another distinguishing trait of pagans is their habit of worshipping the Goddess, alongside the God, thus Femininity and all that includes and implies (which is broad) is honoured. Pagans are more interested in experiencing the Goddess and God within the natural world, and within themselves, than laying down a code of rules. A recipe for chaos and strife? Pagans say not. They point to the times beyond number in history when domagtic beliefs have been behind destruction and killing, and they feel that their approach has a unity of feeling and intention.

Much pagan ritual centres upon the seasonal cycles of the sun and the earth, and we shall be looking at these in a later chapter. Cycles of the moon are also honoured. This has the effect of connecting the individual with her or his Source, which is the purpose of all ritual that we may call ‘religious’ and is an ingredient also in rites of passage.

Ritual and magic

The most exciting meaning of ‘ritual’ is connected to magic. There is an underlying belief that, if we do or say the right things in the right order, we will get what we want and open the enchanted door. Popular superstitions are connected to the belief that certain actions can bring about certain results by some means other than cause and effect – such as bad luck from walking under a ladder. Often there is some sound symbology underlying this. When we are young we more readily revert to ‘magical thinking’ – ‘everything will be all right as long as I don’t step on any of the cracks in the pavement’. As we mature we leave this behind in favour of the rational approach. Indeed, ‘magical thinking’ is considered by psychotherapists as a sign of mental or emotional instability. However, if you take the view that we are architects of our own reality in a very real sense, magical thinking brings results. Not stepping on the cracks can be a little ritual to convince ourselves that we can indeed structure our lives. However, this is rather negative. It is a way of achieving an illusion of control, when we feel fearful and powerless, and in a sense we relinquish control in such a ritual, for it often turns into ‘I must not step on the cracks, or something dreadful will happen’. True magical ritual is a set of actions to convey intent, to focus the consciousness and to bring about change.

Magic, as defined by the magician Aleister Crowley, is the art of causing change to occur in conformity with the will. The change first takes place in the mind of the practitioner and extends into the ether, cosmos, call it what you will. Metaphysicians in ever greater numbers tell us that it is we who create our own reality. Things don’t happen to us, they happen because of us, manifesting our conscious and unconscious beliefs and expectations. The only reason that we are able to ignore this, and argue with it is because of the time lag. Things take a while to happen and some take many years. In the higher dimensions, we are told, our visualizations take on immediate reality. Here, although it is a slower process, it is equally real. Scientific thinking, of course, rules this out. Science is the current tyrant, the sanctified dogma, although at the cutting edge, scientists are realizing that mind is present within all matter. One current joke tells how the most advanced and able scientists, when hauling themselves up the last few gruelling yards of the slope of Knowledge, come exhausted to a green and fertile place – and find that theologians and spiritual leaders have already been sitting there for centuries!

Sensible magical workers do not expect scientific laws to disappear, for the apple to rise from the ground and afix itself back to the branch. They work within our reality perception, as it is at present, concentrating for the most part on changes within their own consciousness. One of the most important statements I have ever read concerning magic was written by  J. H. Brennan in Experimental Magic (see Further Reading). He states that magic works in the direction of belief, not intent. It is what you believe that will materialize, not what you want and, if you don’t really believe that something will come into your life, all the spells and rituals in the world are most unlikely to have any effect. However, there is an exception to this and it arises with the unconscious mind. Symbols are powerful things, and despite conscious disbelief, if the inner you, your Younger Self, is convinced, you never know ...

Spells are a way of ‘spelling out’ what you want. You can achieve little or nothing in life without knowing what you want, defining it, being exact about it. Spells focus intent. Magical ritual alters consciousness, making change possible. The shift takes place, the call goes out. The results come back, sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly, and often in ways we do not immediately recognize, but come back they do. Magical spells and rituals are the subject of a later chapter.
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