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A Note Before We Start


Throughout creating this book, I felt a pressure to make sure that everyone could pull something from it and benefit from it. However, I realized very early on that this was not something that was truly possible. I am one person and only have my personal experience. As you read this book, please remember that Ancestral Magic is about my experience with reconnection and the tools I used and am currently using to reclaim and reconnect with my Italian American heritage. I am writing this book in hopes that my experience gives others the tools to help them reconnect as well. I am privileged to have access to numerous resources as my family, culture, and folk practices were not intentionally erased from history. I do not experience racism, sexism, or generational trauma in the way that people of color who may read this book do. Because of this, I am recommending several authors of color and their books or articles in the suggested reading section here, in order to help any readers who feel this book did not fulfill all their needs.







Introduction:
How to Use this Book



This book is and was born out of a need to belong. So many of us find fragments of the place our ancestors, our parents, our grandparents and great-grandparents came from within small familial traditions and beliefs. These fragments create many things depending on who you are—a sense of loss, belonging, grief, community, guilt, and so much more. How do we reconcile a past we lost? How do we find our place as we reconnect? How do we cope with past and current atrocities and oppression that culture and people we are connected to face? What do we do with fragments of a culture and a people that we can only grasp at?


We can piece together the fragments. It sounds simple, but like a ceramic plate or dish, the fragments may never look the way they did before they were broken—by colonization, by assimilation, by trauma. Instead of looking to what the plate was before it was broken, I ask you now to imagine what it will look like after it’s put together. Will it maintain a similar shape? Will there be pieces missing? Will you use glue or tape to piece it together? Will you paint over it? Will you restore the original color? In what ways will you reconnect with what came before you while also creating something new, something that speaks to you?


In this book we will explore history, homeland, connecting to the folk, ancestral practices, finding plant allies, and crafting our own traditions. We will deepen and expand our practice beyond its current limits and connect each piece with those who have gone before us.


Many people looking for cultural reconnection are the descendants of diasporas—cultural groups dispersed from their homeland. While some diasporas may have peaceful histories, the ways in which cultures change over time and place is not always pleasant. Many times, culture is taken from people and, oftentimes, this results in descendants being separated from their ancestors’ culture. If while reading this you are wondering how you can reconnect with your ancestry without an understanding of who your ancestors are, do not fear. We all come from somewhere—we are born from it, we are adopted into it, and we find it within a community that welcomes us with open arms.


This book is both a recipe and a manual. I add a dash of this and a pinch of that, and you may need to add a dash of that and a pinch of this. It is a guide to push you to look harder, do the work, and begin your journey to reconnecting and restoring your heritage and ancestral practice. Reconnection is not a couple years of research and mentorship—it is a process that takes years of connecting, reading, cross-referencing, and checking yourself. It requires respect, a diligent eye, and self-reflection. Reconnection is a form of rebellion against the wrongs that preceded us and a hopeful mission towards an enriched and inclusive practice. Your journey does not end with this book—it merely begins.






Accountable Reconnection


What does accountable reconnection and restoration look like? This question, if you have not yet asked yourself it, should be at the forefront of your mind when starting this book. Accountable reconnection revolves around a few ideas that are kept at the center of your reconnection journey, including: respect for the culture and folk you are reconnecting with, and reconnecting for the right reasons. Respectfully approaching a culture that you are no longer a part of is a central part of this journey—while you may feel pulled to call yourself that which your ancestors did (Irish, Romani, Greek) right off the bat, without taking the steps to familiarize yourself with the folk and culture, there is a risk of appropriation.


“But, Frankie,” you may say. “How can I be culturally appropriating from a group of people I am descended from?” I often explain the importance of respect within reconnection through the following metaphor:


A long time ago—let’s say eighty to ninety years ago—your great-grandparents lived in a neighborhood. The neighborhood was a community. There were celebrations and holidays specific to the community. Your great-grandparents learned the ins and outs of the neighborhood—the good and the bad. However, after seventy years, your family moved. Perhaps they moved because the neighborhood’s resources ran out. Perhaps they moved away because someone else kicked them out. Perhaps they moved by choice … or perhaps they didn’t. But either way, they moved. At first, your great-grandparents tried to keep in touch with the community they had left. They brought old friends over for tea to share stories about the neighborhood. But as your grandparents grew up, they may have had less interest in learning about the community they left behind. Perhaps they weren’t even allowed to learn about the old neighborhood—saying where they were from may have presented a danger to their family, or perhaps they faced violence by trying to learn more about their old ways of being. They carried some ideas, stories, and aspects as they grew up, but they never pursued them further than what they remembered. For some, perhaps engaging with the old neighborhood was done so out of duty, not interest.


Then, when your parent was born, they knew of elements from the neighborhood that your great-grandparents moved away from, but it wasn’t the same. Perhaps your parent had no interest in the previous community or its stories, recipes, and holidays and so never sought out anyone to learn more from. Even if they lived in a new neighborhood with others from the old neighborhood, it was different. Something new. By the time you are born, there’s a good chance you’ll only hear about your great-grandparents’ old neighborhood in passing—how different it was, why they moved, and how things have changed, for better or worse. Perhaps your parents or grandparents felt a desire—or necessity—to fit into the new neighborhood. Regardless of their reasons, you are left in a place where you know almost nothing about your great-grandparents’ previous community and home. What you do know is stories, ideas, rituals, and other cultural elements from almost a hundred years ago.


This story may be slightly different for everyone who reads it—it may be your grandparents who left the neighborhood, and you may still have friends and family whose doors you can still knock on. You may have been forced out of the neighborhood due to a lack of work in the surrounding areas. Your family may have been kidnapped and stolen from the neighborhood two hundred years ago, and forced into slavery in the new neighborhood. Perhaps the neighborhood everyone else moved into was yours, and you were forcibly removed from your land, as new occupants stole your homes. Maybe your family wasn’t even allowed to learn about the old neighborhood, let alone stay in communication with it. Persecution for religious or spiritual beliefs, such as for practicing Judaism or Indigenous spirituality, are another reason why a people may have been driven away from ways of being—for safety and for survival.


This cycle continues and takes place every day in ways we both see and cannot see. For me, the neighborhood is what my family referred to as the “Old Country,” or “Sud Italia,” and the new neighborhood we moved to was America. When I was young, I knew little about Italy—I only knew that we had Christmas Eve celebrations with my extended family, my nana always wore a cross, and my grandparents were devout Catholics. I had become a complete stranger to the culture that my great-grandparents belonged to through the process of assimilation into America. I was not raised speaking Italian in my house, I was unfamiliar with Catholicism, and while I was baptized, I never attended church. There was more that my family had lost over the years—folk practices, beliefs, and recipes—that I knew nothing about. Reconnecting with my family’s culture required me to strip myself of my ego and avoid feeling as if I was entitled to something that I was no longer a part of. It required me to talk to folks connected with both Italian and Italian American culture to learn more about what we had lost. While my grandma or mother may not have felt a void from the disconnect that I am searching to repair, over time, I began to notice something was missing.


When it comes to reconnection, there is value in connecting to your ancestors’ “neighborhood” as much as there is value in understanding the new “neighborhood”—the diaspora. Not every immigrant has the same story, and folk practices and traditions are not always abandoned in the ways that we think they are. While there is obvious necessity in understanding cultures of origin, it is just as important to recognize and validate the cultures that emerge in diasporic communities. An Italian identity will not look the same as an Italian American identity, nor are they required to look the same. Even within different regions of Italy, folk practices and traditions look vastly different from one another. Italy was likely not even a nation-state during some ancestors’ immigration, and many immigrated holding the identities of their specific region—Calabrian, Sicilian, Campanian. But this changed over time within diasporic enclaves and collections of immigrants, in part due to members from different regions sharing and transmitting information from their regions to each other. Even then, individuals from different enclaves will have a distinct culture, separate from an Italian American enclave in a different city or country, such as Italian Americans from Chicago versus New York and Italian Americans versus Italian Australians.


While some practices of particular cultures are open, it’s still disrespectful to walk into a neighborhood your family hasn’t lived in for almost a hundred years and insist you know your way around. Reconnecting to folk practices often requires learning about the culture of origin and recognizing the folk magic that diasporic practices and culture stem from. Even if folk practices carry through a diaspora, learning about the origins of a practice can help you understand the history and context of said practice. The culture and ancestry you are working to reconnect with are not ones you have access to just because of blood ties or because your great-great-grandparent lived in that country, especially if the practices and culture you are working to reconnect to include closed or heavily guarded practices.


Reconnection, as a whole, is a process that focuses on accountability, anti-racism, and respect for the culture and folk you are working to connect with. It’s frustrating, anger-inducing, brings about grief, but most of all—it brings about joy. Elation is a product of finding the culture your ancestors lost through trauma, through choice, or through hardship. The process of reconnection allows us to look to our roots rather than seek out closed practices of minorities and feed off of the Western idea of spirituality fueling capitalism and misappropriation of many different religions and cultures.


Why are you here?





Before we begin our journey with reconnection and ancestors, I want to let you know that this book won’t be entirely comfortable. It’s not intended to be, because reconnection is not comfortable. I urge you to lean into the discomfort, the grief, and the rage that may accompany this book. I may say things you won’t like or I may say things that you’ve felt ring true for you and your experience for longer than you’ve been on this journey. Either way, interrogating why you want to reconnect and why you are here is the tip of the iceberg for this book and your personal journey. Allow yourself to breathe deeply and close your eyes if you’re comfortable. Ask yourself what you are seeking and why you are embarking on this journey. There isn’t a wrong answer. In the space below, write out why you are here.
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What to think about when doing your own research





When researching, I like to keep a couple of things in mind, particularly surrounding the topic and the author.


Who?


Who wrote this paper/book? Are they a reconnecting individual, an ethnographer, a folklorist, someone in the culture, or more than one of these?


How this helps us:


Understanding the way in which an individual, author, or academic is approaching the topic allows us to critically assess the framework that the author/writer is using to write their paper or book. Are they approaching through the lens of someone who has lived within the tradition and/or culture? Are they assessing the way folklore affects the culture? Are they studying the customs of individuals and their culture? Are they approaching this from an outsider’s standpoint or an insider’s? Will they be respectful of the culture and the individuals in their work, or piece together aspects to serve their own goals, removing them from the cultural context?


What?


What is this paper/book about? In what ways does the author present information? What approach is the paper or book taking?


How this helps us:


To follow on from who, we can look at what—this helps us critically assess and look at how this book will affect our beliefs, our practice, and our reconnection journey. We can look at how the author presents information—is more context needed? Is the cultural context given within the work? We can also look at the approach the paper is taking—what is the goal? The question of what further expands on the idea of who by flushing out the methodology, lens of the author, and context of the work in ways that will help us apply it to our own practice.


When?


When was this paper/book written?


How this helps us:


When the paper/book was written is an imperative part of the research process that is often ignored. Culture and folklore are living and breathing things and they change with the people over time. As new people are born into the culture, the way knowledge and traditions are passed down changes as well. Understanding when the work was written allows us to acknowledge that the topic and context of the work may have changed over time. For example, in the early 1900s in unified Italy, the culture was incredibly Catholic and most of the folk magic was heavily syncretized (amalgamated) with these aspects. Those who immigrated during this time brought the syncretized elements of folk magic with them, and passed them down over time. In modern-day Italy, Dr Angela Puca remarks that there has been an evolution in syncretism and that the newer tradition is more inclined to mesh paganism—rather than the religious aspects of Catholicism—with the folk magic. In this paper, Dr Puca also discusses the newer generation’s inclination to identify as witches, rather than the older generation’s refusal to be called as such (Puca, 2019).


Where?


Where was the information in the paper/book collected from? Where is the individual writing it from? Did they travel to a specific region to create the work?


How this helps us:


Where is one of the most important aspects of learning a text. As reconnectors, we can search and search and search but not find accurate information on cultural or familial practices and traditions. Where allows us to not only be more specific in our research, but to acknowledge whether a particular work will resonate or benefit us. For example, I most likely would not benefit from a work written by someone in North Italy, since my family hails from Calabria. I would, however, be benefitted by reading a work by a Southern Italian practitioner or a research paper that focuses on the Calabrese region.


How?


How was the information in this paper/book gathered? How is the information presented?


How this helps us:


How information is gathered follows on from when, what, and who in allowing us to more extensively study and become familiar with the way in which information is gathered and presented in a work. This may include a particular academic approach, a visit to a country to learn from individuals, and so on and so forth. When we study and critically think about how the information is presented, it allows us to look at whether or not this information is beneficial to us. It also allows us to understand that there may be particular biases that need to be acknowledged in order to get the full benefit of the text.


While some may begin their reconnection journey already within the culture, for many of us, research is the first step as we move into reconnection. Research allows us space to not only gather information about the culture, but allows us to reach out and connect to teachers, community members, and researchers who may be able to assist us with our gathering of information. Another method of research is one I instructed one of my mentees in, which actually utilizes the structure of a specific academic paper on the vernacular healing tradition in Calabria, Italy, to understand folk medicine and magic in a full context. The parameters of the paper were created in thirteen categories, which were conceptualized in 1995 by ethnographer and folklorist David Hufford. These parameters were created to learn more about complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) systems, whose boundaries are not always fixed (Krippner, Budden, Bova, Gallante, 2011). The following categories were included:




	What are the specialized terms in the system? (Lexicon)


	What classes of health and sickness does the system recognize and address? (Taxonomy)


	How was the body of knowledge derived? (Epistemology)


	What are the key mechanisms understood to be? (Theories)


	What are the primary goals of the system? (Goals for interventions)


	What constitutes a successful intervention? (Outcome measures)


	Who uses and who practices the system? (Social organization)


	
What do the practitioners do? What do they use? (Specific activities)


	What are the responsibilities of the practitioners, patients, families, and community members? (Responsibilities)


	How extensive are the system’s applications? (Scope)


	What are the risks and costs of the system? (Analysis of benefits and barriers)


	How does the system view suffering and death? (Views of suffering and death)


	What does this system provide that the dominant system does not provide? How does this system interact with the dominant system? (Comparison and interaction with dominant system)





Finding sources and cross-referencing


Resources are a valuable addition to your reconnection journey. They aren’t just academic materials and books, but also the people you choose to follow, obtain resources from, and take the classes of. In the age of the internet, it’s incredibly easy to find information about certain cultures, traditions, and folk practices—but not all of it may be accurate or helpful in our reconnection journey.


When I began my path to learning about Italian American folk magic, I stumbled upon a book on Italian witchcraft. This book was the first piece of literature that popped up for me when attempting to look for sources. Within the book, there was discussion of a lot of practices including working with the Lares, ancient Roman spirits, the Italian wheel of the year, and more. Every few chapters, I would go to my mom and share things that I found interesting with her, but every time I did, she expressed confusion.


“I don’t remember my grandma doing anything like that,” she said. It quickly became clear to me that what was written as an ancient tradition in Italy and advertised as the true Italian witchcraft wasn’t accurate for my family, so I put the book down and went back to the drawing board.


When I was asking my mom about the practices described in this book or even sharing pieces of the writing with her, I was cross-referencing the text. I was lucky enough to have someone who remembered what our familial tradition looked like, but cross-referencing is an incredibly important part of finding reliable sources. Sometimes, cross-referencing is already done for you. This can be the case with a lot of academic texts where they are peer-reviewed or read by other scholars in the same field. This isn’t to say that academic texts don’t have their issues; however, an anthropological, folkloric, or ethnographic study published by a graduate student or a well-known scholar will most likely be approaching the material through a particular lens to remove bias, have informants, and work to prove a thesis. Many of my greatest resources are ethnographic studies on folk medicine and belief in certain areas of Italy.


Cross-referencing is important for several reasons. Primarily, it allows you to fact-check or look and see if something that is written is a personal gnosis or conclusion or a piece of the beliefs, culture, and magic of the community you are working to reconnect to. If you are reading a book that is stating that a particular area of Italy has continued to be pagan or has underground witch-cults into the modern day, while another book by an author born in that region is discussing how the practices are syncretized with Catholicism, you may have a problem. Cross-referencing also allows you to look at themes within belief and culture throughout a large region while recognizing smaller, more regional differences between communities. In Italy, bioregion plays a huge role in the type of plants that are used in folk healing and medicine for the people, but there are several plants that grow across a large expanse of the country—leading to that plant being found in multiple regional prayers, healing methods, and beliefs. Finally, cross-referencing allows you to look at people you are hoping to learn from and figure out if they are sharing accurate information about the culture you are working to reconnect with. Is the information they shared about this community and culture accurate to the research you have done and what other people are saying? Do the majority of the community agree that this is common sentiment or a regional, tribal, or geological difference of belief? Or are the majority of well-known practitioners in your community writing articles, making videos, and more discussing how this is not accurate or found in their practice and community?


Cross-referencing is one aspect of the research process that allows you to utilize critical thinking when engaging with books and media. Eventually, you’ll begin to notice patterns between books and creators sharing similar information—like many well-known Italian American folk practitioners, writers, and creators, who share similar herbs that are important within the tradition or folk belief. This helps you not only to choose reliable and trustworthy books and individuals to engage with and learn from, but to build a knowledge base that extends past what your immediate community has to offer.


While academic sources are incredibly helpful to those on their reconnection journey, they aren’t always easy to access. Sites like JSTOR often put academic articles behind a paywall, while the ones available may not be the exact ones you need. Furthermore, hard copies of scholarly and peer-reviewed texts can cost anywhere in the $20–100 range, depending on the availability, and may not even be translated into your first language. Many of my friends who are fellow reconnectors have run into the issue of finding the perfect paper in a different language, behind a paywall, or inaccessible to them for various reasons. My trick is always to email the writer. While nonprofit sites like JSTOR do pay fees to publishers, the publishers of these papers may not pay the authors, researchers, or even editors of the academic research and you may have luck in receiving a copy of the paper for free from them by just expressing interest. In a perfect world, knowledge like this would be free—the book that I am writing would be free. Many writers are continuing to work to make their content and research accessible in the face of a system that demands time, labor, and money for learning, and by working to provide each other with methods of accessing knowledge, we are working to help each other expand our knowledge and learn—without paying large corporations for it. Finding resources is not just about cross-referencing and identifying reliable sources, but reaching out to the community around you to assist you in accessing them.


Cross-referencing not only allows you to determine reliable information, but pushes you to learn from a variety of sources and to draw your own conclusions. This practice remains imperative, because it’s easy for a practitioner to learn a tradition, custom, or ritual from someone else and remove the cultural context and/or original source for it—even going so far as to pass it off as something else. This can and will turn from the appreciation of a culture and its folk medicine into the appropriation of it. By double checking our sources and cross-referencing, we are able to find accurate information around our own traditions and culture we are working to reconnect to while also maintaining a healthy respect and boundary around traditions and culture that are not ours.


Part of accountable reconnection is not only working to connect with your ancestors’ culture, but understanding how it fits in your identity. In their three-part documentary series, Race: The Power of an Illusion, California Newsreel utilizes several different perspectives when talking about the difference between race, nationality, ethnicity, and culture. When we are understanding what race is, it’s imperative to understand that race is “socially imposed and hierarchal”, explains Dalton Conley, a sociologist interviewed for the series. He goes on to say, “You can only have one race, while you can claim multiple ethnic affiliations. You can identify ethnically as Irish and Polish, but you have to be essentially either Black or white … There is an inequality built into the system. Furthermore, you have no control over your race; it’s how you are perceived by others” (California Newsreel, 2003).


According to John Cheng, a historian and associate professor of Asian and Asian American studies at Birmingham University who was also interviewed, “Ethnicity isn’t just a question of affiliation; it’s also a question of choice. It’s also a question of group membership … It’s also often confused or conflated with nationality, but that’s not the same thing. Today people identify with ethnicity positively because they see themselves as being part of that group. People can’t just simply say, ‘Well, I want to become a member of that race.’ You either are or are not a member of that race. Whereas, if you wanted to look at ethnicity based on culture, you could learn a language, you can learn a custom—there are things that you can learn so that you could belong to that group” (California Newsreel, 2003).


Also interviewed was David Freund, historian and author of Colored Property, who reminds us that “both ethnic and racial identities have changed a lot throughout history,” discussing the experiences of Italians, Jews, and Slavs who were “considered non-white in popular political discourse of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and this discourse grew very influential in the anti-immigration movement, leading eventually, in the 1920s, to severe restrictions against entry of supposedly non-white groups to this country … Most of these immigrants were not running around in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, proudly announcing that they’re Italian Americans or Slavic-Americans because at the time, it was often very dangerous and at least a disadvantage to be identified that way” (California Newsreel, 2003).


Sumi Cho, a legal scholar and professor of law at DePaul University, also raised a very important point, telling California Newsreel, “In the law, I think there’s a failure to seriously grasp the significance of the impact of racial exclusion and white supremacy in this society. There are many who don’t believe that racial divisions are much different from ethnicity-based divisions; i.e., what African Americans have faced in this country is little different from what Irish Americans or Italian Americans have faced … There’s an asymmetry that’s important to keep in mind when we’re talking about race versus ethnicity” (California Newsreel, 2003).


Nationality, distinct from ethnicity and race, represents “the status of belonging to a particular nation, whether by birth or naturalization” (Dictionary.com), and culture is even more nuanced. Zaretta Hammond, teacher and author of Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain, created a visual known as the “culture tree” to help us more fully understand the ways in which it operates, presents, and even transforms.
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The culture tree contains: areas of surface culture, such as observable elements like music; then shallow culture, including social interactions, rules about interaction like eye contact and touching; and finally deep culture, which includes unconscious assumptions, governing world views, and cosmology surrounding health, ethics, and even spirituality.


Deep culture exists at the roots—it is our group identity, world view, relationships to nature and animals, spirituality, and concepts of self. It influences our notions of fairness and decision-making. These roots feed our shallow culture, the trunk—our concepts of time, food sources, theories of wellness and disease, child rearing, ways of handling emotion and more. The trunk feeds our leaves, or surface culture—our music, art, language, cooking, styles of talking, holidays, clothes and more. Each element of culture relies on the culture next to it, and each is influenced by various factors.


I was raised in America—to an extent, my culture is influenced by this nationality and socially acceptable culture patterns. I was also raised in a family with Italian-immigrant ancestors—who held certain behaviors of culture and passed them down to me through generations. Together, they blended together and created who I am. Being of Italian descent does not give me access to the culture my ancestors were a part of, because I am not active within that culture—I have to work to understand it and become part of it. Even a disconnect from Italian American culture requires me to reconnect. I may be aware of some elements of surface culture, such as food, language, and music, but may not have access to shallow or deep culture at the beginning of my reconnection journey due to generational drift.


It’s also important to note that “ancestry” is not the same as national identity. “Italian” is a nationality, but not an ancestry, nor is it a race. The white racialization of Italians can be argued to be political. Many Italian Americans have genetic ancestry that comes from North Africa and the Middle East. Within this, many different terms non-exclusive to “Italian American” could be referring to someone’s ancestry, national identity, or ethnicity depending on how they define the different terms.


If you feel like none of these give you a solid answer to what culture, nationality, race, or even ethnicity is—it’s because each section of these identities is fluid, changing, and growing even as you read this. Race and “whiteness” as a social and hierarchal construct is not the same now as it was a hundred or even fifty years ago. Culture continues to grow, change, and adapt as the people within it adapt. Someone can be fully one race, yet be raised within the culture of a specific ethnic group and fully identify with that culture. Reconnection is messy, it is personal, and it exists in an in-between place for many people. The experience I have as a white Italian American is different from the experience of my friend who is Roma and Sicilian and is visibly Brown, or my friend who is Italian American and Black. It is also different from that of my sister, who is ethnically Italian American yet is recognized by others as non-white. It will not be the same for my teachers, who lived in a generation where Italian Americans were still facing xenophobia and violence for continuing to keep their culture alive.


Connecting with a culture or heritage that your family has previously been disconnected from does not change your race or nationality—these remain. You cannot change the color of your skin and how others perceive you racially, or where you were born. Throughout a variety of countries, race is still a factor of identity that affects how others see you, contributing to both privilege and discrimination. Another important factor of reconnection is recognizing that you, as a reconnector, may not have faced the same struggles and discrimination as those born in the culture or ethnicity you are working to reconnect with. At the same time, being disconnected from a nationality or culture makes it so you, as a reconnector, may have different understandings of societal norms, value systems, and place in the social hierarchy due to your nationality, race, and ethnicity.


Recognizing our privileges by way of race, nationality, or even current culture allows us space to hold accountability for the ways that privilege has made our lives easier and will even make our reconnection easier. Throughout this book, you will be asked to check in on your privileges in a variety of ways—whether that’s race, class, gender, or nationality. Reconnection requires this level of self-reflection and self-awareness to ensure that you don’t fall into the pitfalls of problematic thinking or ideology, which tend to persist throughout reconnection and spiritual circles in a variety of ways. For more about the ways in which problematic thinking and ideology can affect your reconnection journey and what to look out for, see here.


Creating boundaries and learning from online spiritual communities





Every individual practitioner will have a different comfort level for what they want to share in online spiritual communities. However, here are a few things that are absolutely not okay and can be considered red flags when seeking out community online.


Spiritual bypassing


Spiritual bypassing is a term that refers to a tendency to utilize spirituality and spiritual practices to avoid facing emotional issues or even real-world consequences to your actions. Spiritual bypassing has extended as a term to include the social activism sphere, especially in pushing the idea that caring about other people or contributing to communities in meaningful ways is “low vibrational.” This is a term that is often utilized by new age spirituality circles that indicate an inherent vibration to all things including beings, often with a moral attachment of high being “good” and “low” being bad. These ideologies also tend to run in the same circles as toxic positivity, a phenomenon and term representing a pressure to remain happy and suppress negative emotions or reactions to the world around us. Spiritual bypassing can include weaponizing a spiritual practice to claim superiority over those who don’t share the same practice, avoidance of uncomfortable feelings that may arise surrounding spirituality, idealism surrounding your spiritual practice, and focusing on spirituality only but ignoring present situations, issues, and feelings. Well-known examples often arise from Christianity, such as telling someone that praying for something hard enough will fix a problem or that “everything happens for a reason.” Not only does spiritual bypassing dismiss the emotions and experiences of those around us, but it can lead to our boundaries, and emotional well-being being dismissed or brushed off. The inherently harmful nature of spiritual bypassing is one that pervades online spiritual communities. The shifting of blame, and shunning those that don’t fit your ideals of what spirituality should look like all represent elements of spiritual bypassing that cause real harm to individuals around you. When we enter online communities, beware of the following red flags:




	The belief that prayer, spells, or magic will fix issues and are all you need rather than being a tool to create change, community, and power for yourself and others


	The belief that one way of being and practicing is correct, and the other ways are incorrect


	The usage of spirituality or practice to elevate one’s superiority


	
The argument that certain emotions or conversations are “low vibrational” or not something that should be talked about


	The prioritizing of positivity to a point where it is harmful to the emotions and well-being of the people around you, including shutting down their emotions and experiences


	The blaming of personal faults or mistreatment of others on a celestial being or astrology


	The belief that working with or venerating a spirit passes all those qualities on to you, absolving you from any work, reflection, or accountability


	The belief that you are able to bypass initiatory rites or respectful methods of approaching a spirit or spiritual practice due to your interest in the spirit


	The belief that you are absolved from responsibility and accountability for harmful and hurtful actions towards others when they are having a difficult time
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