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INTRODUCTION
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If you’re reading this book, you probably already know that Witches and Wiccans are real people, living in the everyday world, and not the mean, green-faced, scary old hags seen in popular movies and Halloween costumes. They are not negative or malicious people, and they don’t hex or try to manipulate others through devious means.


These stereotypes are a result of misconceptions about many ancient pagan religions found throughout Europe before the rise of Christianity, and while they may provide for good entertainment, they have also obscured the truth. Those who we would call the “witches” of the past were actually the healers, shamans, and wise people of their communities. They were respected and appreciated for the skills they utilized to benefit the greater good.


This doesn’t mean that no one has ever used their abilities to harness natural forces in a self-serving or even nefarious manner. After all, since the dawn of humanity, there has always been the potential for selfish and destructive acts in every person. But Wicca has nothing to do with any sort of service-to-self mentality. On the contrary, Wicca (along with many other forms of Witchcraft) is rooted in the understanding that we are all interconnected—with each other, and with the Earth that sustains us. Wicca is a spiritual practice that allows people to reclaim the balanced relationship with Nature that our modern world has become largely disconnected from.


For a long time, Wicca was mostly practiced in secrecy, whether by covens gathering privately for holiday rituals or by solitary Witches marking the passing of the seasons with their own personal celebrations. This is still the case for many Wiccans, whether due to the negative stereotypes mentioned above, or simply because they prefer to keep their spiritual lives private.


However, times have certainly changed. As societal attitudes have become more open-minded regarding alternative spiritual paths, Wicca has attracted an unprecedented explosion of interest—on a level that those of us old enough to remember life before the internet would never have imagined possible. A few decades ago, people curious about Wicca typically had little access to credible information, especially those without a good New Age or occult bookstore anywhere in the vicinity. Today, you can simply enter “Wicca” into an online search engine and spend whole days, weeks, or even years exploring the results.


Of course, not all websites, articles, and books are of equal quality, and the sheer amount of available information about Wicca can be overwhelming, especially since many sources present conflicting information. Since Wicca is a thoroughly decentralized religion, with no agreed-upon authoritative text or standard set of traditions, you will find an enormous variety of perspectives, philosophies, and beliefs among practicing Wiccans, some of which will likely resonate with you more than others.


You are always advised to explore the ideas and practices that make the most intuitive sense to you and let go of whatever doesn’t feel right. Just as your knowing, inner self brought you to this particular book, it will guide you throughout your exploration of Wicca, whether you decide to pursue this spiritual path or simply satisfy your curiosity and move on.


This guide is intended as a brief introduction to the spiritual movement known as Wicca. We’ll start with an attempt to define what is in reality a widely diverse set of beliefs and practices, focusing on the core foundations that its various traditions hold in common. Then, we’ll move on to an overview of Wiccan rituals and magical practices, including an overview of the most-often used ritual tools and magical ingredients. Finally, you’ll find insights and tips for pursuing your interest in Wicca further, should you so desire, along with an example ritual and a beginner-friendly spell for you to try. And as with all of my books, you’ll also find a suggested reading list for learning more about the rich world of Wicca.


By the end of this book you will have a solid sense of what Wicca is all about. I hope you enjoy the journey!


Blessed Be.
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A LIVING, EVOLVING SPIRITUAL PATH


One of the first things to know about Wicca is that it is not an organized religion. That is to say, there is no single sacred text that all Wiccans follow, no official leaders to make decisions about which practices are accepted or required, and no official place of worship within any given community for Wiccans to attend. Instead, Wicca is a decentralized set of spiritual beliefs and practices that have several core elements in common, but which may look quite different from one practitioner to another, or from one coven to the next.


There are many different forms and traditions of Wicca—somewhat like the various sects or denominations of organized religions—which have developed and evolved over time as more and more people have discovered this realm of spirituality. However, each coven and each individual is still independent of others, and has a different approach when it comes to practicing Wicca. Even covens within established traditions, however, operate independently of one another, and may have differing interpretations of the beliefs and practices within the overarching tradition. As for those who practice on their own, whether within a tradition or in a more eclectic fashion, it’s likely that no two practices are ever exactly alike.


And Wicca continues to evolve with each new generation that embraces the path. It seems today that non-traditional, eclectic practices are quickly becoming the norm, but many traditional, more structured forms of Wicca are thriving as well.


What all this means is that you have the absolute freedom to craft your very own personalized practice of Wicca, if you wish, as you explore and develop your connection to the Universal energies that make up all of creation. Alternatively, you can seek out an established coven (or more informal group) of Traditional Wiccans to learn from and adopt their practices. You might even try a little bit of both. It is entirely up to you.


What this level of freedom also means, however, is that you’re likely to encounter some disagreement among different practitioners about what Wicca is or isn’t, what this path entails, what it excludes, who is “truly” Wiccan, and who is not. Wiccans can sometimes be an argumentative bunch—as anyone passionate about their religion can be—and this certainly includes Wiccan authors!


The purpose of this guide, however, is not to try to sway you toward one belief, tradition, or approach over another, but to present you with a basic orientation to the origins of Wicca, its core beliefs and concepts, and some examples of what this path can look like in practice. Where you go from there is, again, completely up to you.


To that end, we’ll begin now with a basic description of the religion of Wicca, and what it means to be (or not be) a “Witch” with a capital W. We’ll then take a brief look at the history of Wicca’s development in the mid-twentieth century, before diving into the core beliefs at the heart of this fascinating religion.
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THE OLD RELIGION


Wicca is considered an earth-centered religion. Its focus is on reverence for the natural world and the cycles of birth, growth, change, death and rebirth experienced by all living beings. Our interconnectedness with Nature is something our earliest ancestors were aware of, without question, and Wicca’s emphasis on this relationship is a revival of an older, pre-Christian spirituality that has existed in one form or another in cultures around the globe since the beginning of recorded history. These ancient belief systems are at the root of what Wiccans and many other Witches and Pagans call “the Old Religion.” But while it may draw much of its inspiration from the spiritual practices of our pagan ancestors, Wicca itself is a modern religion of relatively recent origins, as we will see later on.


Among the many aspects of Wicca that distinguish it from other, more widely recognized religions is its emphasis on the divine feminine, in addition to the more familiar divine masculine. Wicca has none of the patriarchy often found in other Western faiths—instead, there is an equal gender polarity between the divine masculine and divine feminine, represented by the God and the Goddess. These two co-creative archetypes are the spiritual embodiments of all natural forces and processes, and each has their own particular domains in the form of masculine and feminine energies.


The Goddess is recognized as embodying the Earth itself, as well as the Moon. The God, as her counterpart, is embodied by the Sun and its nourishing light. When speaking of Wicca generally, these deities are unnamed, but individual covens and solitary practitioners may have specific names for the God and the Goddess. These names typically come from pre-Christian cultures, whose various gods and goddesses are often seen as individual representatives, or “aspects,” of the all-encompassing divine masculine and feminine. Traditionally, Wiccans worked consistently with one masculine aspect of the God and one feminine aspect of the Goddess, but many eclectic practitioners today incorporate several different ancient deities into their practice.
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For Wiccans, the passing of time is an inherent function of Nature, and it is revered and celebrated at regular points throughout the Wiccan calendar, also known as the Wheel of the Year. Rooted in the natural cycles of the seasons, which were an integral part of daily life for our ancestors who lived off the land, the Wheel marks the turning points of each season according to the Sun’s position in the sky (relative to the Earth) and the completion of each cycle of the Moon. On these occasions, Wiccans honor the God and the Goddess through ritual, feasting, and celebration.


But this reverence for the natural cycles of time and the ever-turning of the Wheel is also lived every day, as Wiccans intentionally appreciate the warmth of the rising Sun, the nourishing abundance of the food on their plates, the beauty of a freshly fallen snow, or the healing properties of the herbs growing in their gardens. In these and many other ways, Wiccans stay spiritually connected to the energies of Nature and the timeless wisdom of the ancestors, even as they live and enjoy their modern lives.



The Various “Isms” within Wicca


As noted earlier, Wicca has been classified as an Earth-centered religion, but a few additional descriptors can help define it within the context of other, somewhat similar spiritual paths.


First, as a nature-based collection of beliefs and practices, Wicca is considered to be a form of paganism. “Paganism” is an umbrella term that has been defined in the broadest sense as any religion that isn’t Christianity, Judaism, or Islam. The word “pagan” comes from the Latin word for “country person,” and initially had no religious context. However, it was used later in a negative manner when the Roman Empire sought to stamp out the old beliefs and practices of agrarian peoples throughout Europe.


Today, the words pagan and paganism are often capitalized to distinguish the many modern Pagan religions and spiritual practices (alternatively referred to as Neopaganism) from the more general uses of the word. Some Wiccans resist the term and draw a clear distinction between themselves and Pagans with a capital P, but from a historical and cultural standpoint, Wicca is indeed a pagan religion.


Wicca is also considered a shamanic religion. Shamanism is a term originally used to refer to ancient religions found in regions of Asia, but it has since been used in reference to many indigenous traditions throughout the world whose origins predate written history. In fact, shamanism is often called the world’s first religion. Shamans were the first “medicine people” and were revered in their societies.


Shamanic traditions involve an element of animism—the belief that seemingly inanimate natural objects, such as rocks and trees, are as infused with spiritual energy as any person or animal. Shamanic practitioners may achieve altered states of consciousness through ritual dance, drumming, breath work, or other energetic means, through which they can interact with the spirit world. In indigenous communities, shamans brought back the knowledge found on these “journeys” to use for healing and the general well-being of the community.


Like shamans, Wiccans understand that there is a conscious energy running throughout the Earth and the cosmos beyond. They seek connection with the unseen spirits of the natural world, achieved through rituals in which energy is raised for this purpose. They may also work with the spiritual energy of natural agents like crystals, stones, and/or herbs for healing, wisdom, and protection. Their methods often draw from a combination of ancestral wisdom (whether passed down or rediscovered) and their own intuitive approach to this co-creative relationship with Nature.


Depending on whom you ask, Wicca is also considered a duotheistic, polytheistic, and/or pantheistic religion. These terms simply identify different concepts of deity within belief systems, and since Wicca is a decentralized system with many variations, all three terms can apply.


Wiccans whose focus is solely on the God and the Goddess, with no other, “lesser,” deities included in their cosmology, are considered duotheists; those who incorporate other ancient deities in addition to the God and Goddess are polytheists. Pantheism is the belief that a deity, or “God,” is present in all things, and that there is no separation between the divine and what we perceive as “reality.” These and other classifications can be applied to Wicca, depending on the individual practitioner’s perspective, and are the subject of much lively debate among the Wiccan community.


Finally, although Wicca can be categorized in all of these different ways, some still question whether it is, technically speaking, a “religion.” The answer, at least from a legal standpoint, is “yes.” Although it may be far less visible than organized religions like Judaism, Christianity, or Islam, Wicca has been recognized by US courts as being entitled to the same religious protections and is even included in the chaplain’s handbook of the US Army.


The rise in the number of practitioners during the second half of the twentieth century was no doubt a factor in this legal designation. It has been estimated that close to one million people around the world identify as Wiccans, with the majority found in the US and the UK. Whatever the actual count might be, it’s clear that the numbers are rising steadily in the twenty-first century, as more knowledge about the religion becomes available and widely shared.


Nonetheless, there are many Wiccans who, for various reasons, dislike the concept of “religion” and prefer terms like “spiritual path” or “belief system.” Those drawn to Wicca tend to have a nonconformist approach to life, and therefore may not be comfortable with the connotations of dogma and structure that the word “religion” can evoke. So although there are benefits to having Wicca legally recognized as a religion, the choice of whether to think of it as one is up to the individual.


Wiccans, Witches, and the Capital W



Of course, the terms we’ve just discussed are not the only ones that Wiccans have differing perspectives on. (As noted earlier, there’s probably very little that all Wiccans would completely agree on, but that’s to be expected in such a dynamic and individualized realm of spirituality!) Perhaps one of the biggest questions newcomers tend to have is whether a Wiccan is the same thing as a Witch. The answer, which should come as no surprise by now, is “yes and no.”


The terms Witch and Wiccan are often used interchangeably, and in many contexts they do mean the same thing. However, it’s important to note that there are Wiccans who identify as Witches, and Wiccans who don’t. (There are also plenty of Witches who don’t identify as Wiccans, but who may hold similar beliefs and follow some of the same practices as Wiccans.) Typically, this distinction is due to differing perspectives on the word “witchcraft.”


Witchcraft, like paganism, is a catchall term that has been applied to certain spiritual activities from an outsider’s perspective, rather than a term the practitioners themselves might have used. Anthropologists and others have applied this word to various practices, including medicinal healing, prayer, shamanic journeying, folk magic, and, in the past, any phenomenon (usually negative) that people couldn’t understand or attribute to logical causes.


Also like paganism, the term witchcraft came into use as a way of distinguishing the good (i.e. Christianity) from the bad (i.e. everything else). Yet it, too, has been coopted in modern times by those who consider themselves Witches. In this context, Witchcraft is often capitalized, and the term represents a broad array of beliefs and practices with roots in pre-Christian cultures.


Wicca is, technically speaking, a form of witchcraft, and was even called witchcraft by its twentieth-century founders, as we will see shortly. Many of its practitioners refer to Wicca as “the Craft,” particularly when referring to associated practices like magic, which we will examine in part three (see pages 109–35). Furthermore, the words witch and wicca are linguistically related, as wicca was the Old English word that later became witch.


Nonetheless, some Wiccans are uncomfortable with the negative connotations, however inaccurate, surrounding the W word. These are typically practitioners who don’t use any form of magic outside of Sabbat and Esbat rituals. They draw a distinction between Wicca as a spiritual practice and individual relationship with the divine, and witchcraft as a practice that is not necessarily spiritual. The beauty of Wicca’s decentralized and individualized nature is that these Wiccans are perfectly entitled to this viewpoint, and no agreement with the Witches of the larger Wiccan community is necessary!


However, many Wiccans do blend magic into their practice to varying degrees—enough so that both ritual and magic are combined in many Wiccan books and resources, including this guide. The terms Wiccan and Witch may be used interchangeably in the context of practices that are found in Witchcraft generally, but Wiccan is used for specifically Wiccan beliefs and practices.


Finally, while it’s standard to capitalize the word Wicca (and, therefore, Wiccan), there are currently no established conventions when it comes to witch and witchcraft. Some practitioners feel no need to capitalize these more general terms, but others see it as a means of cultivating cultural acceptance of the wider world of Witchcraft in the twenty-first century. In the spirit of respect for those who feel strongly about honoring Wicca, Witchcraft, and the role of the Witch in modern society, this guide uses the capital W for all three terms.


One Name, Many Paths


Whether you consider it a religion, a belief system, or a spiritual path, the phenomenon known as Wicca has many different forms and expressions. There are very formalized approaches involving hierarchical structures within covens; looser, more egalitarian Wiccan groups or “circles”; and solitary practitioners, who may follow a particular tradition or an eclectic blend of traditions and independent innovations.


The oldest form of what we now call Wicca began with a coven of Witches, with elaborately ritualized practices, in which some members would rise through degrees of initiation to become High Priestesses and Priests. Some covens today closely follow these original practices, the details of which remain secret from all but initiated members. These covens trace their initiatory lineage back to the first covens of the mid-1900s, and their practices are now known as Traditional Wicca (or British Traditional Wicca).


Other covens have moved away from Traditional Wicca to varying extents, adapting their practices and even inventing new ones, and often incorporating more egalitarian structures. These are typically known as eclectic covens, as they draw their inspiration from many different sources and traditions. Wiccan circles tend to be in the eclectic camp as well, with more open membership and less expectation of conformity to a specific set of practices.


There are also an untold number of solitary Witches who prefer to practice alone. They may follow, as best they can, the practices of one of the paths within Traditional Wicca, or they may be eclectics. Eclectic Wicca is where the variations are most apparent, particularly in the area of duotheism vs. polytheism, and where there is the most flexibility for interpreting the templates of Wiccan beliefs and practices through the lens of personal intuition.


But to better understand Wicca’s blending of the ancient and modern, let’s take a brief look at its origins, its spread from Britain to the wider world, and its ultimate evolution into a highly diversified spiritual practice.
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WICCAN HISTORY: FACTS AND MYSTERY


Wicca’s history is full of interesting and unusual characters who made various contributions to this spiritual movement over the course of the twentieth century. However, its origins can be traced back to the late nineteenth century, during the British occult movement. The word occult refers to all manner of mystical, magical, or “supernatural” pursuits, such as astrology, alchemy, psychic mediumship, and other elements of what is now called the Western Mystery Tradition. Several secret societies existed in Britain at this time, in which occult scholars could learn from each other, and many of their discoveries were of interest to later generations of occult enthusiasts.


One such enthusiast was Gerald Gardner (1884–1964), who is widely credited with the founding of what we now call Wicca. Gardner had become interested in a theory advanced in the early 1920s by anthropologist Margaret Murray (1863–1963), about a pagan religion that could be traced back to ancient times. Murray believed that this religion had been largely obliterated during the Middle Ages, but some small, secret remnants managed to survive the Christianization of Europe. She called this religion a “witch cult” and asserted that its practitioners were organized into thirteen-member groups, or covens, and worshipped a male “horned” god.


In the early 1940s, Gardner’s exploration of mystical and occult experiences inspired him to develop a new incarnation of the witch cult. He had met a group of Witches who he believed were practicing the original “Old Religion,” described by Murray and others, and then formed his own coven, Bricket Wood, modeled in part on what he learned from them. Blending their practices with ideas from within the Western Mystery Tradition, such as Freemasonry and ceremonial magic, Gardner’s version of Witchcraft expanded the deity worship to include a female goddess along with the male god.


In 1947, Gardner met and befriended Aleister Crowley (1875–1947), a well-known occultist and writer who had explored and participated in many religious and esoteric traditions from around the world, including Buddhism, Jewish mysticism, Hinduism, the Tarot, astrology, and more. Crowley’s writings had a significant influence on Gardner, who included some of the rituals devised by Crowley in his own practices. It was Crowley who coined the spelling of magick with a k, to distinguish his form of magic from the “stage magic” of illusionists.


Crowley is a complicated figure for many Wiccans today, as some of the practices he engaged in were considered quite scandalous, and his part in the history of the religion helped perpetuate an incorrect association between Witchcraft and Satanism. (It is important to note that Satanism is part of the Christian worldview, not a Pagan concept. Wicca has nothing to do with Satanism or any other practice that isn’t in alignment with balance, harmony, and respect for the well-being of all.) Furthermore, Crowley had a reputation for being misogynist and racist, attitudes incompatible with the Wiccan way of life.


The tradition now known as Gardnerian Wicca began to flourish as Gardner brought other interested occultists into his coven including several women, one of whom was Doreen Valiente (1922–99). Valiente became the High Priestess of Bricket Wood in the early 1950s and revised much of the original material the coven had been using, in part because she felt it had too much of Crowley’s influence. Eventually, Valiente parted ways with Gardner over his decisions to speak to the press about Witchcraft, and to limit the power of women in the coven in response to their criticisms.


Valiente formed her own coven in 1957 and went on to study Witchcraft with other leading figures in the movement. Ultimately she wrote several influential books that helped launch the evolution of Witchcraft from a secret society phenomenon into a widespread practice. Other leading figures in the expansion of the Craft were Alex Sanders (1926–88), who founded the Alexandrian Tradition, and Raymond Buckland (1934–2017), who formed the Seax-Wica Tradition in the early 1970s and is credited with bringing Gardnerian Wicca to the United States.


The “official” history of Wicca, as well as the broader occult movement, is well-documented by many scholars and practitioners. Just a tiny glimpse of that complex and sprawling story is offered here. If you’d like to learn more, you might want to start with the short list of recommended references on pages 156–57.


Timeless, but Not Quite So Ancient


Despite the claims of Gardner and others to have discovered and revived an authentic ancient tradition, academic historians never could find much factual evidence to support the “witch-cult” theory. While there is plenty of evidence of nature-based deity worship and magical practices among various pagan pre-Christian cultures, there’s nothing to really suggest the existence of a single religion transcending geography and culture across the European continent. Eventually, the “ancient lineage” myth about Wicca’s origins was essentially debunked.


Yet interest in and practice of Wicca continues to grow. Perhaps this is because, even though we may only know fragments of the past, we do know that there was something, some energetic force that was mystical and magical enough to keep a hold on humanity even after the obliteration of the ancient pagan ways. And it’s clear that some fragments of ancient beliefs and practices have survived in various locations, such as the Celtic belief in fairies and magical spells handed down over generations within some families. So it may be enough to say that what the original founders of modern Wicca did was create new forms through which people could tap into timeless realms, bridging the gap between the ancient and modern worlds with new expressions of a magical energy that has always existed.
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Claiming “Wicca” in the Twenty-First Century


As we have seen, the second half of the twentieth century brought Wicca (as well as other forms of Witchcraft) from England to the rest of the United Kingdom, to the United States, and ultimately to the rest of the English-speaking world. With these migrations came several changes to the original Gardnerian beliefs and practices, and entirely new forms were created, including Dianic, Celtic, and Georgian traditions, as well as eclectic practices adapted from a range of existing forms.


Over the decades, many an argument has been made over what truly constitutes “Wicca,” especially now that so many people practice it in so many different ways. And since there is no authoritative body to grant official “inclusion” into the religion, there’s a lot of leeway in terms of who might “claim” to be Wiccan.


One particular distinction that followers of Gardnerian and Gardnerian-inspired Traditions often draw between themselves and other Wiccans is the concept of “lineage.” Gardner performed rituals of initiation to formally admit new people to the secrets of the Craft. As Gardnerian Wicca grew and evolved, members of the Bricket Wood coven went on to form other covens and initiated new Witches into the tradition. Offshoots of Gardenian Wicca adopted this practice as well, so that today’s Traditional Witches can often trace their initiatory lineage back to the early origins of Wicca, as we saw earlier.


Yet as information and new ideas about Wicca and other Witchcraft spread, the requirements of initiation and lineage became less absolute, and the options of self-initiation and solitary practice became popular for people who were interested in the Craft but were unable (or unwilling) to join or start a coven. From the Traditionalist point of view, this departure from the old ways has led to a pervasive idea that Wicca is “anything you want it to be,” with little to no understanding of its original forms among the newer generations of practitioners.


Though there is much to support this argument, eclectics and other non-Traditionalists see things differently. For one thing, the flexibility and adaptability that draws so many to the religion was actually part of its inception. Gardner’s original material was based on a combination of other, preexisting sources, and was revised and added to throughout his own time. He was observed to have told his own coveners that they should treat the Book of Shadows (his name for the collected material used in ritual and magical practice) not as a permanent text, but as something to add to and alter for themselves as they saw fit.


Furthermore, Gardner and his fellow Witches didn’t use the term Wicca as an identifying term, but rather called their practice “Witchcraft,” “the Craft,” or “the Old Religion.” Gardner did refer to the members of his tradition collectively as “The Wica,” but “Wicca” as a name for the religion didn’t come into regular use until the 1960s, when it spread to the United States and Australia. In fact, many Gardnerian Witches, who consider their tradition to be “pre-Wiccan,” don’t identify as Wiccan at all!


This debate within the wider Wiccan community may never be resolved, given that it is almost as old as Wicca itself. Nonetheless, all forms of the Craft have something in common at their core: an affinity with older, pre-Christian spiritual practices that may not be well documented in written history but have retained a place in the human imagination. Indeed, “the Old Religion” isn’t found in a particular tradition, coven, or practice, but is an energetic presence underlying all of Wicca.
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CORE BELIEFS OF WICCAN TRADITIONS


For all of the variations that are found across contemporary Wiccan beliefs and practices, there are still important core tenets that those who identify as Wiccans acknowledge. The beliefs described here stem in part from the developments of Gardner and others in the British Traditional Witchcraft movement, but also from other strands of pre-Christian cultural practice and aspects of the Western Mystery Tradition.



Nature’s Divine Presence


Imagine an existence before “modern civilization” as we know it. There is no electricity, no running water, no telephone communication, and no internet (gasp!). You can’t get bananas in a supermarket in January while living thousands of miles from the nearest tropical fruit farm. There are no books, magazines, or newspapers. No weather forecasts, no news bulletins or alarms to warn of tornadoes, blizzards, or hurricanes. No calendars to mark the passing of the months, and no clocks to mark the passing of the days. And, perhaps most significantly, no environmental destruction anywhere near the scale we’ve been witnessing for the past few hundred years. Just the land, the water, and the sky.


Our oldest ancestors lived in this world. They shared an intimate connection with the Earth and the elements in a way we couldn’t imagine today. They received information directly from the natural world and its continually turning seasons. Through the bounty of the Earth and the forces of rain, sun, air, and fire, they participated in the natural cycles of life.


They harvested the Earth’s wild abundance to make food and medicine, and they worked with the Earth intentionally to create growth through crops and livestock. In the millennia before what we’ve come to call the Information Age, they learned what they needed to know about the world and its wonders from what their surroundings taught them. To survive their primitive circumstances, they had to pay attention.


And pay attention they did! Ruins of ancient monuments around the world demonstrate the sophisticated knowledge that our ancestors gained from studying the sky. For example, the Mayans incorporated observations of the cycles of the Moon and Venus into their calendar systems. In Ireland, a Stone Age farming community built a temple mound—known today as Newgrange—with a passage that is illuminated only by the rising Sun at the Winter Solstice.


These accomplishments didn’t arise solely out of close study, however, but were created in the context of a spiritual relationship with the cosmos. Mayan myths credit the god Itzamná with giving them the knowledge of the calendar system. The origins of Newgrange are less well documented, but the many ancient carvings found among its stones—particularly the triple spiral at its entrance—suggest an understanding of Universal energies that went beyond basic astronomical knowledge.


Wicca draws on the primal energy of the relationship to the natural world, and although the world has been dramatically transformed over time by the impact of human civilizations, Wiccans know that our most essential requirements for survival have not changed. We still need the Earth, and we still benefit from living in balance with Nature and with each other.


In this spirit, Wicca comprises beliefs and traditions from two chief sources: what is known about our ancestors’ ways of life, and what is imagined, both collectively and individually. The continuity with the ancient pagan world may be considered symbolic rather than literal, but in grounding their worldview in the realities of nature as our ancestors did, Wiccans create a life of attunement with the primal energies of the Universe.
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The Deities of Wicca


As we saw earlier, Wicca embraces the existence of two main deities, who are generically called the God and the Goddess (or, in some traditions, the Lord and the Lady). These two deities are, according to Wiccans, the original feminine and masculine forces of nature that make all life possible.


Some eclectic Wiccans may, in their spiritual orientation to the divine, favor the masculine aspect of deity over the feminine to a degree, while others, especially followers of Dianic and other feminist forms of Wicca, pay far more attention to the feminine. Whatever the case, in its most basic form the relationship is between equals, as both feminine and masculine energies make up life on Earth. In the natural world, one cannot exist without the other.


As such, representations of the Goddess and the God tend to symbolize aspects of the life, death, and rebirth cycles that correspond to feminine and masculine realms. The God is not only associated with the Sun, but also very often referred to and depicted as the Horned God of the forest. The Goddess, when associated with the moon, is actually comprised of three aspects—the Maiden, the Mother, and the Crone—represented by the stages of the lunar cycle. Yet the Goddess is also embodied by the fertility of the Earth.
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