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Introduction

Paganism is the fastest-growing religion today. Many of us feel we have lost something radical in modern life. Our traditions are impoverished, our dogmas meaningless and our world robbed of its soul. Pagan paths offer ways of rediscovering our mystic heritage and of worshipping without being required to have literal beliefs and lists of rules.

Pagans happily acknowledge their unrestrained love of life and its pleasures, but they also undertake responsibility, for themselves, humanity and the Earth. There are many types of pagan spirituality, and only a small minority of pagans actually join any tradition. However, to bring paganism to life we shall be examining some of the options in the following pages. Strictly speaking, what we are talking about is Neo-paganism – something that combines the best of the Old in a way that is relevant to what we are today. The word ‘pagan’, like ‘occult’ or ‘witch’ often evokes knee-jerk reactions. This book seeks to clarify the message of beauty, love and respect that is true paganism.

Please use this book as a starting point to explore further for yourself. Delve into myths and meanings. Think for yourself, for life is an exciting journey; you select your own path in your own way. If pagan ways meet your needs, they can open up whole new stretches of country, but this is your own choice. Take your time to reclaim your personal heritage and your links with the Earth, and discover the joy and fulfilment this can yield.

Blessings. Samhain 2011



1
what is a pagan?

Pagans honour the Earth, often seeing her as Mother Goddess, and receiving her gifts with joy and celebration. Feeling a part of all that lives, they treat all with respect. Regaining a sense of roots and ancestry also motivates many pagans. ‘Pagan’ is derived from the Latin for ‘peasant’ but today many, if not most, pagans are also city-dwellers.

 

Paganism is typically non-dogmatic, and pagans may move from one approach to another, or simply follow their own path. Freedom is precious and gurus are rarely sought, for each pagan is a priest or priestess in their own right. Being nature-worshippers, pagans find joy and a sense of belonging in nature. Worship may take the form of rituals, or may just be a matter of attitude – indeed many people are probably pagan without having formally identified themselves in this way!

Who are they?

Pagans are mostly quite ordinary, coming from all walks of life. The popular image of flowing beards, nudity and woodland orgies does not fit the majority of pagans. To be a pagan you do not have to wear special clothes or jewellery, or dance around stone circles. Pagans are found in all types of employment. There are many in the healing professions, for pagans are drawn to healing, and healing the Earth – or at least our attitude to Her – is a pagan vocation.

Pagans do not necessarily deny room to rage, pain, and violence, for these are part of us and part of nature. However, being conscious of these things does not mean rampant indulgence of them – pagans seek the positive in all aspects, and the one rule that is universal is ‘Harm none’ which is extremely far-reaching. Without winter there is no spring, without rain and grey clouds no blossom. There is anger as well as love, but anger does not destroy love – it can enrich it. Pagans are aware of both sides.

In a sense paganism is a fertility cult and children are treasured and respected. They are brought up to have respect for themselves, for others and for the environment, but they are not forced to believe anything or to participate in anything unless they wish. Pagan parents hope to equip their children to make their own choices, rather than make choices for them. However, pagan families have traditions that focus on the Eight Sabbats, (see Chapter 5), and the idea of living in conscious love of the Earth pervades daily life. There is often a household shrine, and artefacts speaking of a pagan faith in the house, and religious ideas are subtly present in many activities.

Worship and ritual

Pagan worship tends to be about action, rather than belief – about what you do, how you feel, the rhythms of your life, how you participate in the world around you. Some pagans like to write rituals, and most take part in rituals, for through them we find ways to unite ourselves with the natural world. Pagan religious observance is closely connected to the cycles of the Earth, but doing the garden or going for a walk is a form of worship too.

Religion is about inspirations and quests. To a pagan it is mostly the journey that counts, its many meanings and experiences. In the ‘Great Mother Charge’ (from a Wiccan ceremony) the Goddess tells us: ‘... thy seeking and yearning shall avail thee not unless thou knowest the mystery: that if that which thou seekest thou findest not within thee thou wilt never find it without thee: for behold, I have been with thee from the beginning and I am that which is attained at the end of desire.’ The message here is quite clear: anything worth finding is inside us. It is a mystical thing, and it cannot be communicated or defined. Hard and fast rules are useless on this type of quest.

Above and below

In general the monotheistic, patriarchal religions do not see the body as holy, and by the same token they do not see the world as holy either. Rather, it is there to be exploited; to some even holocaust is acceptable in return for redemption in an afterlife. God is separate from the world and His word is given out by prophets, whose sayings are law. Pagans observe that this is dangerous in more ways than the obvious. It puts power into the hands of people who are not necessarily wise or benevolent and it can even block experience of the divine, for dogma hardly encourages transcendence.

Moreover such an attitude encourages splits – God/Devil, divine/earthly, soul/body, light/dark, man/woman – and such splits often mean that something very valuable ends up cast into shadows and denied. Devil, dark, woman, body, Earth have somehow been thrown together and regarded as an evil package. The pagan way is concerned with deep respect for the feminine in all its aspects. That includes the Crone, menstrual blood, sexual seductiveness and ‘irrationality’, as well the more generally acceptable faces, such as fecund mother and beautiful maiden. Paganism is Goddess worship, and sexual love is Her gift, there to be enjoyed and valued as sacred.

God and gods

We have seen how important the Goddess is, but pagan ideas about divinity are fluid. It is a question of what inspires or feels suitable at a particular place and time. Pagans do not ‘believe in’ a God or gods. Their religion is one of immanence, which means that divinity is all around us and within us. It is felt and perceived; there is no act of faith. To some, worship of the Great Mother amounts to almost Goddess monotheism. Many worship the Goddess, in her triple aspect, Maiden Mother and Crone and Her consort the Horned God of Nature, but this leaves room for many other deities from ancient pantheons – and also for gods within tree, stone and river. Some pagans always think in terms of Goddess and God, others always in terms of many, and I suspect most think in different ways at different times. Pagans see no inconsistency in this – it’s a question of what works for you. We look at ideas of deity later in our chapter ‘Goddess and God’.

It seems that life on Earth is best perpetuated by many different life forms, feeding off each other and dependent on each other in a variety of ways. Pagans see diversity as essential to the spiritual world also. The idea of one path makes it all too easy to destroy institutions, ideas and people. Polytheism can include monotheism, but the reverse is rarely the case. Paganism is extremely tolerant – for instance there are Christian witches. It never seeks converts, and most pagans do not feel they were ‘converted’ in any way – they simply returned to what they felt most natural, accepted this, reaffirmed it and extended it. There is no concept of sin, although there may be estrangement – from the Earth, nature, or, most importantly, from ourselves. And of course we all have to wear the cloak we weave.

Pagans are united by feeling – a feeling of love, oneness, respect and celebration. Life is more complex than we can understand, and we can extend our reality, our truth, our being by sharing in this. In some ways paganism offers hope for humanity because it trusts us and the essential goodness of us all, regardless of rules and creeds.



Practice

If these ideas are new to you, you may like to give them some deep thought. How do you feel about religion without dogma? What might the benefits be? How has dogma affected your life, the lives of your friends, the nations of the world? What is the point of religion to you? And how do you feel about the Earth, nature and the Goddess?





2
the sacred Earth

To pagans nature is holy, and the body is holy. The divine is everywhere, inside us and outside. Our blood and bones were formed from the minerals of the Earth, and to them our bodies will eventually return. Womb and tomb, tomb and womb, the spiral unfolds. This attitude has been passed down to us from ancient time. Our remote ancestors did not build empty shrines to an abstract deity – more probably their worship was about attuning to the energies within the Earth.

 

This attitude may also afford us an alternative perspective on astrology, because it is quite possible that our sensitive forbears noticed fluctuations first in the energies within the Earth, and related this to movements in the heavens, rather than vice versa. People who lived in close contact with the Earth may have possessed a very different consciousness from the one in which we operate today, and their vision of ‘reality’ may have been radically different.

The ancients

Many writers have suggested that the ancients had a very different relationship with the Earth from that which we have today. They worshipped her as Goddess, very practically.

Ley lines

The idea of lines of energy on the Earth, or ‘ley lines’ was first popularized by Alfred Watkins in The Old Straight Track. Ley lines appear to run in straight lines that can be drawn on a map, linking sites of ancient importance, such as churches (which were regularly built in pagans’ sacred places) and stone circles. In addition, they often link places with similar names such as Dorrington and Donnington. Perhaps the best-known English ley runs from St Michael’s Mount in Cornwall, through Glastonbury and on, to just north of Lowestoft. Leys are also found in Australia. These are the ‘Songlines’ of the first Ancestors from the Dreamtime as they travelled over the land, singing the world alive. In America there are many straight line features, notably those left by the extinct Miwok Indians in the California sierras. A little investigation of one’s surroundings can often reveal much of interest; for instance, ancient tracks used for many years by native people often follow leys.

Places where several leys intersect are held to be areas of power or disturbance: some prehistoric monuments and stone circles were built at such places, and may have been used to contain and increase the current. Some of these intersection points have been the sites of repeated accidents or hauntings. One such place is Windsor Park in England, where Herne the Hunter, horned god of the witches, has been seen several times, and other unusual events have taken place. It seems that the energy disturbance around the leys causes the veil between this world and that of the spirits to tremble and sometimes tear. Interest in ghosts, old buildings and local legends are part of investigating Earth mysteries.

Ley lines warrant serious study in themselves, and many books have been written about them. No one really understands the energy that follows these lines, and some people deny their existence. It is possible to investigate such energies by dowsing, and we shall be looking at this in our Practice section at the end of the chapter.

Seasons and sexuality

The Earth has seasons, and people living far from the equator noticed how the approach and retreat of the sun related to the fertility of their Mother. Many ancient structures mark the cycle of the divine mating of the Earth and sun. For instance, the long barrow at Stoney Littleton in the English Cotswolds is shaped so that every year, for a few moments on Midwinter’s day, the sun shines right through to the end of the long passage at the centre of the barrow. This passage has been likened to a vagina, and there is a natural cup mark on a special stone that is illuminated by the penetrating rays. This barrow has many special spiral-shaped fossils, no doubt chosen for their symbolic meaning. Most ancient sites such as this were also burial places, but to suggest that they were merely tombs is as foolish as to say that churches are ‘tombs’ because bodies are buried there. These places were sacred to the Mother and the dead were returned to the holy Earth, to the tomb that was also womb, so that one day they would be reborn.
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