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	To all those who have gone before.
‘May we meet, know and remember, and love them again.’
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Introduction


 


…deep questions… are meant not to generate dogma but to propel us on journeys


Starhawk, The Spiral Dance


 


Lots of things in this book have been quite difficult to put into words. Something gets lost or changed along the way. But if you are open to your instincts, you will take from it what is useful to you.


This book is for people who are attracted to witchcraft but are unsure of what it involves. These are the ‘beginners’ – but no witch is truly a beginner, for witchcraft comes from within. However, one has to start somewhere! Please remember that witchcraft is not about dogma, and my intention isn’t to give the last word on anything. If your approach is serious you may find some of the questions flippant, so pass those quickly. If you are an intrigued sceptic, or have just wondered about tall hats and broomsticks this book is also for you. I’ve tried to be as clear as possible to dispel misconceptions. Witches don’t seek conversions – but acceptance would be nice!


Be blessed!


Teresa Moorey, Samhain 2011





1
the sacred art


Witchcraft is essentially a spiritual path. It can take you into inspiring new territory, where you feel empowered and excited about life. It encourages enjoyment of physical things, because these are a divine gift, but it also calls for responsibility. There is no dogma in the Craft, but that does not mean that ‘anything goes’. Newspaper headlines have been very misleading about witchcraft. Consideration for oneself and others, and also for animals and the planet, are central to the beliefs of the witch, and a great deal of self-discipline is called for, from anyone who wants to progress. One of the most interesting elements in the outlook of witches is their concept of a Goddess, which can do more to shift one’s outlook than may be immediately apparent.



What is a witch?



Witches are great individualists, so there are probably as many different answers to this as there are witches!


A witch is a person who perceives vividly the connection between all aspects of life. Witches do not see spirit and matter as separate entities – they worship Nature in stream and stone, plants, animals and people. They usually have a well-developed instinctual side. Also witches are vibrantly aware of unseen natural energies – which they use in their spellworkings. Herbs, colours, symbols – all these have properties that witches make use of, mostly to help and heal.


Needless to say, witches are not the frightening hags of children’s stories! They don’t wear tall hats or ride on broomsticks. The idea about the hats may have come from the ‘cone of power’ that witches raise, and the broomstick is a symbol of fertility – we shall be looking at these later on. Nor do witches blight cattle or have dealings with the devil. These ideas are the product of medieval imagination and came in handy for anyone corrupt who needed scapegoats! The ideas are hard to refute, and most people who don’t know a real witch have their doubts. But such fears can bar the way to valuable knowledge. Witches have a saying: ‘where there’s fear there’s power’.


What do witches believe in?


Believe ‘in’ is a funny idea to a witch. They don’t perform acts of faith or have dogmas. To a witch the Goddess and the God are just there, like the hills and rivers are there. The Earth is the body of the Goddess. The God is the life force that impregnates. Goddess and God are within each of us. There is no idea of a separate God in heaven, judging us, nor the slightest belief that our bodies and their needs and pleasures are dirty or sinful, needing to be risen above to find salvation. The Goddess and God are sometimes called ‘the Old Ones’ for They have been with us since Neolithic times.


Some people are surprised to find that witchcraft is a religion, but really you can’t be aware of spiritual realms and not be religious.


The witches’ religion is free and unstructured, with no dogma. This can be something of a culture shock when dogma and religion have been seen as inseparable for so many hundreds of years! Above all to witches, life and the forces of Nature are sacred – there to be respected, celebrated and also used, when the time is right, in magical workings. Witches do not believe that their way is the one and only right way for everyone – they merely feel it is right for them. They believe strongly that each person should have the freedom to find his or her own way of worship, or not worshipping, as the case may be.


Why do witches have a Goddess and a God?


As we shall see, witches regard sexuality as sacred and the male/female polarity is a source of power. Thus it is only fitting that both should be seen as divine.


It seems pointless to assert that men and women are equal when God is continually referred to as ‘He’ – a little pronoun like that resonates deep in the unconscious, and despite all rationalization results in a basic concept of God as masculine. Likewise, myths are the dramatic representation of beliefs and where these are without the Goddess, the power of the Feminine cannot emerge. Witches believe that the Feminine is resoundingly important, and the reasons for many of the environmental problems that bedevil us have their roots in the underlying contempt for the Feminine over the last 2,000 years (at least!). The Earth is the body of the Goddess. If you venerate Her you do not pollute Her – quite simple. That is a matter of instinct, not a law that needs to be imposed from without, or a matter of scientific proof.


If we wish to be philosophically correct, some see the Goddess and the God as emanating from an ineffable One – by definition unknowable. This is sometimes referred to as Ain Soph, a Qabalistic term – the Qabala is an ancient mystical doctrine. The more pragmatic feel this is irrelevant – it all depends on your point of view.


Do witches have a moral code?


Yes, and this is it:


 


Eight words the witches’ creed fulfil.
If it harms none, do what you will.


 


Witches believe in freedom and personal choice. They also believe in responsibility. You have to decide yourself what ‘harms none’, but mostly this is quite obvious. Stealing, bullying, assault – these are obviously harmful. Occasionally issues are less clear, however. In a divorce, for instance, people may be harmed, but equally they may be harmed if the marriage remains intact. There is no dogma to tell you what you must and must not do. ‘Harming none’ also means not harming yourself. There is no law that says you must put yourself last and go through life a po-faced martyr (probably poisoning the air for everyone that comes near). We are each responsible for our own fulfilment and happiness, for only in this way can we truly celebrate life and be creative – and only in this way can we bring anything worth having into our relationships with other people. So although the witches’ code is simple in one way, in another it is also complicated. ‘Do what you will’ is not an invitation to rampant self-indulgence! It needs thought about what is really right for you, your ‘true will’ not just the whims of the ego.


Do witches believe in reincarnation?


Many witches do believe that we are born again. After all, life ebbs and flows in cycles, winter is followed by spring, night is followed by day, and it seems reasonable that the same should be true of human life. Besides, working magic brings with it a consciousness of other levels of existence beyond the physical, to which it seems a human soul might retreat in between lives. Memories of former lives are common among witches, and this may be because the lives of witches are in some ways more vivid (and, until recently, more dangerous) because witchcraft is practised in succeeding lives. It is said ‘Once a witch, always a witch’ and that doesn’t necessarily mean only one lifespan! There is so much to learn and experience, so much growth possible, that to restrict it to one life does seem rather meaningless. However, whether the belief in reincarnation is literal or not, in general witches see death as a transformation, rather than an end, for energy is never destroyed, only transmuted.


Are witches the same as Black Magicians and Satanists?


The answer is a definite ‘no’. The reason for this is simple. Satan, or the devil is a Christian concept. He is seen as acting against God, tempting mortals into sin and damnation – a force of evil. Witches do not believe in such a force, and so they cannot possibly be Satanists. You need to believe in the concept of Christianity to worship the devil. Of course, some fanatics will accuse witches of worshipping the devil anyway, because they see anything that does not fit in with their view of religion as evil. It seems there were plenty of such people about in the Middle Ages. However, witches see both darkness and light, creation and destruction as part of the Goddess and the God. They do not split anything off and call it forbidden and unmentionable. The devil has been used as a dumping ground for all that is unpleasant and repressed – as have witches themselves. There certainly is evil, and a look back through history reveals that the most horrible cruelty and destruction have been carried out by the very people who set themselves up to destroy ‘evil’ – witch-hunters, inquisitors, Nazis. This sort of thing is still going on today, in places.


The Black Magician issue needs to be resolved. In the first place, a magician is not quite the same as a witch. Traditionally witchcraft has been simple and natural. Sweeping the floor or brushing your hair can be turned into a spell by a resourceful witch. Witches came mainly from the poorer classes and were more often than not women – busy women, with children, animals and old people to look after. The magicians of old tended to be more well-off and influential. They were often men, and their magic involved more ceremony and planning. Of course, the approaches often merged and still do.


The ‘black’ question is an important matter. Magic is a force, like electricity, and can be directed by the practitioner. Unlike electricity, however, it is not quite so impersonal. There are certain occult laws, and to work magic you have to develop a magical consciousness. With this consciousness in place you are fully aware of the consequences to yourself of malevolent actions. Most witches would not attempt anything black – there really is little point. Spells are mostly joyful things that make you feel good, and you get the best results from positive means. Those who wish to harm – and there will always be the odd one – succeed mostly in harming themselves. The black magic stories that we hear from time to time are the product of paranoia, fevered imagination and sometimes some nasty messing about by people who enjoy being shocking.


When were witches persecuted?


Throughout history all societies have been uneasy regarding people they saw as a threat to the State through the manipulation of subtle forces. However only relatively recently did almost anyone who moved in the realms of the hidden and instinctual run the risk of being considered evil, or potentially so. It was believed that the witches’ powers would die only if their bodies were burnt.


In the ‘Dark Ages’ the Church sought to dispel pagan customs. In fact, they incorporated many of these into the Church calendar and many Christian saints are reappearances of old gods – St Bridget is a good example of this, having many of the attributes of the Irish goddess Bridget/Brighid/Bride. In the eighth century a Church document called the Canon Episcopi officially stated that witches were an illusion, but this was reversed by the Inquisition – an arm of the Church especially instituted to root out and extinguish heresy – and by the end of the fifteenth century it was considered to be heretical if one did not believe in witches. The main persecutions took place in the fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Europe and the British Isles. In England officially it was illegal to torture suspects and they were hanged, not burnt. However, this was not the case in Scotland or the rest of Europe.


As the ‘Age of Reason’ was ushered in with the eighteenth century, interest in witches dwindled. In 1736 witchcraft ceased to be a capital charge in Scotland and England. The last documented witch-burning in the British Isles took place in Scotland in 1722, when Janet Horne was executed. However, treason involving witchcraft was still subject to this punishment, and for a woman to kill her husband was called ‘petty treason’. As late as 1776 a woman was burned for this in Horsham, England. It is worthy of note that the same penalty was not inflicted upon men who killed their wives.


Why were witches persecuted?


This is a complex and important question, that is connected with the reasons why the word ‘witch’ makes people uneasy, even today. To understand persecution we need to digress a bit into the realms of psychology, because the roots are often in paranoia. Paranoia is usually understood as irrational fear, and indeed it is. People were afraid of witches. However, the basis of paranoia is a split in the personality, where bits of ourselves that we are unable to acknowledge get pushed into the unconscious. They don’t stay there, however. By a mechanism called projection they seem to alight on people and things outside ourselves. So these things may acquire a power to terrify and enrage us out of all proportion to anything real.
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