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Preface – Mike Stygal





  One of those constants in the world is change. But as humans, we tend to prefer stability and consistency. So, times when change are thrust upon us, rather than change we feel we are driving, it can be very challenging. The challenges of changes brought about by the pandemic our world has been experiencing in 2020, are no less difficult for people to cope with. However, change and adaptability to change is a common feature to a great many Pagan traditions. Magic(k), so Mr. Crowley tells us, “is the science and art of causing change to occur in conformity with will.” Many traditions also speak of self-transformation. These are changes in which we might feel we have some degree of control. One of my own philosophies (and I know it’s not unique to me) is that in situations where I can’t control change, I CAN control how I respond to that change. Easy to say, but it can take some time to implement into a way of life. So, if you’re thinking of adopting that, don’t be hard on yourself if it takes a while to get into the swing of it.




  We’re seeing a very diverse range of responses to the current pandemic, from stoicism through conspiracy theories and out and out panic. We’re a diverse bunch, us humans, and there is great diversity within Pagan traditions, too. My own tradition, based around shamanic techniques and worldviews, sees aspects of illness in terms of soul fragmentation. Looking a little deeper at that, illness is viewed quite holistically, and includes psychological and spiritual wellbeing. But there are plenty of wonderful authors on shamanic practice who might offer a more comprehensive insight into shamanic healing work.




  In this publication you will find a collection of articles written by Pagans from a variety of traditions and paths, all bringing a wealth of knowledge and experience to help guide us through challenging times. Further indication of our community working together to make the world a better place, particularly at a time when we’re all encouraged to physically distance ourselves from one another. Indeed, it is reassuring to see such a wide-ranging expression of support for our community, and indeed, wider society coming from both Pagan and Heathen organisations, and individuals. We may be unable to physically connect at present, but we’re still being embraced by our community, and this book is an excellent example of that.




  I hope you find what you need in this book, to help you through these challenging times.







   



  
Introduction - Debi Gregory





  Some years ago, after a period of declining health, I was trying to adjust to my new normal, my new reality as a disabled and mostly housebound person. A chance conversation with an old friend reminded me that I identify as Pagan. This may seem like an odd thing to forget but what with the stresses of work, starting a family and everything else life seems to throw at us, it had been a while since my faith beliefs and practices had been anything more than an obligatory obeisance at the Solstice every year or so, when I found the time. It became just another thing about me that I didn’t have the time or energy for, much like writing or reading or one of my other hobbies and extracurriculars.




  But now, here I was, forced to stay at home and suddenly isolated from many of the people and obligations that made up what I thought of as myself, my identity. I was lost, adrift and felt completely and utterly alone. How was I supposed to reconnect with who I was, with the things that defined who I am, if I couldn’t go out and meet with others like me?




  On the one hand, I cringe when I think of that time, when I thought the sum of my identity was the job I had, the people I saw and the events I attended. On the other hand, if not for that drastic change in my life and spiritual needs, I wouldn’t have gone on to experience many of the life changing things that has happened from a position that may seem to many as far removed from my community.




  Isolation and social distancing may seem like the end for many of you, even if it is only temporary, but it was the making of me. From that isolation came the inspiration for the bulk of my work, which includes creating the world’s first online Pagan festivals, complete with speakers, music, games, workshops, giveaways and even a marketplace! It also gave birth to the Disabled Pagans Voices Project and Raising Pagan Voices Project, which aims to be an outlet for the creative voices of Pagans who may otherwise go unheard, many of whom are isolated and lonely due to long term health and care considerations. Those festivals over the last four years have reached tens of thousands of people across the world, with lonely and isolated Pagans calling them a lifeline.




  I didn’t, however, create that online community alone. My personal suffering may have been the catalyst but the minute I said what I wanted to create, the Pagan community stepped up and came together in a way I could never have foreseen. Many of the authors contributing to this publication have been a driving force to that effort from the very beginning and continue, to this day, to be a source of inspiration, empowerment and support for that work.




  Here they, and others, come together to share their thoughts, talents and expertise in this effort that overflows with resources that hope to engage, inspire and empower you all during this time of isolation, social distancing and social turmoil.




  We hope that from these pages you will see that we are here for you now, as much as we were before and more! That your community will always be here, regardless of the circumstances, a source of strength, support and hope.







   



  Part 1




  Psychology Matters







  



  
Life in Crisis - Cat Treadwell





	  I write this from the midst of crazy times. Entering the fourth week of lockdown in the UK due to the Corvid-19 coronavirus, it should be Easter Monday. The sun is shining, the birds are singing... but the parks and beaches are bare and the streets contain only occasional cars or dog-walkers. The world is changing before our eyes. And nobody quite knows what to do about it.




  I made a joke to my friendly local pharmacist back at the start of this, before the distancing rule was in place. I was picking up my prescription as usual, but the shop was frantic, full of people. She smiled at me, and remarked 'It's been like Christmas – just that Christmas never comes!' They'd passed the point of Professional Concern and were clearly entering Maniacal Laughter. I commented that feeling out of my depth and as if the world was strange to deal with was 'Situation: Normal' for me. Finally, people might understand what it was like to be in my crazy brain! As the days pass, this seems less funny.




  'Normal' is extremely relative now. Every day, we wake not quite knowing what will happen, who will still be here and who is gone. On my street, I'm glad to see my neighbours when our paths occasionally cross. Conversations are had via shouting down driveways or across roads, always with a smile and some eye-rolling, but with everyone trying to keep their collective chin up. The undercurrent of fear comes later, in the previously safe haven of Home.




  Social media has become even more important now, as the primary means of communication, but this is both a good and bad thing. It's wonderful to catch up with friends near and far, awful for the constant barrage of news and noisy opinions. All over the world, individuals are seeing, feeling and knowing, soul-deep, that something is very wrong. We cannot control this. Things may return to 'normal' at some point, but even that will be different. Our animal-brain is sensing the oncoming eruption, storm or inescapable disaster. We want to panic and run – but where do we go?




	  We reach out, by whatever means we have. Stories have begun to be shared, quietly and shyly. I've seen variations on the phrase 'constant urge to cry' appearing in many places. People are admitting their fears, no longer afraid of seeming 'weak'. We are recognising our shared humanity, and that the systems we previously used to prop ourselves up are no longer fit for purpose. Every day, we wake and step forward to face whatever comes. We are more connected now than ever before to our ancestors, in terms of the basics of life. Are we warm, dry, clothed and fed? What is keeping us going, in terms of basic tasks and also staying sane? What are our essential needs?




  I realize as I write this that I can by no means speak for everyone. Each of our situations is unique and different, but by sharing our stories and experiences, we can help. Solidarity is more valuable now than ever before. We cannot 'just get over it.' We can't 'Man up' (such an awful phrase). We have to sit with ourselves more than ever now. We have to see what we need and what we can do.




  Every day has been a battle for me, to a greater or lesser extent. My partner is a front-line ambulance worker, so I sit in spirit with all those 'other halves', those families waiting at home and hoping that their loved ones come home safely from their essential duties to a wider society.




  I wonder what I can do. Every piece of writing seems difficult or ineffectual, as no words can express this situation. Every piece is voluntary, too. I'm trying to view my work at this time as a kind of time capsule, to be looked back on in future times, to help remind us. Because there's a lot of talk about that, isn't there? 'When all this is over...' -as apparently happened during both World Wars. We have to keep looking forward, as it seems inescapable.




  But each day, I think there comes a point when I sit alone and simply pause: to stare out of a window, at the kettle boiling, listening to those happy birds outside or at nothing in particular. As I look out, I look in. What am I Doing? We are in a time of Crisis. Spiritual, mental, physical... we are doing our best to manage. We are taking each step carefully, a deep breath before each task, ensuring that we and our loved ones are as well as can be.




  We have hunted and gathered food. We have sought out tasks to pass the time. We have reached out socially over the technological wires, or taken the opportunity to meditate or pray. Activities that may have seemed a waste of time before are now revealed to be necessary, to make us smile or distract scattered thoughts. We are recognising our intention, what is important to us. We are listening to what is needed – not because of what 'should' be, but what simply is.




  We can give ourselves permission to cry, to sob messily, to scream. To feel. To ride the waves of emotion, which can feel so out of control. These are all skills that I have been working on for the past few years, as I'm sure many of you have too. I feel the waves of Overwhelm take me, and no matter how many mantras or deep breaths, sometimes there's nothing else to be done but to let the floodgates open, to let the pressure release.




  We must learn to live honestly with ourselves. To face the darkness, outside and in. To see what we can find there, as we sit in spaces we hoped never to occupy. We may well face bereavement, trauma and pain, but these are all valid parts of life. You are allowed to respond to them exactly as you need to. In the sharing of stories about such times, there is no need for guilt, shame or embarrassment, because we are all here together. We may experience things differently, but we can each hold out a (virtual) hand or provide a listening ear. We can honour each other and ourselves, the truth of this terrible situation. We hold each other in spirit, until we can do so in body again.




  I sit at home, alone except for my two dogs who look on worriedly. I cry and cry and cry. Today is a bad day. I'm on my fourth handkerchief. I don't know what time it is, or when I last ate.




  My throat feels raw from sobs. My heart aches. The knot in my abdomen feels like a rock. What is the point of it all, it hurts so much.




  I don't know why I'm crying, except that I must.




  When the tears eventually begin to subside, I feel wrung out, drained, empty. I take a deep breath.




  I open my eyes and wipe them clear. I can still breathe. I am still alive.




  I feel like the air after a huge storm has passed: sodden, yes, but somehow fresher. This may have been awful, but it was needed. Squashing it down, pretending everything was fine... when it finally burst free, it would have been so much worse.




  I reach out to my pups and see a single hopeful wag of tail. I feel as if it might be possible to smile again.




  Right now, we must recognise what we need, truly and deeply. I trust that each of our experiences can help somehow, even if just as stories to share. Until then... one step at a time. One breath. One virtual hand, held out.




  To discover more about Cat Treadwell and her books visit her Moon Books web page







   



  
Cultivating Resilience in Dark Times – Irisanya Moon





  The room from which I write has a window to my left and when the wind blows, I can see the thin branches of a tree bend. No matter how strong the storms have been, the leaves flutter around and the tree comes back to where it began. That is resilience.




  Resilience is the act of being able to face difficult moments or times and still come back to the place of you, centered and grounded. What that space of groundedness looks like is something for you to define and decide, but it is often the place of feeling safe and sound within yourself. A place of knowing you are going to be okay, even if something isn’t going to be comfortable or easy. In unsure times, when the future is unsure and even the present moment feels tense, cultivating resilience is the way to not only soothe your frayed nerves, but also to keep you from breaking in the winds.




  Permission to Support Yourself in the Now


  

  When you are in disaster mode, under an intense amount of pressure and unable to clearly figure out what you’re supposed to do next, it’s easy to feel stuck. It’s easy to feel as though you can’t do anything because you’re just not sure what to do. Some might call this freeze, or the instinctual way we protect ourselves from danger. When we don’t know what to do, we simply don’t do anything.




  For others, this can look like fleeing the situation through numbing out or escaping the situation entirely. Both of these actions (and there are others, but we’re going to stick with these for the moment) are designed to keep us safe. Our bodies do these things because they know that pretending danger isn’t present or getting away from something that is harmful are great ways to avoid hurt.




  But when we don’t engage with the things that are happening, we are getting hurt. We are taking on and storing trauma in our bodies. We might not feel it. We may not realize it in the moment. However, when we are out of danger’s way, that trauma can come out in strange ways. Think of someone who goes off to war or who is in a terrible accident. They come back, but they are not the same.




  They have had a life altering experience, one they couldn’t escape and one they couldn’t predict. As such, they didn’t have a chance to do anything about it in the moment. So, they come back with trauma in their pockets, often revealing itself as anger, depression, guilt, and sadness. These are not signs of weakness, but they are signs that something needs comfort and care. They need healing.




  In the current times when we are in the midst of collective anxiety and confusion, perhaps even rage, we might want to just ‘get through’ in order to survive. This makes sense. It’s completely normal to just want to do whatever it is you can to make it through a day with your health and your sanity. However, there is another way to support yourself. Because these times will end and things will return to some semblance of normalcy, you can look for ways to support yourself now, even heal yourself as things are happening.




  You don’t have to wait until you’re out of danger to be held in your experience. You can hold yourself now so the storage of trauma doesn’t become the thing that overcomes you once it’s safe again. Start now because you don’t have to wait to feel better – or, at least, grounded.




  Orientation / Where are You Now


  

  When we talk about the idea of freezing or fleeing, those are often unconscious choices we make because they are habits that we’ve relied on through our lives. They’ve worked, so we stuck with them.




  What you might want to notice about these actions is that they deny the current experience. They are natural actions to cultivate a feeling of safety, but they are not as effective as they feel in moments. Instead, they cause us to lack an understanding of where we are in the present, unknown, uncomfortable moment.




  To be resilient, we need to orient ourselves to the present. Just as the tree doesn’t move from its space and it can’t pick up its roots to escape, you too need to come back to where you are. There are a number of ways to bring yourself to the place of ‘right now.’






	Count your breaths – Instead of trying to avoid the present moment, it can be helpful to come back to your breath. By simply counting your breaths, in and out, you can begin to come back to your body and back to the moment as it is. This is not a practice of trying to fix your breath or breathe in some way. Just notice what your breath is doing. You might choose to count to 100 with your breaths or you might just choose to notice how you are breathing until you feel calmer.





	Notice your body – No matter where you are or what you’re doing, notice where your body is in this place and time. Maybe this means you feel your feet on the ground or your butt in a chair. Maybe you notice where your hand it or your big toe. See if you can focus on the way that part of your body feels. Can you maintain awareness of this? Can you be present with other parts of your body without trying to fix them or shift them?





	Look around – For those for whom the breath isn’t grounding, you might also want to stand or sit in a comfortable position. Allow yourself to be settled wherever you are and slowly look around the space you are in. Turn your head to the left to see what you can see, without moving the rest of your body. What do you notice? What do you sense? Then slowly move to looking straight ahead. What do you notice? What do you sense? And then slowly move to the right to see what you can see. What do you notice? What do you sense? You may find one side is more uncomfortable than the other. Or you might feel a little overwhelmed by taking in the things around you. All of these things are fine. If you notice things are a little heightened (however you define or experience that), take a breath and feel your body where it is as described in the previous exercise. Can you look around and feel your body in this space and time?








  It can be simple to come back to the present moment and time. You don’t have to do anything dramatic or have a big experience to know you are doing this right. Just find a way to come back to the present moment where you know yourself to be in the here and now.




  The idea behind this is to not only come back into the wisdom of your body, but also to recognize the moments when you are safe and supported by yourself. You can use these moments of orienting to the present moment to bring you back from the places that scare you.




  Learning to Soften vs. Stiffen




  Some say that anxiety arises from worry about the future and depression arises from worry about the past, so if that is true, perhaps coming to the present can be a place of solace and peace.




  To arrive back in the present is to surrender to the truth of what is. Even if we don’t like the truth. It can help to simply say to yourself, “This is what is happening. I do not like it. It makes me feel ________. And I know I will make it through.”




  To be clear, just because this sounds good doesn’t mean you will believe it when you say it. Believing in safety is challenging when you’re immersed in uncertainty. But the more you can come back to the sense of peace in your body, you can arrive back in the place of resilience. The more you can soften your body and your mind, the less brittle you will become. When you allow and invite, you make room for returning to quiet.




  Resilience is the way you come back from the dangerous and the unknown, and here are ways to invite yourself back to yourself.






	Give yourself time to feel – It can help to schedule a few minutes a day to feel what you need/want to feel. You can think about things in your head or write things down, it doesn’t matter what you choose so long as you give your feelings a space to be heard and held.





	Turn your brain off – Your brain wants to make sense of things and it often gets stuck in loops of logic because that feels like it’s accomplishing something. This is often why some people can’t stop looking at the news for more details, as though it will solve something. Instead, give yourself time away from computers and screens. Let your brain be still or occupied with something that isn’t causing more anxiety.





	Connect with others – Find ways to connect with others who make you feel supported and seen. This might be a quick text message or email or phone call or video call or some other way that you can reach out right now.
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