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What people are saying about

Practically Pagan: An Alternative Guide to Planet Friendly Living


A very much needed book in these modern times. Our planet needs us to step up. Mabh Savage gives easy, straightforward advice and suggestions that everyone can use. Practical solutions and magical ways to do our bit. We all need this book, before it is too late to save Mother Earth.


Rachel Patterson, author of Practically Pagan Cooking, the Kitchen Witchcraft series, and other Witchcraft books.


This is an excellent book that brings care for nature into the heart of nature-based spirituality. It is deeply practical, pragmatic and compassionate, and full of easily used ideas. Mabh demonstrates that working for sustainability is an excellent way to deepen your Paganism and enrich your life. Heartily recommended.


Nimue Brown, author of Druidry and the Future, Spirituality Without Structure, and co-creator of Hopeless, Maine.


Caring for our planet is at the very core of the majority of Pagan beliefs, but in today’s world of consumerism and excess, it is often difficult to put these beliefs into practice. In this book, Mabh Savage binds the spiritual with the practical by providing examples of how to make rituals, spellwork, and other Pagan elements more eco-friendly as well as bringing the spiritual into the everyday things we can do to help the planet such as recycling and composting.


Dan Coultas, author of The Gods’ Own County: A Heathen Prayer Book and Community Support Officer for the Pagan Federation.
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This book is the culmination of a commitment to An Mórrígan; a promise that my pledge to try and make the world a better place is more than just words; it’s words I share with other people, in the understanding of the power of words to give shape to the universe. It’s also for Nathan, who looks at the world as something to be cherished and enjoyed in its natural state. So say we all.
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Foreword

The climate crisis we currently find ourselves living in is without a doubt one of the biggest and most important challenges that we as humans face in the world right now. We need to find ways to balance the lives we live with the way the world works, its available resources and how we manage those. I believe that this issue is something that the majority of Pagans will be united on, given that statistics tell us that over 90% of all people who call themselves Pagan practise a varying range of environmentally sound behaviours such as using public transport over private vehicles, recycling, growing their own produce and buying second-hand clothing. Indeed, I am one of that over 90%.


Everyone knows in one way or another that you can only get people to do things like this if there is some benefit; therefore, there must be a motivating purpose to our practise of environmentalism. I believe the answer is to be found in our faith practices.


As Pagans, we bring together our faith, our morality and environmentalism often, and many are to be found working hard on efforts to help the planet in one way or another. We are largely happy to inconvenience ourselves to help our planet and help others to find the understanding we have about humankind’s current abuse of available resources, because we understand the reality of where our collective modern ways of life are leading us. Indeed, we even have a Pagan charity dedicated to helping sustainable nature and society projects (PaganAid). I believe the reasons we contribute in these ways are to be found in our faith too.


Our fundamental shared belief, no matter which individual path we follow, is that the natural world and the life it sustains is sacred. Every single bit of it. Our individual paths have us exploring the world in different ways and observing practises that are personal to us as individuals rather than identical across a whole group of people. We do of course though, share many commonalities.


Most of us recognise that we humans are neither above, nor separate from nature. We are after all mammals - animals with self-awareness and the ability to solve complex problems. Nature encompasses us just as much as it does the seas, the forests, the land and all the life that lives within it.


Being a part of nature means that we live within its tides, too. We understand that nothing can be in a state of constant growth, there is a need for dormancy and rest. We feel the connection between us and every other living thing as if we were all just different branches of the same tree. Thankfully, scientific exploration is now beginning to understand in finer detail that which we have known all along – that the biosphere we call our home is an entire and single ecosystem, each part of it vital to its optimum functioning. Much like our own bodies, or an engine, if one part fails there is an effect on every other part until eventually, if left unattended, the whole thing fails once and for all.


We see our human family much the same. We’re all connected to each other through our families. Right back through the ages until the beginning of mankind and beyond to the species we first evolved from, in the same way crocodiles and birds can count dinosaurs as their connected family and the trees and plants that are familiar to us now evolved from other connected species.


Not only are we connected right here, right now but we feel a connection with every living thing that’s ever been in existence through our reverence and understanding for nature. A part of our understanding and connection with nature is through working with the elements of the natural world. We understand of course that this is a simplistic model, breaking things down into their most basic of forms of being and seeing them through human rather than scientific eyes. Those elements are air, fire, wind, earth, and spirit. Each living thing, including water, plants, the earth itself, animals, people etc is made up of these basic elements. We are air just as much as the wind, giving food to the trees and plants as we exhale and in return receiving the gift of oxygen from them. We are fire burning the energy of the sun as we eat plants to nourish our bodies and we in turn bring passion to life. We are water with the oceans in our DNA and as we use the same water that nourished all life before us to nourish ourselves. We are earth as we share the same elemental elements as all other life meaning we can be human one day and part of the make-up of a mountain on another. We are spirit when all that comes together as it needs to in order to create flourishing, sustainable life that is interconnected.


We understand to our cores that cutting down our forests is to our planet as smoking is to our own lungs. Mining vital minerals is as devastating to the earth as vitamin or mineral deficiencies are to our health. Polluting our water sources makes as much sense to having a healthy world as drinking nothing but energy drinks does to our bodies.


We as humans largely feel compelled to avoid things that cause harm to our bodies yet collectively, we have been turning a blind eye for the last couple of hundred years to the damage we have been inflicting to our home; the thing that gives us life. If you look closely you can see it everywhere in society too. We are collectively disconnected from nature, living outside of it and trying to control it to our own ends, and this leads to further disconnection within our communities. People stop caring about others, indeed even see them as threats, and so the fabric of society becomes selfish, insular and inward facing.


We know through our reverence and study of the natural world that the answer to all these ills is to create sustainable solutions. It cannot possibly mean that we maintain our current levels of consumption, just as much as our economic and political systems must also change if they are to be a part of building those solutions. We need to build a global connected culture – an ecosystem that is free of domination and exploitation. Imagine if you will, a world of local economies that link together in sustainable ways that are of benefit to all. This will mean overhauling our food systems, our transport systems and distribution of resources, our ways of life even from what we wear to how we think and feel. It will mean an honest and critical assessment of those things humanity truly values and needs to flourish in a healthy world. It will need an army of people who understand the urgency of the problem to carry out the work that needs to be done and they will need to know that most of the human population of the world is on their side.


There are things we can do right now. We need to examine each individual, community and nation’s activities when it comes to things that are unsustainable. We are all responsible, as much for ourselves as we are for our countries, because of that connection to everything I spoke about earlier. What happens to the earth, happens to us and happens to our communities.


Technical solutions are presenting themselves. There are amazing people out there who create them in abundance, but unless political will changes, those solutions may never become mainstream and get put into practice. We have a responsibility to show that we want a change in politics from being defined by economic growth to a system based on the health of its population and preservation of its natural environments in order to save our burning house. This will require a collective shift in our most deeply held values around what it means to be human and the responsibilities we have to our caretaking of the world as a part of that. There is nothing that shifts perspectives more than connection and practising of spirituality, and especially when that means finding deeper meaning for ourselves in the natural world extra to our scientific understanding of it. As individuals, we can begin doing that right now simply by getting out of our houses and workplaces and getting out into nature to really explore and find those connections. This will have a knock-on effect on everything else we touch in our lives and so the ripple effect then works its way out to the communities we are personally a part of.


It can’t stop there though, and if the collective shift can be made starting with the individual then there is no reason it should. When people build sustainable communities, they then grow a collective voice for change within wider communities.


Fundamentally, due to our understanding and connection with nature and all life, we Pagans believe that a collective change in spirit is what’s needed. One that fosters a new relationship between humanity and the natural world, one that our ancestors knew before when they lived by the seasons and the wheel of nature, and we are sure we can know again because we live it each day.


We strive every day in our work, play and daily lives to connect to the harmony of the natural world. The song it sings touches us all the way through to our bones, we feel it in our breath, our thoughts, our bodies and our spiritual nature. We work hard at developing that connection and honouring it with our practices so that we never lose touch with it.


Pagans can be of huge help in our current crisis because of their understanding of the issues around sustainability, and simply by helping others to find their connection to nature in order to help them understand that we cannot continue to be disconnected and held aside from our heritage of being a part of nature. Showing others how to sustain the interconnected web of life, beginning with themselves and their communities, is how we can be useful and affect real change. We commit to using all our knowledge, resources and abilities to foster the change that our world so desperately needs. We offer ourselves in service to working towards an entirely healthy earth that includes all aspects of the life that lives on it.


We want to see the elemental balance returned to the planet and therefore, as individuals, communities and members of the global community we strive to promote the current and future health of our home world in order to create a truly sustainable future for our children and the generations that follow.


Indeed, we believe we have no real choice in that. We must either find ways to become sustainable, and quickly, or we die out as a race and make the planet uninhabitable for everything else left behind us.


It can be confusing with the wealth of advice out there to know what you can do to help the effort. Practically Pagan: An Alternative Guide to Planet Friendly Living is crammed full of practical ways in which you can help and do your own bit towards solving the issue of the climate crisis so that you can find the ways that suit you and your life best. It’s a great way to start on the path to sustainable living as much as it is useful to those who are already making efforts to do their bit. After all, it is our duty to be the change we want to see in the world and we all have to start somewhere.


Sarah Kerr, President of the Pagan Federation UK, 2020








Introduction

First off, I want to be clear that I’m not an academic expert on environmental matters. On that note, whenever I quote statistics or figures, I’m going to cite my sources, and aim to give sources that are as unbiased as possible. There’s a lot of misinformation out there when it comes to our amazing planet, but with a bit of digging and some skill with a search engine or at the library, it’s possible to figure out fact from fiction.


So, I’m no expert, but I have spent a great deal of my life looking after my small patch of this planet and trying to encourage others to do the same. I used to campaign for the Green Party in my local community, and while I don’t think environmental matters should be wholly political (we all live on this planet, after all, regardless of beliefs), it was nice to be able to make a small difference in the community, even if it was watching a local councillor sort out getting some rubbish picked up, or petitioning to stop a green area being built over.


I think it’s these local actions that add up to big differences across the world. One of the worst problems we have, I believe, is that folks think they can’t make a difference. That what they do is too small to count. Believe me it makes a difference. Every light you switch off, every time you recycle, every drop of water you save. Because if one person thinks it makes a difference, then that means 100, or 1000, or 1,000,000 could be thinking the same. And that’s a whole lot of electricity or water saved, or small green patches that didn’t get built over, or garbage that didn’t end up in landfill.


How does this tie into paganism? For me, that’s pretty simple. I walk a nature based path, and honour the turn of the seasons (in my little corner of the Northern Hemisphere), and understand that humans are not the only lifeform that matters. My deities have been around way before our industrial and technological landscape, and will no doubt linger in some form or other long after we have vanished from this planet. I feel the spirits inside of everything from the trees in my garden to the laptop I’m writing on, and sense that there is truly a connectedness about all things. However, I can only honour that connection if I’m willing to take responsibility for my part in causing damage to it.


It’s a harsh truth, perhaps, that so much that humans do, that we as individuals or communities do every day, causes damage to our amazing planet. Every car journey, every mobile phone upgrade, and every hot bath – yes, I do think about things to that level of minutiae! But I also believe that humans have a right to exist. We evolved here, and this is our planet. We can earn our place in this world if we just tread a little more carefully. Move, perhaps, a little more gently through this web of wonder that life creates every moment across the planet we call home.


With that in mind, I wanted to create this book as a practical volume that will allow you to assess the way you currently practice your faith, decide if changes need to be made, and discover practical ways to make those changes. I’m not expecting anyone to uproot their lives and suddenly go off-grid, so fear not! That’s not the aim of this book. I want to encourage you to be more mindful in your practice, considering the Earth you walk upon, and the impact your faith, spirituality, or religious practice has on the environment around you.


Mabh Savage








Chapter 1

Planet Friendly Paganism

If you’re a Pagan, or interested in Pagan spirituality, the chances are you probably already have a great deal of reverence for our beautiful planet. You understand that humans are just one species in a world full of amazing plants and animals, and that just because we are at the top of the food chain that doesn’t give us the right to destroy indiscriminately.

Sounds good? Excellent. We are on the same page - figuratively and literally! Living a life that is kind to the world around us can seem difficult at times, but there are many ways in which we can make small changes that amount to big differences. Having a spirituality based in the love of the land and all that walks, crawls or flies above it helps enormously, I find.

Within this book, I may speak about my own path, which is heavily based in Irish Celtic mythology. I’m also a member of the Covenant of Hekate and take Her sacred virtues – compassion, courage, temperance, justice and wisdom – very seriously. However, I hope that everything I speak about in this book can be adopted by anyone regardless of the specifics of your path. I guess what’s key is that my Paganism moves me to do more, to do better, and to walk gently upon this planet. For, in the words of Mike Berners-Lee, “there is no Planet B.”

As I write this first chapter, I’m sat thinking about the day I had. We live a fairly standard modern life. We have electronic devices, appliances, a fridge freezer and Wi-Fi. We have to buy food from the supermarkets from time to time, so we’re certainly not self-sufficient. We use a dryer when we need clothes urgently – there are five of us in our fairly modest house, including three small humans, so there’s always a pile of washing waiting to go on! My point is, we’re hardly off-grid and we certainly have a carbon footprint. What makes a difference is that we are, as a family, hyper-aware of that. By becoming aware of a problem, you become able to address it and do something about it. And, that’s exactly what we try to do and try to inspire others to do.

Today, I tore up kitchen roll and toilet roll inners to add to my compost pile. I tutted my way around the house switching off lights and other devices. I used cold water where I could instead of engaging the gas-powered boiler. I used abandoned glasses of water (why do kids always have at least three drinks scattered around the house?!?) to water the house plants. I made sure the watering cans were angled so they caught the (relentless) rain. I took the slightly soft fruit which no one would eat and prepared it for jam. I also cleaned and sterilised jars from shop-bought foods to use for said jam.

All of this is normal for me. I take these actions in my stride, and rarely think of them as chores. Okay, occasionally I get fed up with the compost bin, especially when we had a ludicrous infestation of fruit flies. Thankfully, the compost bin is in the very top of the back garden far away from the house, so it only affected me personally when I was undoing the compost bin and dealing with the tiny swarm flying at me in indignation.

The position of my compost bin is not accidental. Not only is it carefully placed away from the house, but it’s almost directly in the north of the garden, signifying (for some) the element of Earth. Earth can mean many things but at its most literal it is the land we walk upon, the soil, the creatures who benefit from that; grains of sand, massive mountains, rocks, rubble, gravel… and everything connected to those things. Every time I tip a bowl of potato peelings and teabags into my compost bin, I feel like I’m giving an offering back to the Earth, this amazing planet that gives us life, sustenance and wonder. Sometimes I murmur a prayer of gratitude, perhaps for the food I enjoyed ahead of my trip to the compost bin. Perhaps to a deity I am performing work for. Perhaps simply to the Earth.

There’s more about the magic of daily activities in greater detail later in this book, but this is just one clear example of where my paganism directly influences my relationship with this daily task. This spiritual connection, in turn, makes the task seem much less like a chore and more like an act of worship. Even the fruit flies, pesky though they seem, live because of my acts and my motivation to reduce waste and landfill. I hold my breath to avoid them flying in my mouth, but I’m grateful for their existence and understand their place in the ecosystem.

Another way in which my Paganism is tied to my desire to make the world a better place is in the offerings I leave on my altar. As much as possible, I use organic offerings that can later be buried, composted, or left for other lifeforms to enjoy. A good example is a loaf of devotional bread I made for the Morrigan recently. I used a grain called Einkorn which is classed as an ancient grain, so old it was found in the stomach of Ötzi the Iceman, thought to be at least 5,300 years old (Maixner, 2018). The bread was made without shop-bought yeast, using natural yeasts from the flour and the environment to make a sourdough. The finished bread was dense but tasty, a rich and dark loaf which went astonishingly well with a local goat’s milk cheese. My mouth is watering simply recalling this! Some of the bread went for offerings on my Morrigan altar. Once She was done with it, I left it on my bird feeder safe in the knowledge that both my Goddess and the natural world would benefit from this.

As you read this, perhaps you can think of ways that you regularly show kindness to the planet. Maybe you take regular trips to your recycling centre. Maybe you have a space for growing food, flowers, or herbs. Perhaps you are a talented upcycler, crafting amazing things out of resources others might simply throw out.

Action: Take a pen and paper or a digital device with a notebook app. Think of all the ways you already help the planet. Be as detailed or as abstract as you like. If you have nothing, fear not, this book will help you with that. If you have plenty, that’s amazing and you should be proud. The same goes if you have even one action on your list. Try and think about how any of these actions link into your spirituality or the sense of how you connect with this world. Try and put it into words. If you struggle to write, use a voice recorder or even paint or draw how this makes you feel.

Throughout this book you’ll find actions or tasks that you can perform to help you get more out of this volume. However, they’re obviously not mandatory and if you pick this book up even occasionally as a reminder of why it’s good to be kind to our planet, well, that’s delightful to me. Sometimes, it seems there’s an apathy throughout the Western world when it comes to caring for the Earth. A sense that no matter what, things will be okay. This false positivity covers the very real threats of climate change, pollution, loss of habitat for wildlife, the extinction of species, and the rapid depletion of natural resources. Don’t worry – I’m not expecting you, dear reader, to fix any of these problems on your own. But, imagine if we all worked together to do our bit. What a difference we could make then.
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