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Introduction




Pagan, pagan, what are you seeking,


Through all the days of your long earthly tread?


Your sunrise and moonrise what chances are bringing?


And where will your travelling footsteps be led?


Extract from ‘The Road’, Doreen Valiente, 2000





A child is a seed of the future. If we want a vision of the planet’s longevity we could look to the dreams of our children, for they embody our intentions and our aspirations. They are our desires made manifest. They are our sacred responsibility.


You may or may not be of a Pagan persuasion, but you have probably picked up this book because you are looking for an intentional way to raise a family, or to be with and work with kids. You may have a spirituality of your own making, or you may be a signed and sealed member of a particular Pagan path. Wherever you sit on this spectrum, we are all of us together in trying to work out how we are going to raise the next generation of children to have choices, and not be faced with imminent natural collapse due to our over-use of this precious world.


Many of us living in the early 20-teens are acutely aware of how the well-being of the world is becoming a daily part of our responsibility. No longer can we ignore all the signs of climate change, whatever its cause, no longer can we sit idly by whilst our most precious natural resources are the justification for war, famine and subjugation. With weather patterns changing and the rubbish mounds rising, we are faced with questions regarding our consumption needs and our waste. For many of us this call raises important social questions about the role of government, community leaders and, of course, religious faith. Some of us are moved to consider how we will be able to leave this earth for future generations.


Modern Western living with all of its screens and cellphones, champions the disposable and irreverent and too often disconnects us from the living rhythms of growth and decay that exist in the world around us. When we can have bananas at any time of the year and wear cheap clothes made by children halfway across the world, staying connected to the natural world is increasingly difficult. As popular culture requires, we are told that we need bigger, better, faster, more.


The cycles of nature, the seasons, the moon phases, the winds and the tides connect us to each other, the community and our vision for a better world. They are not disposable or replaceable. To live in closer relationship with them gives us a chance to make different choices about our lifestyle and our future. The wheel of the seasons is embedded in every aspect of a Pagan magical and celebratory life, irrespective of our different traditions. These cycles remind us that we are part of the great family of animals, and that like our brother stag and daughter frog we will share life’s inevitable transformations as the sun’s wheel turns. Families, the great shifting collections of kith and kin, root us in our experience of the sacred, the magical and the holy. They root us to the landscape we grow in. The family is a model organism and so many of us make or find new families in our friendship circles, our magical groups, clans and covens.


This book came about because I was looking for inspiring work on raising kids from within earth-centred spiritual traditions, something that helped me embrace this new identity as a parent and as a person who now had responsibility for two little ones. When I started to write, I had babies. I now have school-age kids. They could choose to reject it later if they wish (I joke that in order to rebel my sons will become gun-wielding, deer-hunting atheists) but I felt I was being dishonest if they didn’t get to share in what was the ground of my personhood.


Maybe you feel the same about your kids. Perhaps you don’t fit into any spirituality, but want a grounded sense of spirit and the divine in your family. Maybe you are interested in Paganism, but don’t see how it is going to fit into your already packed family life. Perhaps you teach kids or run a preschool and want to offer something founded in nature to the kids you daily care for. Or you might be a community member who wants to include kids more fully in your celebrations and magical work. There is a place for you here, and others besides.


All of us are implicated in the raising of children, in the raising of a healthy new generation, whether or not we are parents. Think about your own childhood, about who influenced you, who challenged and championed you. Some of the most influential forces upon our childhoods lie outside our families: teachers, aunts, friends, and neighbours. When we talk about children, we are talking about everyone’s future. And so we are all involved, whether we like it or not, in the caring for children as the earth’s next guardians.


You may have picked up this book feeling that you would love to live a more spiritual, greener life. You can! Yet too often such intentions and desires for life are shaped and curtailed by the institutions that define where and how we live. Work, education, the law, home, family; these are the cultural institutions that we raise children within. Often these institutions do not reflect our philosophies; they may limit how we express our sacred intentions for our family or for ourselves. We negotiate due to necessity; you need to work so perhaps you put your kids in day-care, and harden yourself to make that work. You want your kids to go to a school where they will spend most of their time playing, but perversely it is a private school and will cost more than you could earn. You dream of building a ‘green-home’ or getting ‘off-grid’, but you have insufficient money for buying land, or a house, or solar panels, or even a garden. You want to adopt a child, but as an outspoken single gay witch you worry about the fight you will face. You want to live near your extended family, but they don’t like your choice of life partner. Or your choice of cats. Our visions of family require perpetual spinning. When we are alone, responsible for only ourselves we can be bold and revolutionary. When we have a family, revolutions are far riskier.


Having a family brings a whole new meaning to the word compromise, and often compromise’s big burly brother, sacrifice. Rarely have we lived the reality of sacrifice as we do when we raise a family. As Pagans or fellow travellers (a term I use for those of us who don’t identify as Pagan or dislike the label but share many sympathies, both philosophical and celebratory, with Pagans) we may have sacrificed incense for years, or perhaps made mythic sacrifice of bread to honour the annual cycle of the Corn Lord’s death for the earth’s renewal. But parenting brings us face to face with less mythic, less glorified sacrifices. We become 33rd Degree Masters of compromise. And it is not always easy.


I came to Paganism through a mystical encounter in my teens. One dull and dreary afternoon, I was ‘visited’ by a being that I believed was Fey, a being of light and power. At the time I was in the grip of an eating disorder. My recollection of this encounter today is as full of shimmer and light as it was then, but at the time I was convinced it was a visitation and a call to life. A series of life changes from this point (including, importantly, the recovery of my health) led me to meet some of the people who would shape the path of my adulthood and my spirituality forever. I embraced modern Paganism. My family had been ‘magically’ inclined so it was a small step for me conceptually. But Paganism was a place where my feminist politics and my spirit could talk to each other. For example, in most Pagan traditions, women are the embodiments of the sacred, which for a teen racked with an eating disorder was a radical concept. I cherished the knowledge that we needed no intercessor to speak to the divine. I felt that nothing was taken from me. I had to give up nothing of myself to join this path, but instead found a name for everything I had felt as a child and everything I longed for as a blossoming adult. Motherhood, the generative force of creation, was the ultimate personification of magic. My relationship with my own mother went through a process of healing and my whole family became more involved in our local Pagan community. I immersed myself in the positive life enhancing images of the Goddess as maiden, mother and crone.


Despite being surrounded by images and stories of bounteous mothers for all my adult life, when I came to motherhood 15 years or so after coming to Paganism, my own experience seemed very different. In the very early days of parenting two sons, I found myself tackling my new role as mother and parent with intense frustration and at times deep depression. My old life felt discarded; my years as a university teacher, priestess and covener seemed surreal, at times irrelevant. All the skills I had spent my adult life gaining seemed useless in the face of the daily grind of coping with ‘two under two’. My identity was shredded and I felt exhausted. The beatific sacred mothers I had given praise and made offerings to had dignity, they had poise and purpose. They seemed serene and filled with power. Maternal contentment exuded from the writings both ancient and modern in praise of the Great Mother. Where were the images of leaking, shrieking mothers, mothers who prayed to someone for a night’s sleep or a moment to pee without an audience?


The old ways in which I could energise and reconnect with my life’s purpose required quiet, peace and routine, all of which eluded me. I had no time, certainly no quiet, and the days dragged by, minutes expanding into hours as the rigmarole of nappy changes, walks, attempts at naps, attempts at entertainment and dilemmas regarding work vs staying home, breast-feeding versus bottle feeding consumed every aspect of me. Time took on an elastic quality and faced with the ever-present needs of an infant and a toddler, focusing on my spiritual well-being seemed both indulgent and unnecessary. Time could be better spent reading the vast array of ‘how-to-be-a-better-parent’ books, or going to infant swim classes, or baby sign classes, worrying whether I needed to take that infant first aid class or not. These were the new skills I needed, not tarot reading, aura feeling and dowsing, those abilities I had spent the past 20 years cultivating. Were the cards going to tell me whether or not I should look to nurse Summer for longer than a year? Should I dowse over the various infant socialisation classes to see which one would suit him the best? Perhaps I should have done, but it seemed suddenly a preposterous answer to the daily dilemmas of baby-raising. And so over many moons I felt my spirit fade; I mastered self-sacrifice like never before.


My sources of support were other new parents, and I became a researcher of new parenthood. And books. I began to eat books as I had done when I first came to Paganism, and during the period of writing my doctorate. Parenting was my new profession and I realised I was under researched. I looked to the writers from within my spiritual community, but although there are some glorious books celebrating raising children as Pagans, few seemed to address the transition into parenthood. My kids weren’t at the age or stage where I could say I was ‘raising Pagans’ – in fact I felt ambivalent about that very notion when I first had kids. I was raised in a liberal bohemian family (more about them later) and came to the Craft as my family did – you could say we underwent a family conversion – why would my children not find their own path the same way? However, I felt the need to see what others had done to navigate this rocky rebirth, this initiation into the deepest mystery. As my own mother said, when I called her on a particularly tough day, “It is the act of parenting that is the initiation into the deepest of life’s mysteries”.


What I found was that by letting go, my spirituality could and did evolve to meet my changing status. In its very nature Paganism embraces change. I just had to release myself to its flow. In starting and raising a family, or working closely in support of families, many of us find our spirituality needs to evolve. For some of us, the pre-family community is no longer available or supportive. Or perhaps our lifestyle pre-pregnancy or pre-kids is not sustainable and needs to change. I recall visiting my close friend Sam when I was newly pregnant and she was in the first thrust of babyhood. I found her playing with her nine-month-old daughter on her couch amidst a terrifying array of laundry, dirty dishes and neglected cats. I looked at this woman that I had known for over a decade and who had been the most committed tech-Goth I had ever known (she married a man named Vlad for Gods’ sake!) here reduced to giggles and mush, and unidentifiable stains. When I asked her what I had got myself into she looked me straight in the eye and said, “No one tells you – this changes everything”. And I in my naïveté thought I understood what she meant. Now a few years on, I understand the profound gift she gave me that drizzly afternoon. Raising kids does change everything, and raising kids as Pagan requires us to adapt in unforeseen ways. For many of us we may have to encounter the mainstream society like never before. We may have to actively create meaningful traditions that enrich family life and ourselves. It can change the emphasis of everything.


My own journey has led me to believe that raising a family within Pagan traditions is wonderfully rewarding and challenging in equal measure. I have found that I have new depth to my spiritual perception as a consequence of my parenting. I have had to become more certain, and yet less assuming. More open to others and yet more discriminating. I have found that sharing my spirituality with the children in my life has let me see the magic in the world anew.


We live in a culture awash with ‘expert’ advice on raising a family. All of our parenting choices mark us as a member of one camp or another. And so many of our decisions about how we parent seem to speak our economic and social status. We are too often open to judgment from other parents and culture at large. Are we an attachment parent, or did we do cry-it-out? Is our kid the ‘happiest baby on the block’ or did we need Super Nanny? Tiger mother perhaps or a radical homemaker? Each of our decisions as a parent is laden with cultural burden. Grandparents are no longer the font of parenting wisdom, the wise elders (despite the fact that you turned out mostly OK), but conveyors of outdated and harmful advice. We are told to politely ignore them, and listen to TV experts and authors instead.


It begins with full force when we are pregnant. We are told that we have to eat organic food and avoid a never-ending list of food stuffs that make us wonder what pregnant women in Southern Europe/Japan/Russia/India get to eat! Pregnant women are told to rest and yet most of us work up until we are in labour. I spoke recently to a university professor who went into labour with her second baby a week before she had hoped, a week before the end of semester and so was grading finals in the labour room. Once we have finished work, we then have the territory of birth to navigate.


No one is allowed to have a simple birth these days – natural birth has become big business, medicated birth the norm. We have more methods available to enable a natural birth than ever before and yet the number of caesarean or high intervention births is worryingly increasing. Women think it is ‘safe’ to schedule their births like one would schedule a manicure or lunch with a friend. Fathers are told that they should be present at their children’s births, and many wish to, and are a wonderful support. But for many partners this can be a terrifying, exhausting and unwelcome prospect. And unfortunately despite the expectation of sharing your birth with your partner, it is not accompanied by a societal acknowledgement of their need to recuperate and synthesise the experience. In all but the most enlightened Scandinavian countries, partners of new mothers have to use holiday time to be around a new child, as though the experience of supporting a labouring mother and then caring for a newborn and a new mother is a holiday. Likewise, with adopted families, the transition to family life can be demanding. Whether you are adopting a baby or an older child, time to bond and grow together is too often hampered by economic concerns. And we are expected to be back at work within six to eight weeks of a baby’s arrival. In the US, babies often go to day-care at eight to 12 weeks old. Consider that. Consider that a baby has only been out of the womb for three lunar cycles. Consider that mother, full of hormones, that mother who spent ten months growing a baby, going back to work after less than a third of that time. Or a new family thrust into parenthood. Eight weeks would be a super vacation, but welcoming a new baby or child is no holiday. Even the most ardent feminists amongst us must question whether this is truly a viable, healthy and empowering expectation on women and families.


Some days it can feel that when you cross the threshold from single person or couple to a family the number of social expectations placed upon you increases manifold. It feels so loaded, and every decision has the weight of the world upon it because it will give your child ‘the best start’. I have come to loathe that term – ‘the best start’ – as it is both meaningless and emotive. Everything seems to be sold to us on the basis of giving our kids ‘the best start’ and yet so little does. For many years I have worked in a variety of retail jobs, including an innovative ethical kids’ store selling fair trade and organic kids’ stuff. I loved this job. I loved the principles of the business. Liz the owner and I often had almost anti-business conversations stemming from our mutual loathing of marketing promoting guilt amongst parents through the ‘best-start’ strategy. The simple thing that enables your kid to have the best start – that’s you – is so horribly undervalued. Instead we are told they need soy formula and cloth diapers. I recall one new parent who came into the shop and asked if she needed to buy special washcloths for the baby. She had read somewhere that standard washcloths were too rough for a baby’s skin. Aghast I asked her if her washcloths were made from burlap, and we ended up laughing at how the pressure to consume is born from our best intentions, and a little bit of our nervousness regarding a new baby and as such makes us all a little crazy. Suffice to say she didn’t buy any special baby washcloths.


Breast is best, we know that now, but we are also told that we should go back to work ASAP, so often that’s you pumping milk surreptitiously in a cupboard four times a day, much to the chagrin of your colleagues. If you don’t go back to work you choose to be a ‘Stay at Home Mum’ or SAHM and enter a different demographic for cultural pigeonholing and marketing. For ‘the best start’ we are told our kids need vegan shoes, they need co-sleeping, they need 100 onesies, they need a nanny. And now the giant empire of ‘green’ marketing has added to this machinery of guilt. Now we also need green disposable nappies or all-in-one cloth diapers that cost £200 to get started, recyclable pushchairs, organic jar food. The list is overwhelming, so we need books to help us navigate it. I understand that the economic forces require new products and new markets to keep the global economy…well, that’s another agenda, but so many of these marketing campaigns play to your most basic emotional desire, to keep kids safe and well. You, healthy, happy you and your family, your community and your loved ones will give your kid the best start. All else, as they say, is window dressing.


Some days though the notion that kids’ needs are simple can get hard to see amidst all the noise from commercial culture, and you may decide the only option is to opt out. You may long to buy that mythical farm/croft/piece of land and go self-sufficient, go off grid divorce the craziness that is the mainstream culture. Cut off from the main-stream – you want to become a brook, join another tributary! And I have to admit that this is still my back-door strategy. However, maybe like me, what you are attempting to do is to integrate or realise more fully the importance of changing the reality of where and how we live now.


What Paganism offers those of us who are not jumping ship (yet!) is a worldview, a community, and a set of practices and principles that embody on a daily basis the sacred reality of our connection to the natural world. Just as our spirituality abhors the concept of divine intercession, and relies instead on an elder communal approach to knowledge sharing, we can turn to this when we embrace the growth of our family. We can do more than tell our children that the earth is sacred, that the elements must be in balance for us all to flourish. We can show our children the simple truth of strength in diversity, not educate them about it. We can ensure that they live it and that they feel it. We can break the tyranny of religious and scientific separatism and evoke the power of synthesis. Paganism, in all its myriad forms reveals this to our children with even greater potency than it does to us as adults. In our myths, our stories and our celebrations, the rhythms of our festivals and the daily acts of family life, we can enact a revolution as significant as environmental activism, as politically necessary as boycotting the G8, and as transformative as the Civil Rights movement. We can embody the need for harmony through diversity, for our continual dependence and reliance on the elements of the world to support, nourish and inspire us. We can learn to live in connection to our place of origin, our place of living, our future lives. In order to do this we need to enchant the world anew through the key skills of magic and wonder that Pagans have refused to abandon.


This is not then a book about best child-raising techniques, or necessarily about teaching children Paganism or approaches to Pagan pedagogy, although there are elements of all three here. This book hopes to supply those of us who are parents, guardians, teachers, educators and community members with a series of ideas to help transition our spirituality from the self to the family and out to the community, like ripples in a pond. I hope that this will help us collectively work through the issues of personal and social compromise so that we come to a better understanding of what we need to strengthen and support each other if we are to feed our kids, our new mothers and fathers and thus the beautiful planet we live upon.


The central themes flowing through this book are drawn from Pagan ethics and philosophy, integrating energy/magical practices and methods in a way that I hope helps ground your everyday reality in a magical sensibility. We are all leaves on the great tree of life, and we all pull from the same source. Sometimes we simply need to know that the branch is steady, that our leaf will get the sunlight, the water, and the sustenance it needs to continue its lifecycle. And sometimes we need to know there are other leaves going through exactly what we are going through.


I have organised this book like some of those first magic books I read and loved, grounding our sense of enchantment in the elemental reality of the world. What I love about Paganism is at its core it doesn’t require me to ‘believe’ anything – it is a spirituality that asks me to look closely at what is about me. And slowly I understand that magic is everywhere. The cornerstones around which I have focused this book are elemental. This is not designed to be another measuring stick by which to compare yourself. This is not another ‘how-to-be-a-better-parent’ book – we have enough voices within mainstream culture trying to assert us as a demographic or a niche. We need a Pagan voice within that like we need another hole in the ozone layer.


Pagans applaud those mavericks that do things differently – we like different. We recognise that difference and diversity are part of what will save this planet and us as a species. So use what is here if, as my friend Liz says, you are grooving on it. Think about it, meditate, take what is useful and add to it. Imagine we are in conversation with each other – perhaps we are having a play date, or a coffee morning, snatching a chat on the train on our way to work. A piece of information shared as we watch our kids at footie or ballet. Sometimes it will be a warm wholesome encouraging talk between confederates in the trenches. Sometimes it will be a fierce debate. Whether we see eye to eye, we are in this together. Heart to heart, hand to hand we are attempting to strengthen our communities, teach our charges and raise our kids with a deep reverence for nature.


To those of you hanging on, holding on to the dream of a green future where our children will be able to navigate the rocky path, I offer this book as another ingredient of the giant spell we weave together.









Chapter One


Earth


Key words: Rhythm, Touch, Cycles, Seasons, Body, History, Heritage, Tradition, Structure, Discipline, Silence, Roots, Steady, Family, Community, Nature, Land, Substance….


North is Earth, the Place of Power…


Earth is the heart of Pagan spiritual practice and philosophy. The most profound teachings of Pagan spirituality are founded upon our understanding and reverence for Mother Earth. This is made manifest in the celebration cycle of our ritual year, and in our conception of deity as immanent and numinous. It moves through our singular belief in the importance of an embodied spirituality, to our activism, our environmentalism, our creativity and our attempts to grow green things in our gardens and homes.


Pagans revere the body as a microcosm of the physical world in all its beauty and complexity. The physical realm is where our understanding of the divine flourishes and is home to our sources of inspiration, worthy of celebration. We start our journey into a love for the earth through our body. We carry our babies within us, in the dark womb. The ideal way to help an infant enter the world is to create a space of quiet, a space of warm security. The work of Michel Odent, doctor and natural birth pioneer expresses this so beautifully in his discussion of the best-case birth environment. Look at the animal kingdom, watch how mammals, those who are closer to nature and less influenced by fashions and sciences, have their babies. Quietly and without fear, mammals deliver their young. In the ideal birth environment, oxytocin, that wonderful ‘love hormone’ as Odent describes it, is released when a woman delivers a baby. In order for oxytocin to be released through the body, women need to be in the place of earth: a space of comfort, quiet, with negligible light and little distraction. Here, women can listen to the rhythm of their body bringing forth life. Odent understands that a quiet, calm and love-infused birth environment is ideal for our relationship with our children and for their entrance to the world. He suggests that how we nurture our moments of birthing define our values as a civilisation. Pagans understand that the criterion for well-being reverberates through different realms, and we understand the inter-connectivity between our actions and the world we live in. Our births are a moment of earth intensification, where the powers of earth are strong, if we allow these to guide us we birth ourselves as parents and family.


Our earliest connection and communication with our children is physical. Whether we have carried our babies in our bodies, stood witness to the growth of their being inside a woman, or whether we have been gifted a child from another woman, we show them our feelings, our hopes and expressions through our physical relationship with them. We hold our babies when they are born, nurse them, bathe them, stroke their beautiful buttery skin. As they grow we hug them after a bad day at school, or high five them after a good game. Through our touch we ask them to stay with us, and we remind them that we are here with them. Wordlessly we tell them that they are beautiful beings of substance.


As they grow we relate to their growth by altering our physical relationship with them, we allow them to move from us. As if riding an invisible tide they move in flows around us, back and forth, in ever increasing circles. We give them room to crawl, then to walk, to run and then to be outside in the garden by themselves. Their circles expand and they start to play on the other side of the park, then we allow them to walk to a friend’s house across a road. Before we know it, they are borrowing the car and going hiking, and then cycling to work. With each step we show them that we trust them, that we recognise their increasing separateness from us.


And as they grow from toddler to child, from child to preteen, and into teenage years, we honour the changes their bodies undergo and the strength and beauty that emerges. Our physical changes are mirrored in turn by the changes we see around us, with the ageing of the land, the sun and the moon, with the shifting patterns of the cycles of the seasons we see that physical change is an inevitable and healthy part of growth. As the chant teaches us, “She changes everything she touches, and everything she touches changes.” Just as we hold the land sacred, we unde stand that the stuff of our own being is a gift from the earth.


The Elements in Your Kids


Earth, air, fire, water and spirit. These are the five sacred elements that support all life in most Western Pagan traditions. Sometimes they are referred to as magical elements to distinguish them from the scientific use of the term. Earth is the magical element that rules over us in the early years of our life. Earth qualities define the strengths and challenges of this period; touch, slow and steady growth, rhythm, exploration and security. Yet despite young children being so close to this element, children of all ages require the pulse of earth in their lives, in order to establish a firm foundation for their well being as the tides of change arise. Further, at a time when we face the challenge of maintaining the earth’s health, raising kids with an attitude of reverence and with knowledge of our interdependence upon the earth is crucial. Let’s consider the ways in which our families can be anchored to the natural pulses of the earth.


If you are a parent or an educator of many children, you will be all too aware of how unique each little being is. Nature, nurture and everything in between means that our children come into the world with a spirit already formed, with a blueprint of some of their unique qualities, gifts, and challenges. Then they are raised and nurtured in ways that foster certain of those, and perhaps limit or ignore others. In respecting children’s individual needs we can begin by considering their natural talents and tendencies. Astrology can be an immensely helpful tool here or an understanding of the alchemical humours. The elements give us a familiar framework for thinking through the complexities of natural life and human endeavours, and can be particularly useful for considering children’s natures.


When I was in my teens and early twenties, I was lucky enough to have some remarkable spiritual teachers. Norfolk is awash with hidden gems. And amongst those men and women I worked with, I was able to study chirology, the art and science of Chinese hand reading, with the esteemed Johnny Fincham. In the years I studied with him, I learnt that the basis of good hand reading lies in the understanding of the elements and how, in ever-nuanced combinations, they are the flows that direct every part of our lives. From the basic shape of your hand, to the hills and troughs of the terrain of your palm, the skin, the lines that stay, the lines that shift, the lines you can change, the elements are the tools that chirologists use to read the hand’s map, the map of your soul. Although I never became a hand reader, I have continued to study this fascinating skill and it has been of great interest and comfort to me in considering the particular make-up of my kids as they have grown. By considering their elemental balance I have found ways to actively change destructive patterns emerging between us, and to grow in compassion and understanding for their individual struggles.


I offer below some of the basic tenets of these five elements and their application to understanding the personality of our young folk. This is not to say that someone is purely one element – they rarely are. What you may find is that your child may have a combination of elements as their fundamental nature so what you are looking for in thinking about the application of these are your child’s tendencies, patterns of behaviour, their strengths and challenges. Then your child may go through phases where another element is out of balance, or your child is struggling with an element in their life. Ideally we would have all the elements in perfect balance – and reach enlightenment!


Earth




We all begin life with Earth hands


(Johnny Fincham, The Spellbinding Power of Palmistry p.17)





Most children are earth-focused for the first five years of life. Life in this phase revolves around the body – sleep, food, comfort, and family. Children are still strongly connected to their parents, their need for family. All power rests with parents in their eyes. And yet, as kids grow and even during this early phase, some kids continue to show strong earth natures. Often they are solidly built, a little square and very physically present. Rambunctious and energetic, these children have stamina. They often learn to walk and toilet train without a hitch and easily establish sleep patterns. They are children of routine and habit. They may appear strong-minded and prefer the company of one or two other children who they have come to know. These children love to be outdoors, and really need to be outside come rain or shine – they are the hardiest children!


They are also kids who thrive in the countryside, rather than the city. The city can be a very stressful place to an earth child, as they hate to be rushed and crowded. They dislike big groups. They love small animals, and you may find that your home becomes filled with insects and animals of all varieties.


These are kids you can take hiking, they help put the garbage out and enjoy getting dirty. And they are excellent cooks. Their nature is patient, but when their rhythm is disrupted they may become angry and they can be explosive, which can often be bewildering as their mild manner is usually so reliable. Quiet at times and comfort seeking, they rely on external rhythm to direct their inner lives. Verbal communication is often hard for them – they express themselves through action, through their presence. They may be kids who come to language late. Expecting an earth child to tell you how they feel can often be frustrating. Instead you will see it in change in posture or energy levels.


In terms of academic achievement, they will work hard, but are rarely the high fliers, instead choosing diligence and perseverance and their own path. They find community-based work highly fulfilling, and for those who have more air in the mix, work in technology (hardware) and the sciences can prove rewarding. For those who have earth/fire natures, local politics and grass roots community organisations are valuable outlets. Get them connected early as they have a strong sense of justice and a firm moral aptitude.


Frequently an attachment object is fiercely guarded and self-comfort is a central skill for these kids to learn. Disruption, instability and uncertainty are immensely unnerving to children with earth natures. They may appear to be handling it well when in fact it may be profoundly disturbing to them. Illness is a significant manifestation of imbalance for earth kids, as they are usually so hale and hearty. When they get sick they really come down with it. When this happens, they need comfort not just medicine. Earth children need clarity, a lot of physical space; they need to be outside. Emotionally they are highly loyal – family, clan and community are intensely important to them. And of course they are also incredibly stubborn, bordering on righteous, but reliable and honest in the main.


Air


Often air children come into the world silent with eyes wide-open. They are the ones who will learn to talk before other babies and they are the most easily distractible children. Tall and thin, they are often full of nervous energy. Air kids tend to live in the realm of thought. They are good with abstracts and patterns, they will look for them and often become a little fixated with them. They will be drawn to literacy and numeracy early, but are also highly artistic by nature. Visual and musical expressions are extremely valuable outlets to air kids, and they may need a lot of time to explore these forms. For many of us, air children seem to be model kids; clever, talkative, (often attractive) but they can be emotionally distant. Non-demonstrative and fickle, they may find friendships hard to maintain, and although well liked, they often have only the emotional energy for one or two good friends. For air kids things come and go easily. Reason and objectivity are their modes of problem solving, but building empathy and compassion is a harder journey.


They often have their eye on the big picture, not the details, so can appear dreamy when in fact they are working out a complex idea. For air kids, their bodies are a source of joy and wonder and fear and anxiety, often simultaneously. They may become picky eaters, refuse medicine, and have phantom pains. They don’t always sleep well and may suffer from nightmares and disrupted sleep. They strongly need rhythm and consistency in their home environment for them to feel secure and happy, as they cannot always generate such consistency from within. As they are fast learners, this allows the adults around them to ensure that they don’t get locked into their head. These children dream big, dream of the world and for the world, and as such these kids have a great drive to experience new cultures, new places, new people. They do well in conventional school structures. Air/fire children are intellectually inquisitive and competitive, and will excel in languages and pattern based subjects such as maths, science and sociology. Air/earth children (an unusual and complicated mixture) may appear to be like water children at first in their dreamy uncommunicative nature. These children can be quite hidden and secretive. Draw them out by exploring history with them through expressive means – re-enactment societies like Living History, traditional music and folk dance are good. Air kids, with their big picture perspective, are also strongly motivated by righting the world’s wrongs, and often feel worldly injustice more keenly that they experience emotion in their personal relationships. These are children who need a big cause to fight for.


Fire


Fire is the prevalent quality in Western culture, so many of our children will strongly display these traits. Fire kids are generally energetic, outgoing and gregarious. Quick on their feet and quick in their moods and tempers, they are kids who are always on the go. And yet, fire children in their purest form are highly creative in their approach to the world. These kids love to sing and dance. They are theatrical by nature and may appear to be the centre of any group. They are naturally charismatic, but not always benign in their leadership skills! These kids are often emotionally fierce and can be described as an emotional roller-coaster. Yet they are fantastic people kids – they love people, they love parties, they may love competitive sport because they thrive on both competition and the energy of crowds (what kinds of sport will depend on what other elements are present.)


These kids are also strongly influenced by mainstream culture, and may find it hard to be an outsider. If you are an unconventional adult, you may have to work hard to give these kids enough of a rich culture to allow them to thrive. Fire kids are strongly motivated by goals – whether it’s a star chart for good behaviour, or a hill to summit, a play performance or a football game, they thrive on attainment. When results do not come quickly they can be tempestuous; as Johnny Fincham writes “impatience is a key failing” (The Spellbinding Power of Palmistry, p. 20).


These kids use action, not words or presence to work through things and often perceive themselves only in terms of how well they are achieving. This means that a fire child’s confidence, their sense of self is often strongly connected to their outward abilities. They need goals, but they can be crushed by them. This can be particularly difficult for young adults, who are in a fire phase of their lives, and for whom self-esteem is too often focused on externals such as fashion, friends and academic achievement.


Fire kids are also the risk takers; there is in them a love of danger. For fire/earth kids long-term goals and adventures are really valuable ways of tempering their drive – saving money to go on a long trip, or building a complex Lego city, or playing a game of chess over a series of weeks are all ways to engage these kids. These are also the kids who love outside sports such as rugby and hockey that are good in all weathers, and don’t mind a bit of mud! Fire kids want to succeed and they realise that this means taking chances. These are the kids we worry about when they get to teen years because they can be thrill seekers. This isn’t your fault, nor is it theirs, but needs to be channelled into pursuits and activities that respond to this need.


Water


Water children are often pale and physically are soft – their skin is soft, their joints flexible and their body reflects how they are feeling. Water children are interested in relationships above all. They are by nature intuitive and highly emotional in all aspects of their lives, which can be difficult for adults around them, as they may seem to possess the most irrational, flighty and inconsistent nature. Yet these children are strongly empathic, they find ways of understanding people that as adults we should value. They are natural bridge builders between people, which makes them valuable friends. Relationships are intensely important and water children seem to do their best when they work co-opera-tively.


What moves these kids, and what motivates them also, are things that speak to or of the depth of human experience. Art, healing, the realm of the spiritual and devotional come naturally to water children, but in many other ways these kids seem to lack attention and direction. Unfortunately children with water talents are rarely prized in Western culture – we have no monks who will come to our village and choose the most devotional children for training, we have no apprenticeships that start in childhood for the healing arts. Many of our institutions fail these children. They appear to be dreamers and although well liked by adults and children, they can be frustrating as they seek pleasure, beauty and play above regimens, homework and obligation. They can become self-indulgent if not given other ways to express their water nature, and their empathy can tip over into hypochondria, overindulgence, and depression. Water children strongly need a purpose and they need things to take care of. These children should always have pets, or work at an animal sanctuary or a zoo. They are motivated by causes that seek to resolve pain and conflict as they loathe these elements in their own lives. They can become remarkably passionate and willing to sacrifice all their time and energy to organisations that seek to protect and shelter the vulnerable.


These children are the least physically robust and, as such, their health can be used as a barometer for their emotional well-being. Like air kids, water kids need the rhythms of home to be constant and consistent. They also strongly respond to a consistent emotional life at home. Water/fire kids will love to play – acting and musical theatre, for example, can be super. They are also the most sport minded of the water blends, and may love swimming, yoga and softer martial arts such as aikido or budo can be excellent strength and stamina builders.


Kids may have a dominant element with combinations of other elements at times in their lives, or pertaining to different parts of their lives. You may have an air child who is a fiercely competitive swimmer, or an earth child who cries at the emotive content of pop songs. But this frame can be useful in approaching children’s more bewildering behaviour.


For example, a five-year-old fire/air kid will find an air meditation and visualisation a real challenge, but will love dressing up as a bird, and be specific as air kids will need to know the kind of bird, in order to ‘be the bird’. A fire/water kid will love playing psychic projection games with you, and keeping a tally of who is getting the most answers right! An eight-year-old earth/fire kid would hate to dress up as anything, but would love to hike with you to find nests, or rare heather. She would also be excellent at gathering objects for an air altar. He would love to go horse riding with you, or cross-country running, and enjoy using his body in feats of endurance, with just a smidgen of competition.


An eleven-year-old water child will need a lot of grounding and centering exercises, and will love to learn to dowse, but would find going for a hike a tiresome pursuit. If you tell her she needs to dowse to find ley or energy lines you may have a chance of having her co-operation. Older water children may appear remote or very emotional. They are likely to become Emo kids, and have a propensity for changing their identity and their looks with great frequency – don’t be alarmed if they are a punk one month and then preppy the next. This is a way for them to find their place. You will be rewarded if you frame this as a strength of theirs.


A sixteen-year-old air child will be fascinated with technology, but may spend far too much time on a computer, locked in a bedroom. You may need to find ways of unplugging them and getting them to join in and stay in the present. Board games, card games (especially those that involve money) and a regular family debate night are ways of ensuring he remains connected to family life.


Thinking about these elemental dispositions can help inform your understanding of your children’s energy. For a child who has extreme sensitivities, for example, a child who perhaps senses otherworldly presences, suffers great flights of fancy and terrible moods, you may recognise that they are strongly water and need to be tempered with earth, for grounding and security


Grounding – Staying Connected to Earth


Whatever the elemental balance and make-up of our children, one of the key techniques we can use to show our kids how to stay calm and focused is to teach them to ground. We now use this term so frequently that it has almost lost its meaning, but to ground means to connect yourself to the earth, literally and energetically. To bring our attention to the ground in order to stop, take stock, breathe. This is such a wonderful thing to do with kids of all ages, so simple so beneficial and a great means to get them to connect to their surroundings and to their feelings. You can combine this with breath meditation, with visualisations and, with practise, you will find that kids begin to do it for themselves. Now I watch Summer, my eldest boy, stop and put his hands over his heart, take three deep breaths and ground himself to the earth when he feels overwrought or has too much pent-up fizzy energy. I have included two grounding exercises below. The first is a simple exercise that you can adapt to use with small toddlers and kids, and the second which involves visualisation to help both ground and revive, is great for older kids (and adults too of course).


Exercise: Simple Grounding For All Ages


Stop. Take a breath. Close your eyes if you like. Bring your attention to your feet. Feel all four corners of your feet connecting to the earth. You are standing still, strong and firm. Your feet are on the earth. The earth is turning and you are part of her.


Exercise: Grounding and Energising For Kids 5+


Stamp your feet on the ground, feel where your feet touch the earth. Breathe into your feet, and imagine that, like a tree, your feet grow roots, pushing down into the ground. You find a source of water, flowing under the ground. Let your roots dip into the water and pull it up, suck that water through your roots, through your tendrils up into your feet, and now up your legs, your tummy, your chest, your head, it feels so good, makes you feel warm, and sparkly, and that sparkling underground water fills you, and then drips from your branches, down you arms out of the top of your head, back down to the earth….


Seasonal Cycles: The Sabbats


The celebrations in most Pagan calendars are in essence celebrations of the changing seasons, and the consequent changes in our human, plant and animal communities. We join in the dance between the earth and the heavens as we move through the summer and winter solstices, the spring and autumn equinoxes and the minor sabbats: known by various names but most commonly as Imbolc, Beltane, Lammas and Samhain. Each Pagan tradition has its own mythic cycle that accompanies these festivals, and many celebrate the transitional points of the seasons at differing point. There are some wonderful resources available to those of you wanting to understand the history of these festivals, the folklore that surrounds them and the various ways in which they are practiced today. (I have listed these in the Further Reading section at the end of this book.)


I want to focus on the themes and stories that accompany the major eight sabbats of the general Pagan festival cycle, and I hope to encourage you to find ways to build upon your family’s festivities to create your own traditions.


Whether you celebrate as a family, a community group or a school, you will need a few simple ingredients, both actual and spiritual.


• Space – sacred space is created by cleansing, casting, consecration and invoking the elements, the Gods and Goddesses, ancestors etc.


• Statement of purpose and intent.


• Energy raising/ritual play – this can be done through creative dance, song and chant, a re-enactment or ritual play.


• Thanksgiving – an opportunity to reflect on what has been given and to remember that which we need to give back.


• Devocation – opening the circle.


In all of our seasonal festivities, the integral relationship between our world and the sun and the heavens are honoured. The solstices and equinoctal festivals are defined by the precise moment of the sun’s movement in relation to the earth. The major sabbats are not defined by astronomical and astrological movements, but by the tipping point in the seasonal balance. These festivals mark the dynamic of light and heat, the lack of one the abundance of another and the balancing points between the forces of light and dark are literal. As Cait Johnson and Maura Shaw so eloquently describe in Celebrating the Great Mothers: A Handbook of Earth Honoring Activities for Parents and Children:


There is something deeply satisfying about those cycles, a promise of rebirth and renewal whilst honouring the processes of death and decay. By consciously aligning ourselves with the pattern, we honour our own process – and we make a deep and powerful connection with our planet. It becomes a kind of sacred trust to share that connection with our children. (pg. 12)


For young children you can explain and define the celebration of these festivals simply. This is the point where the sun is at its peak – it is the longest day – this is the point of balance between day and night. Some of the definitions found here and in Pagan literature may seem to go against what in broader culture are detailed as the beginning of seasons. Midsummer for example, that some Pagans call Litha, is often referred to as the beginning of summer. This confusion stems in part from a misinterpretation of the festival’s energy. It seems that the peak moments – the moments of celebrating a release and renewal of seasonal energy – have been transformed into transitional moments. This seasonal cycle was at least in large part formed in relationship with the European weather and seasonal changes, and thus some of the grand sabbats can be adapted. However, those great cross-quarter days – midsummer, midwinter and the two equinoxes – cannot be moved, they astronomically represent a tangible relationship between earth and the heavens. In terms of common sense it seems illogical to begin summer when the sun is waning. OK, enough of the pedant. Let’s consider these festivals:


Midwinter – Yule – Winter Solstice – December 20-24th


This is the longest night, and the shortest day. This is the point where the sun moves into the sign of Capricorn. The battle between light and dark is personified in the mythic battle between the Oak King and the Holly King. Each of these Kings rule half the year. Now the King of the declining or waning year, the Holly King, makes way for the King of growth and light, the Oak King. Their battle is blessed by the Goddess, who is queen of the land. In the world around us, all has turned to bare branch and bone, animals hibernate, bulbs and seeds are deep in the earth. Mother Earth is dreaming the land anew as she nurtures bulbs and tubers, and watch as everything in the land becomes bare. Most importantly at this festival we celebrate the promise of the light’s return, the sun, on the longest night and the shortest day. The miracle of the heavenly sun is cause for celebration and we light candles, exchange gifts, feast and burn the Yule log in honour of the celestial light’s return.


Imbolc – Early February


This sabbat celebrates the first stirrings of new life to the land. Imbolc honours the sprouting of the first spring flowers, which in Western Europe include croci, hazel catkins, snowdrops, early daffodils and primroses, and we begin to hear more birdsong as nest building season begins. Importantly, this festival marks the birth of new lambs, one of the earliest signs of life returning. At Imbolc we see that the burgeoning force of spring is not far away now. This festival marks the beginning of the spring tides, in its glimpses of snowdrops and frogspawn. This is a good time for cleansing the house, to blow away the cobwebs of winter, and welcome in the possibility of spring. This festival honours the Goddess Brigid, a Goddess from Ireland revered for her smithcraft, poetry and Awen – inspiration or fire in the head. From Brigid comes the life spark of the land. Gather with your friends and family, write poetry, forge new ideas for the coming season, sing and dance together.


Spring/Vernal Equinox – Ostara – March 20-24th


A point of balance, when dark gives way to light and the daylight grows. Literally the centre of the sun’s plane is in the same plane as the equator – sun and earth, day and night are about equal in measure. Here the sun moves into the sign of Aries, the first sign of the zodiac, ruled by Mars, and is a time of great energy and renewed action. This is the festival of spring proper, sacred to the Saxon Goddess Eostra. Now we breathe in tune with the life returning. We see buds and green shoots and can begin to plant our gardens as Mother Earth is telling us she is ready to bring forth new life. We bless, paint and eat eggs as a reminder of the generative force of the land as the light and warmth returns. We go on egg hunts. The symbiotic relationship between the return of life and the return of light and heat is honoured at this festival.


Beltane – May Day – Early May


A time when the veil between the worlds is thin, the first of May heralds the transition from spring to summer, as buds turn to blossom and a robust love of life is felt running through the land. It is told that the great Sidhe, the spirits of our land, ride at this time, blessing all as summer is promised. This is an intensely joyful magical time, and often great works of magic are performed. In keeping with the lusty bursting forth of the season, Beltane festivities are marked by their joyous, rowdy and active dancing, cavorting and any celebration where love and pleasure are paramount. In some areas, a maiden is chosen as the Queen of the May to represent the early summer’s beauty. This is the only day where May blossom, hawthorn, is allowed into a home and often gifts are left out for the nature spirits we live amongst, the wee folk, in thanks and offering.


Midsummer – Litha – Summer Solstice – June 20-24th


This festival marks the peak of the sun’s might. At midsummer we see the sun at its highest point, and at its strongest. This is the true summer celebration, where roses bloom and bees buzz around. The Kings of the land, Holly and Oak, meet once more to mark the earth’s movement from light to dark. The Oak King relinquishes his crown to the King of the waning year, the Holly. The Goddess gives blessing as queen, mother and partner. At the peak of the sun’s power we acknowledge its inevitable decline, and whilst we celebrate the wonders of flowering and greening in the world around us, we know that from this point on the days will shorten towards equinox and that the harvest is not far away. We see now what needs to be done to ensure a good harvest and we ask for the perfect combination of warmth and rain to ensure our projects, and our landscape, flourish. From Beltane through to this period of the summer time, garden fairies, spirits and genius loci are honoured as we see the life in the world around us is dressed in green.


Lammas – Early August


This is the start of the harvest season, and you can mark it as the day the combine harvesters come out, or when you first see the fields around you shorn of their crop. This is summer’s last hurrah and the beginning of the grain and honey harvest. If the crop is ready and the weather has been good then the early wheat will be gathered in. John Barleycorn gives himself in sacrifice to the land in return for a good harvest and the promise of harvests to come. The Goddess is abundant and we feast in her praise. Long hot days are hoped for, and certainly in Britain too much rain at this point can be troublesome for the later harvests. Now is the time for thanksgiving, the baking of bread and the acknowledgment of the earth’s bounty in crop and grain.


Autumn Equinox – Mabon – Sept 20-24th


This equinox, the Autumn Equinox marks the turn of light to dark, as from this point on the dark will grow and the light diminish as the earth looks towards the winter coming. The land is once more in balance with the sun. This is the peak of the harvest season where the fruits and nuts are gathered in, by us and our animal allies, and we look ahead towards colder days. Often considered the fruit harvest, now is the time to begin making cider, wassailing the orchards to bless and thank them for their fruit. The earth seems to exhale as the trees begin to turn golden, and this festival honours the trees’ harvest. Revel in their beauty as they give us air and food.


Samhain – Halloween – Early November


Often celebrated as the Pagan New Year, Samhain, or Halloween, is the final harvest, the blood harvest, when traditionally all the cattle were brought in from the pasture. This festival marks the beginning of winter, when the earth beings to dream again. We grow root vegetables, warm and snug in her muddy embrace. Like its mirror at Beltane, this is a time when the veil between the worlds is thin, so we honour the spirits of the land, our beloved dead and our ancestors. We look back now, to the year we have had and assess the year’s trials and joys. A time for reflection, this is a festival of solemnity where we revel in the darkness in and around us. We build altars to our beloved dead, we acknowledge the unseen forces at play in our lives, and we give ourselves time to mourn and grieve for losses counted and people missed.


Knowing Place – Biomes and Homes


Whatever shape the mythic cycle of the year takes for you, what is so profoundly beautiful about Pagan celebrations is their anchoring to the rhythms of the biome. In celebrating the turn of the year, we acknowledge our connection to place, to the actual place and to the spirit of place, the genius loci.


For those of us displaced, cut off from our cultural and ancestral home, forging new communities away from our place of origin or our extended network of kith and kin, celebrating the sabbat festivals is a way of connecting to our personal and cultural history and looking ahead to rooting ourselves in a new home. In this way then, we seek to celebrate the cyclical pulse of the year through connecting to our habitat. Look around, and see what signs of change and transition are apparent. A change in the breeze, birds migrating, new flowers blooming. When we are rooted in a place long associated with our family there can be intense comfort in revering and recognising these signs. What such a connection requires, rather than a pedantic obsession with celebrating the festivals on the right days, is that we use these festivals to acknowledge where we are and how our environment impacts us – so we need to be outside every day, observing what is happening around us. For kids, this is exceptionally important. If we hope to instil in them an awareness of the changing tides of the year then outside play is vital. As practitioners of magic know, you cannot bend and shape the world, you cannot work with energy of any kind, unless you know that world, unless you have experienced it in all its colours.


Think about where you live, its climate, its habitats, its landscape. It is unique, it is dynamic. Do you live by water, or by mountains? Do you live somewhere where the seasons are subtle shifts in rain and heat, or where the drama of weather is an ongoing source of neighbourly conversation? By exploring, listening and opening ourselves to the landscape we live in we expand our ability to be connected to our world.


For my first 30 years I lived in one small provincial city in East Anglia, a rich agricultural landscape once home to the brave horse tribe, the Iceni. My parents were knowledgeable about local history and geography. My papa, much to the chagrin of my teenage self, would spend most weekends brass rubbing at all the old churches, or walking the coastal tracks, the strange mounds and common lands. My mother, who had extremely green thumbs, took us to wherever there was water – the sea, lakes, tiny rivulets that passed through common land. As kids my siblings and I got to experience the landscape we lived in through the lens of our parents’ interests. And despite our moaning disinterest at the time, I now consider these elements crucial to my love of landscape today. Now I know what intentions my parents had, deliberately trudging us through forests and architecture that we didn’t necessarily enjoy – that we often complained about, but which they loved.


I grew to know the distinct energies of local spaces, both in terms of the flora and fauna, and as I grew older I was able to articulate the feelings that I sensed in certain places. The Norfolk coastline, for example, is an immanently powerful place for magics of manifestation and communication – the low horizon, the easterly facing shore. And then the coppices are perfect for celebrations and festivities.


In my late teens I took it upon myself to be the guardian of a local park, a park I had grown to love but which was sorely neglected by the local inhabitants. It was part football field, part dog park, and part drug user haven. It certainly wasn’t an enchanted garden! Yet just below the gate was a little old coppice, complete with the original enclosure hawthorn bushes that were hundreds of years old. This park space, obviously used for various nefarious purposes, had very conflicting energies. And as a teenager I loved to sit there in the dark, amidst all the wild vibrations of those old hawthorns. It was shabby, yet over many years I worked in this park both individually and with my siblings and friends. We held small seasonal rites there with my very young brothers, making sun wheels and rolling eggs, and then I would swing on the swings in the dark, visualising my life and manifesting my dreams. I did cleansings of the space at dark moon and at Samhain, to try to rid it of the negativity held lightly on the surface through neglect and abuse. And on weekends I would take rubbish bags and litter pick. This was an extremely meaningful role for me. I did some of my most potent magic in this place, and honed my awareness through listening to the messages it gave me.


One night I went as I had done hundreds of times before – it was only a five-minute walk from my home – it was during the last phase of my undergraduate degree and I wanted to meditate on the completion of a creative project that seemed gargantuan in the light of day. I arrived at the park and duly asked the genius loci to protect and guide me in my working. I blessed the grass and the flora and went and sat on the swings. After about ten minutes, a strange, cold feeling surrounded me, and I had the overwhelming urge to leave. The air got tight (always a sign of magic), my skin began to crawl and for the first time in many years in that place I began to feel scared. Then I saw a man approaching from the other side of the park. There was nothing in his gait or his approach that would have warned me had this spirit of the place not given such a distinct warning sign. I simply got off the swing and left the park by a small side entrance, and then ran home. The next day I returned with an offering and a gift to the spirit of the place for keeping me safe.
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