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Who are the Pagans? The delightful book you are holding seeks to answer this question through interviews with modern Wiccans, Druids, and other followers of nature-centered spirituality. The answer lies between the lines and behind the spoken words. For many of you, it will validate, as it did for me, what you already know from years of study or practice: Pagans, as the title says, are people.

What kind of people is a question I tried to answer in social psychology, a discipline concerned with the behavior of groups. Although a lifetime of spiritual study left the answer in my heart, my brain needed to find the answer in terms that science would understand. I was surprised by the resistance I encountered in making metaphysical beliefs the topic of my doctoral dissertation. My advisor was concerned about my marketability with such a specialization. Other faculty warded off the idea with greater or lesser degrees of nervousness: Some politely claimed they didn’t have the time to work with any more students. Others said they just weren’t interested in the subject and didn’t want to be associated with my project. One was openly hostile to the idea. In the end, it took me nearly two years to find four faculty members willing to supervise my study.

Even more surprising than the academic resistance I encountered was the response within the Pagan community. While more than five hundred people completed and returned my survey, I also uncovered a great deal of distrust and even hostility among a small minority who feared another witch-hunt. Some were afraid that I intended to discredit Paganism by developing an unflattering psychological profile. Others worried about personally becoming targets of persecution. A few complained that my standard questions were too biased by Aristotelian/Christian logic to capture any valuable information. Considering I can only report feedback from returned surveys, one can only wonder what was running through the heads of those people who relegated my questionnaire to the recycling bin. Given the hostility on both sides of the magnifying glass, the lack of research specifically targeting Pagan populations is unsurprising.

The earliest research on metaphysical beliefs dates back to the first half of the twentieth century, when psychology was still in its infancy. Several professors noted that better students believed in fewer superstitions, so they erroneously lumped together superstition, witchcraft, and magic, and prematurely concluded that all these beliefs were more prevalent among the unintelligent. This lead to the marginality hypothesis, which claims that believers are either members of small, socially disenfranchised groups that are too uneducated to see the foolishness of their beliefs or are so desperate to believe in something that they can’t exercise proper judgment. Some of these “socially disadvantaged” groups included women, African Americans, the young, and the poor. Alas, this theory allowed bigotry to pass for science.

Most studies compounded this bias with a surprising level of ignorance. Questions about metaphysical beliefs were frequently insulting, inaccurate, or both. While the psychologists were asking “Do you believe in witches?” the witches were doubtless contemplating whether they believed in psychologists. Few witches ever got to express their doubts because most surveys went to freshman psychology students, a practice which makes about as much sense as surveying men about childbirth. To nobody’s surprise, these studies offer little support for the marginality hypothesis.

Of the few well-conducted studies available, none focus on Pagans exclusively. Instead, they take a broader look at psychic fairs, Theosophy, or readers of the now-defunct occult magazine, Gnostica. From these studies emerges a picture of the generic occult practitioner as someone who tends to be older, white, female, better educated, and more affluent. This is a far cry from the stereotypically young, black, uneducated, and poor college freshmen the marginality hypothesis imagines.

Believers are actually far more often part of the mainstream than of the social fringes to which speculation often seeks to relegate them. In America today, believers in astrology outnumber the membership of any single religious denomination. Eight out of ten people believe in ESP. Every year, the metaphysical community spends $100 million in books and $27 billion in alternative medicine. The estimated number of Pagans worldwide increases every year, and Megatrends 2000 predicts that alternative and New Age faiths like Paganism will become the “boom religions” of the twenty-first century.

In my study, I targeted the Pagan/magical community because I wanted the “real thing”: people whose lives were actually shaped by their beliefs. The “typical” participant was a thirty-eight-year-old white female with three and one-half years of college. In childhood, half of my sample had been raised Protestant and another third had been raised Catholic. They kept their minds open to new beliefs and actively pursued new truths. Finally, they were far more likely than nonbelievers to have had a transformative metaphysical experience—a personal encounter with anything from angels to ghosts to UFOs—and to see control over their lives coming from within, rather than without.

The neo-Pagan movement that I encountered is a dynamic entity, whose origins are part modern invention and part adaptation of tradition. As such, many participants in Paganism forge a unique path, as is evident from the variety of opinions and practices described in this book. This quest for spiritual fulfillment can lead in many different directions, some strange and fantastic, some challenging and frightening. The path may call for a study of ancient traditions such as Druidism (see The New Druids). It may revive nearly forgotten concepts like the Shekinah, the Great Mother energy of the Kabbalah (see the interview with Elie in Paganism from Norway, Greece, Egypt, Israel, and Italy), and the sacred prostitute (see Sacred Prostitutes). For others answers may lie in modern sources, including the fantastic fiction of Robert Heinlein (see The Church of All Worlds). It may involve adapting old ways to new or unusual situations, as among military Pagans (see Military Pagans). Or it may find a union in politics (see The Politics of Persecution) or feminism (see the interviews with Starhawk, Margot Adler, and Z. Budapest in Writers). Whatever the path, its travelers are reinventing the traditions and rites of passage which are so widely absent in the West.

Who are the Pagans? Statistics are valuable but, like rocks in a tumbler, they grind away the subtle and beautiful differences that make everyone unique. Ellen Evert Hopman and Lawrence Bond seek to answer this question in a different way, through interviews with members of the Pagan community. They let the people of the earth speak for themselves—and speak they do, as diverse and fascinating individuals. The words tell a far more colorful tale than the numbers ever could.

Dr. Richard Kaczynski, Ph.D.

Assistant Professor

Wayne State University


Preface
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My own path toward Paganism was grounded in the experiences of childhood and started long before I realized I was on a spiritual journey. My father was a diplomat in the State Department and a Lieutenant Colonel in the U.S. Army. As a result our family traveled extensively, usually moving every two years and often to a country where none of us spoke the language. I was born in Salzburg, Austria, in the homeland of the Halstatt Celts, the place where the Celtic people first coalesced as a distinct cultural entity about 700 B.C.E. When my mother was pregnant with me and when I was a baby, there were digs going on in the area and Celtic artifacts and even bodies were being recovered from the local salt mines. My mother, an artist, was intensely interested in these archaeological finds. Some of my earliest memories are of her talking about the Celts.

My religious upbringing was eclectic. Both of my parents professed to be atheists, and my brother and I were cared for by a series of maids and governesses, most of whom exposed us to their religious traditions. In Spain I was taken to Latin masses in old cathedrals where the service began with music, candles, and the wonderful smell of burning frankincense. At the age of eight, I adopted the habit of having an altar in my bedroom, a habit that persists to this day. At that time the altar was dedicated to Mary, complete with flowers and other offerings. As a teenager, I began practicing Zen meditation to develop my inner being. By the time I was at Bard College, I was an initiate in Transcendental Meditation and Kundalini Yoga. Later, when I was at the California Institute of the Arts, I studied Tai Chi and Hatha Yoga, and read extensively in other traditions. Eventually, I settled down to study with a Sufi master whose teachings were supremely ascetic: no singing and no dancing.

I had a numinous experience while I was still with the Sufi master that transformed my spiritual imagination. My husband and I were driving down a stretch of highway that was bordered by forest on both sides. He was listening to a hockey game on the radio, and the announcer happened to mention that it was the day of the Winter Solstice. As soon as I heard what day it was, I felt a strange and compelling longing inside. I knew that there was something I was supposed to do, but I wasn’t sure what. All I knew was that I had to get out of the car and into the woods.

I finally convinced my husband to pull over, and I walked straight into the forest. I kept walking until I came to a tiny stream that was partly frozen over. I knelt on the ground and cupped my hands in the frigid water. When I looked up, I could see the sun in the sky, and when I looked down, I could see the brown earth and leaves. Somehow I knew that I had found what I had been seeking. I was in the presence of the Fire, the Water, and the Earth. I anointed myself with the water and felt a sense of relief. I now realize that this was my first hint of the Pagan path that would unfold in later years.

At the end of eight years, I left the ashram, my marriage, and the teacher, feeling like I was “starving in the desert,” and found myself drawn to the Native American path. My experience in the forest was echoed in their reverence for the sacred: animals, trees, plants, spirits, and human beings. I attended Native gatherings and local meetings with like-minded individuals for five years until some Native American friends told me that while it was a good thing for me to honor their ancestors, I should look to my own European ancestors. I immediately thought of the Celts, of whom I had heard so much from my mother, and of her French and German ancestors.

I became hooked when I first heard that there were practicing Druids and that one could study with them, learning about Celtic history and religion. I was already a great fan of traditional Celtic music and dance, and so it was an easy transition to the myths, the poetry, and finally the Gods and Goddesses.

I have been a Druid officially since 1985, and I am happy to say that I know that I have at last located my spiritual home. I have never once been disappointed in this path. Today my altar celebrates the Goddess in Her many guises—Brighid, Mary, the Venus of Willendorf, Isis, the Goddess Elen (the Green Woman and the Horned Goddess), Quan Yin, and others. There is a place for the God on my altar too, in His guise as the Horned One, the Green Man of the forest.

My own spiritual search led me to one of the most ancient paths and inspired me to seek out others who had discovered Paganism. Why would some members of the best educated, most materially comfortable generation of Americans look back to mystical traditions many millennia old? How are they finding fulfillment in one of the fastest-growing spiritual paths today? And what messages do they have for the future of our society? I began to interview fellow Pagans, choosing some individuals who are prominent, well-respected leaders in their communities and others who are not as well known but who have equally fascinating stories to tell.

As I collaborated with Lawrence Bond to edit the interviews I had compiled, we were struck by the respectful tolerence of this amazingly diverse community. In spite of the many issues that hold potential for disagreement, the overwhelming majority of the Pagans we’ve met have embraced the tensions that inevitably arise as people create and redefine the boundaries of their chosen traditions. The emerging dialogue sheds light on the reality of being a Pagan in twentieth-century America. In this time of paradigm shifts, cultural upheavals, and ecological crisis, I believe that the Nature religions hold the key to a more peaceful future.

I am always amazed when someone tells me that they are a Pagan or a Druid or a Witch and that they cannot seem to find anyone in their area to worship with. During the last ten years, I have met with Pagans virtually everywhere I have traveled, from New England to California and from Ireland to Italy. It seems immensely sad that those who feel a calling to the Old Religion should find themselves in a state of isolation, and it is for those souls in particular that I offer this book. My hope is that this book will provide an avenue—through the people, organizations, and publications presented—for every person who has felt the call of the “spirit of the forest” to find a spiritual home.

May the Gods and Goddesses of all Pagan traditions be honored once again among the major religions of the world.

Blessings of Stone, Earth, Fire, Sun, Water, Sea, Wind, and Sky.

Ellen Evert Hopman


The New Druids and the Celtic Revival
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The words Celtic and Druid seem eternally shrouded in a mythical mist that suggests ancient Britain, Pagan warriors, King Arthur’s Avalon, and secret societies of robed initiates circling around Stonehenge at sunrise. Beyond these romanticized and largely inaccurate images lies the truth of a group of peoples who flourished throughout all of Eastern and Western Europe, as well as the British Isles, some eight centuries before Christ.

Some of the first written accounts of Druids came from Julius Caesar, who recognized their role as the administrators of spiritual instruction among the Celtic peoples. Entrusted to them were the history, mythology, physical and spiritual healing techniques, and oral and written language of the Celts. Over two thousand years later, with Europe and the rest of the planet divided up into separate countries and clearly delineated ethnic and religious groups, it would seem that the people who were once known as the Celts are looked upon largely as a footnote in the early histories of nations such as Britain, France, and Spain.

It is interesting that at the beginning of the twenty-first century large groups of people are forming neo-Druidic collectives with the purpose of gaining knowledge about Celtic spirituality and practicing Druidic ritual and ceremony. The following four people interviewed were chosen for their diverse outlooks on this modern Celtic revival, and for the fact that they represent a distinctively American viewpoint on this ancient European form of spirituality.
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ISAAC BONEWITS is an ArchDruid and founder of a modern neo-Druidic organization called Ar nDraíocht Féin, or ADF. He is the author of Real Magic and the forthcoming Rites of Worship: A Druid Approach. Bonewits is also a skilled musician and has two cassette tapes of Pagan-inspired music called Avalon Is Rising and Be Pagan Once Again (available through ADF and many Pagan catalogs). He was interviewed in May 1993 at The Brushwood Folklore Center near Sherman, New York.
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When did you first realize that you were a Pagan?

I first realized that I was a Pagan sometime in my early teens. I realized that I wasn’t a Catholic anymore at age thirteen when I left a high school seminary for kids, sort of like a prep school for future priests run by the Norbertines, an obscure order from Hungary.

On the last day that I was there they changed their minds and graciously decided to let me come back for tenth grade. They had been about to throw me out for having a bad attitude. I said that I didn’t want to come back the next year, and they said, “That’s too bad. Have you discovered that you don’t have a vocation to be a priest?” And I said, “Oh, I have a vocation to be a priest all right, just not in your religion.” And I turned around, got in the car, and my dad drove me home. At that point I had no idea what religion I was supposed to be a priest in, but I knew there was a religion somewhere where I was supposed to be a priest.

Shortly after that I made the acquaintance of a young woman from New Orleans, who was very much into Voodoo, that is to say, the Afro-American religion without the religious aspects, just the magical aspects. She showed me a few spells that she had been casting, and I saw the results of those spells. I was very impressed.

At that point I became voraciously interested in consuming all of the books on magic, parapsychology, and the occult that I could find at my local library. Not surprisingly, they included an awful lot of books on anthropology. The more I started reading about Pagan belief systems, the more they made sense to me.

As time went by, I went to college; I met a few Wiccans here and there; I saw a couple of the early copies of Green Egg; and it became obvious to me that I was a Pagan. Then I discovered Druidism, and I knew that was where I belonged.

I had a roommate during my last year in college named Robert Larson, who was a graduate of Carlton College in Northfield, Minnesota. That was the birthplace of the Reformed Druids of North America. He wasn’t one of the founders, but he was one of the early members of the organization. He  mentioned to me that he was a Druid and told me about the group and showed me their literature, such as it was at that point.

I said, “This is great, this feels just right!” So we organized a grove in Berkeley and started doing ceremonies, and I said, “Yes, this is where I belong.” I’ve been stuck with being a Druid ever since.

What is the essence of Druidism? What is the most sacred thing? What has kept you a Druid all of these years?

I can only say that I have a “vocation” to be a Druid, using the Catholic terminology, since I don’t know any Celtic terminology to describe the same thing. Every time in my life that I have tried to stop being a Druid, that I have dropped out or semi-retired, gone on sabbatical, or anything like that, someone or something has come by and lifted me up by the scruff of the neck and tossed me back into it again.

To me the essence of Druidism is combining the best of head and heart and hand. Combining the intellect, the emotions, and the artistic creativity and craft that people have. It’s using that to worship the Gods and to help ourselves to understand our lives better and understand what we are doing and where we are going.

So you founded a group called Ar nDraíocht Féin?

Yes, or it founded me, I’m never too sure about that. I’ve been going back through my records trying to figure out when did I actually start ADF. It’s very difficult to put a clear-cut beginning line to it. The roots of it go back to the years I spent with the Reformed Druids of North America.

The RDNA did not consider itself Pagan. The RDNA, very much like the meso-Pagan or fraternal Druid organizations of England, believe that Druidism is a philosophy. A style of questioning and of metaphysical openness that is applicable to any belief system. On the other hand, I say that if you are gathering people out in the woods, you are singing hymns to the Earth Mother, and you are giving praises to the old Celtic Gods and Goddesses, you are practicing a Pagan religion.

Over the years I made a number of efforts to paganize the RDNA and to get the people of the RDNA to accept the fact that what they were doing was a neo-Pagan religion. I was met with varying degrees of success and resistance. Eventually, at one point there was a blowup in the small-group politics, and I just said, “This is it, I am not doing this anymore. I am tired of beating my head against a cement wall.” I retired for a couple of years and focused on learning how to earn a living with computers.

Eventually I started getting back into doing ritual that for me was “Druid ritual.” It was based originally on the RDNA stuff but increasingly on the studies I was doing of the Celtic materials. I have found early versions of the current ADF liturgy dating back as early as 1981. Yet to the best of my knowledge we didn’t officially start ADF until around 1983 or 1984. That was when I was  talking to friends about the research that had been mentioned to me by my Irish teacher concerning Indo-European studies. Things like the comparative mythology of Georges Dumezil and the discoveries that had been made of more or less intact Pagan traditions being practiced in the Baltic territories.

A number of friends of mine who were amateur or professional scholars said, “Gee, this is exciting. We ought to organize a group to look into this.” The next thing I knew we had ADF.

Almost within the first year of putting ADF together as a network of about forty scholars, we had another hundred people joining us who wanted rituals, rites of passage, and music and art, who wanted a complete religion.

This was before we had finished researching what the old religions of Europe really were. To me it was very important that we plant our roots in firm ground. That we not indulge in the kind of romantic silliness that most Druid revivals of the past have indulged in. I thought we should find out what they were actually doing in Europe before the Christians came along, what parts of those religious beliefs do we really agree with today, and what parts do we think are no longer appropriate.

How is ADF different from other groups?

Most of the people in the rest of the Pagan community are very casual about their scholarship. They read something that sounds or feels good, and they go for it. This is probably the reason why so many women in the Goddess spirituality movement leapt on the Golden Age of Matriarchy idea, because it felt so nice. The fact that the evidence to support that was shaky to slim didn’t seem to bother them much. They could always claim that it was the fault of those mean, nasty Patriarchal Evil Folks, or male anthropologists.

There’s a line in [Lewis Carroll’s] The Hunting of the Snark about how you close your one eye and then gaze fondly upon the subject with the gleam of true belief in your other eye and you will see the snark, which is otherwise an invisible entity.

The approach that an awful lot of people in the Pagan community have taken to scholarship has been to read until they find stuff they like and then stop reading. Or at least to stop reading anything that contradicts what they want to believe. ADF is to the best of my knowledge the only neo-Pagan tradition that is based on the idea of continual research and on changing and adapting our policies and procedures based on the results of that research.

One of the most revolutionary things we’ve done in ADF is to spread the idea that credentials should be verified. If somebody makes a claim, you should be able to verify whether or not that claim is valid.

Most other Pagan groups get a system together, and they stick with it. They may elaborate on it, but that’s it; they don’t really do any more digging.

So what is the role of the arts in Paganism?

The arts are one of the ways that you arouse strong emotions that are appropriate during religious or magical work. Emotions of awe, beauty, love,  and appreciation. We integrate the use of the arts into our rituals as much as we possibly can.

Can you talk about what leads you to compose a particular piece?

Many times I’ll either be out in nature taking a walk or meditating, and I’ll see something that will strike me as being noticeable or worthy of attention. Worthy to be commemorated in some fashion. If at that same moment a stray fragment of melody happens to enter my head, bubble up from my subconscious, I start putting it together and making a song out of it.

A lot of the times I’ll be reading about mythology and studying the stories of the different Deities, and I’ll say to myself, “Gee, so and so is really a neat Deity; they really deserve to have a song.” I also have a list in the back of my head of great old folk tunes. Mostly Irish and English folk ballads with some others from elsewhere that I’ll think would really make a great song if I could just come up with lyrics for them. Once in a while they will click.

What’s it like being a Pagan father, and how do you think you are different from other fathers?

Well, it’s hard to say how much of our parenting style is based on Paganism and how much of it is just based on our personal beliefs and research into parenting skills.

For me the hardest part of raising [my son] as a Pagan has been explaining the world to him, since of course three-year-olds want you to explain everything to them. We try to explain it to him in ways that are simple enough for him to understand and accept, but not as simplistic as the mainstream Christian culture wants you to be. So I have to avoid black-and-white answers.

He’ll say he wants to do something, like when he wants to levitate one of his toys. I’ll say, “Well, on the earth-plane level of reality you are going to run into a problem with gravity.” I’m being very careful not to tell him that too many things are impossible. Because I believe, just from my research into magical work for thirty years now, that it’s being told that things are impossible that is probably the primary psychological block in releasing psychic phenomena. I’ll say, “It’s possible to levitate things, but you have to work at it very hard and it takes a long time to learn and you will probably be able to do it when you get older.”

I’m trying not to tell him that things are impossible, but I am teaching him how to assess the odds on a situation. If you do such and such you probably will have this and that happen.

Can you shed some light on some of the problems that the Pagan community is facing?

I think the overwhelming majority of problems in the Pagan community are the normal problems of human interaction, especially small-group politics. Small-group dynamics do not change simply because your religion has changed,  not unless you make a conscious effort to change them. The other main problem is simply growing pains. Our community has grown so rapidly that I believe our population is doubling every three or four years. This is astonishing growth for any kind of a religious movement. Most of that growth is hidden because we are so decentralized. In many ways neo-Paganism is a beautiful example of what Toffler would call a “third wave” religion, if he wasn’t so hostile toward religion.

A simple example would be publications. Toffler talks about how there is a simultaneous concentration in the mainstream media. For example, in every big city in North America you now find only one or two big newspapers. It used to be that every city had five or six or seven or eight big newspapers. There are presently only a handful of the network television stations. All owned by the same people.

At the same time that’s been happening, there has been the explosion in cable and satellite television and all the many stations that now exist. There’s been an explosion of journals, small press publications, magazines, and bulletin boards. These are ways that people are communicating outside of the officially established mainstream media.

In Paganism what you see is an efflorescence, a growth of hundreds and hundreds of small, different groups who communicate and network with each other, who compete with each other because they are in the same ecological niche. If you look at it in those terms, then a lot of the personality problems and the politics that look so horrible to us from the inside look like very typical tempests in a teapot from the outside.

The Pagan community is simultaneously developing a national consensus on some basic principles and thrashing out through argument and debate and people voting with their feet how they feel about a whole host of other issues. I think this is very healthy.

So what is right about Paganism?

Most of the modern neo-Pagan movement is an outgrowth of Gerald Gardner’s efforts to create what amounted to a Pagan house church movement. Small groups of people getting together to worship the Gods. Probably the biggest change we’ve seen in the Pagan community in the last ten years has been growing beyond that model, starting to develop large-group worship techniques. That’s one of the things that ADF has been heavily focused on.

Our liturgical work so far has been mostly based on medium- to large-group liturgy, although we have a number of our folks now working on individual and family worship materials. Paganism is growing so rapidly that when you go to a festival you may have five hundred or a thousand people there, all wanting to do a ritual simultaneously. You can’t use the same techniques for a thousand people that you use for half a dozen people meeting in your living room.

Because there is a natural human tendency, even among revolutionaries (perhaps even especially among revolutionaries), to want to fossilize and rigidify  the “new view” as quickly as possible, there has been a lot of controversy in the Pagan community over the idea of Paganism becoming a mainstream religion. Many people in the Pagan community would really like it to remain where it was for the first thirty years, which is a collection of elite cliques who all prided themselves on how wonderful they were and who didn’t want to interact with the riffraff, the mainstream population. That’s where Paganism was for the first thirty years.

What has happened is, again, the decentralization and demassification. Many books, articles, television programs, and videotapes have been produced about Paganism now. It’s relatively easy for anyone who wants to start their own Pagan group. These Pagan groups are not necessarily wired into any kind of organized structure. They are people winging it, based on a book by the Farrars or by Starhawk or by me. They don’t necessarily consider themselves beholden to the authors of those books. They’ll take what they want and mix it in an eclectic fashion and work and see what rings their chimes.

Where do you see Druidism in the future of America?

Oh boy . . . and the future of the world? And the future of the planet? [laughter]

And the solar system and the galaxy. Where does it fit in the Grand Scheme of Things? What is your personal vision for it?

What role do I see Druidism playing in the unfolding drama? Well, the ancient Druids, the paleo-Pagan Druids, both the Celtic Druids per se and their colleagues in the other Indo-European religions, were the repositories of cultural wisdom. They were the people who were responsible for making sure that the hard-earned knowledge and skill of each generation was passed on to the next. That’s why they were so bloody conservative.

They led, at least the specific clergy part of the Druid caste, the rituals that united entire tribes, sometimes entire groups of tribes. It was their function to bring together people from widely separated places and unite them in the worship of the Gods.

I believe that modern-day Druids, at least the neo-Pagan Druids, have the ability to do exactly the same thing. We have the ability to bring people together from many different origins and help them to learn how to work together to contact the Gods. We need to unify ourselves so that we’ll have a simultaneous movement of organization, as we have the already very active movement of disorganization.

The ancient Druids were really obsessed with order and fearful about chaos. I think the modern Druids have learned that order and chaos in a dynamic balance with each other are what produces the most healthy organism and the most healthy social structure.

Basically, I believe that in order for the planet to be saved Paganism has to become mainstream. Paganism has to be at least as much of a presence in the  culture as the Unitarians or the Quakers—two groups which are influential all out of proportion to their actual numbers. My guess is that we have somewhere between a hundred and fifty and three hundred thousand Pagans in the modern-day neo-Pagan world community. I am deliberately being conservative here.

Are there ever people excluded from ADF?

We’ve had certain groups of people that we have not allowed into ADF because personally I don’t think they belong in the neo-Pagan community at all. Neo-Nazis, people who think that Druidism is only for Celts and that if you aren’t 100 percent Celtic on both sides of your family you have no business being a Druid. We’ve had some raving anti-Semites who have decided erroneously that I’m Jewish because of the way my name sounds. They’ve been furious at the fact that somebody Jewish would try to be a Druid. I find that hysterical!

But it’s very useful to flush these people out, because we don’t want bigots in the organization. One of the things we’ve been stressing in ADF, and I think that the neo-Pagan community as a whole has been stressing, is that you can be proud of your ancestry without having to trash other people.

Americans are mongrels. America is a nation of people who cheerfully intermarry with people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds. A neo-Pagan religion for Americans and for the twenty-first century has to be open to people regardless of what their ancestry is. Racism is BS, and we don’t need it in the next century.

Neo-Pagan Druidism is different from some other Pagan movements in that we’re not sticking our head in the ground fantasizing about a romantic Golden Age. This ties into the scholarship again, because we don’t whitewash things that our ancestors did that today we would consider extremely unpleasant or tacky. We’re not reviving human sacrifice or the cult of the severed head and so on and so forth!

Green Man Grove has put out a series of very humorous announcements in their newsletter, where they made a bunch of those circle-with-a-slash-mark symbols and they had one that was a blood drop with a slash mark through it that said, “No human sacrifice.” It also said, “In addition to the ADF ban on human sacrifice we have voluntarily decided to agree on no cannibalism at official events!” They drew a little severed arm holding a fork. Very quaint.

Possibly one of the major benefits of the neo-Pagan community is that so many of us have a sense of humor about ourselves and about reality. I think that’s a good thing.

We have one foot in the past and one foot in the future. ADF is focused towards what the world is going to be like a hundred years from now as well as what’s going on in the present. I think that if and when we finally get around to building starships, we’re going to have Druid chaplains on those starships.

Druidism is a religious approach that says you can be a whole person. You don’t have to suppress your intellect or your emotions in order to be a religious  person. You can have your intellect, you can have your emotions, you can have your artistic creativity, you can have your physical needs, you can have all the different aspects of what makes a healthy, balanced human being. You don’t have to suppress or hype up any one aspect of yourself in order to be considered spiritual.

How is Druidism different from Wicca? You mentioned before that 80 percent of people in the movement considered themselves to be Wiccans.

The differences between Wicca and other forms of neo-Paganism are actually fairly simple. It’s important to emphasize from the beginning that these are not “good/bad” distinctions, because I’m not a dualist.

Wicca is small-group oriented. The average Wiccan coven is three to five people, despite the fantasy about there being thirteen. By the time there gets to be ten or eleven members in a coven it fissions. The actual cause of the fission is almost completely irrelevant. It’s always small-group politics, somebody going to bed with somebody whom their partner didn’t want them to go to bed with, or people come up with an excuse to blow up the coven. So it always stays three to five or six people because that is the maximum number of people who can effectively work the particular magical style that Wicca does.

Druidism by contrast is large-group oriented. We assume that there will be anywhere from a dozen to several hundred people at a ceremony. Our rituals are designed to have multiple contingency factors built in, and the clergy are trained in how to adjust the ritual based on the number of people present.

This is not something that is part of the Wiccan training because Wiccan training assumes that everybody is going to fit into a nine-foot circle. Wicca is primarily esoteric. Druidism is both esoteric and exoteric. That is to say that Wicca is based on intense small-group magic being done by a group of people who essentially become a family.

The Wiccan idea is that of a small group of people who know each other intimately on as many levels as possible, who can set up a very tightly focused group mind in order to do magical work. They are esoteric because of the heavy emphasis on secrecy, the heavy emphasis on not letting outsiders know the details of what they are doing. Druidism is primarily exoteric to the extent that we’re focused on larger groups, on openness, and are inclusive.

Many Wiccans are not into the secrecy thing anymore. You have all of these eclectic people running around who are into public ceremony.

They are not into secrecy to the extent that they read books and write books, but coven business is still coven business. You don’t talk about what’s going on inside the coven with outsiders. Remember, I’m not talking dualism here, I’m talking about opposite ends of a spectrum of values, okay?

The Druids were the leaders of the tribes. They were the priests and priestesses  of the Old Religions. Therefore, when they led a ritual their teaching and their religious and spiritual training were oriented to everybody in the tribe. There were esoteric things involved in the personal training of a Druid, and we have those things as well. We are developing those things in ADF.

Nobody knows anymore what the old Druid mysteries were. If they say they do, they are fibbing, to put it as gently as possible. But we are rediscovering what the esoteric mysteries are for a Druid in our time, in this particular planetary situation.

A Wiccan group is small, esoteric, and exclusive, that is to say that in order to get that small working group you have to pick and choose who you are going to let into your circle. So you exclude perhaps the vast majority of people who might want to join you. You only pick “the best,” the ones you think will work best with your group. You are closed as far as outsiders coming in. That’s a necessary result of that style of magical working.

A Druid grove is open. Anybody can show up, and as long as they behave themselves they can participate. There are few if any closed meetings that are for “grove members only.” Usually those are business meetings, and they are boring. The emphasis is always on making the religion accessible to anyone who sincerely wants to participate.

How about the theological differences?

Theologically, Wiccan groups tend to be either monotheistic or duotheistic. Duotheism is the idea that all of the female Divinities who have ever been worshipped on this planet can be seen as aspects or faces of one female Divinity, the Goddess. All of the male Deities can be seen as aspects or faces of the God, or the Horned God. This is how metaphysical reality is divided within the system.

Many of the feminist Witches leave the Horned God out of it entirely. They either say he doesn’t exist or that he is an aspect of the Goddess too. In any event, the Wiccan system is focused on blurring the differences between individual Deities in favor of emphasizing the Yin or the Yang. The monotheism comes in when the Goddess is seen as the only entity whose worship is important.

In non-Wiccan Pagan groups there is more of an emphasis on pluralism, on polytheism. The Goddesses and the Gods are seen as distinct individuals. They have their own needs, strengths, and weaknesses. None of them are omnipotent, omniscient, or omni anything else. The focus is on the unique individuality of each Deity and his or her relationship to you.

Do Druids believe in a Creator?

No. Because “a Creator” is one of those lovely, sneaky theological terms that has dozens of unverified assumptions buried inside of it. For example a lot of mainstream theologians have complained about people who worship Nature because they are “worshipping the creation rather than the Creator.” The trouble is that the whole idea of “the Creation” is a monotheistic theological  concept. It’s not an eternal verity of human philosophy. The Universe just is. It’s here. We’re here. We have no idea where it came from and neither does anybody else.

On one level the primary function of neo-Pagan Druidism and of the neo-Pagan movement as a whole is to save the planet. To bring back that attitude of reverence towards Nature that our ancestors had, with the additional knowledge that we now have about biology and bioregions and how the environment actually functions. We can use that to halt the horrible destruction that the products of the mainstream religion have produced.

In neo-Paganism making the people environmentally conscious is working with the inertia of the metaphysical structure. Inertia works both ways. Something that is standing still stays still until you add extra energy. Something that is already moving will keep moving.

The neo-Pagan religions, and for that matter paleo-and meso-Pagan religions, already move in the directions of considering Nature sacred and considering it important to pay attention to your impact on it. To make Pagan religions more environmentally conscious, you can work with dozens of already existing assumptions that support that idea.

The reason I am phrasing all of this as carefully as I am is that our Pagan ancestors were not ecological purists. They changed the entire environmental state of Europe through what is called slash-and-burn agriculture. They completely transformed it from solid forest, from one end of the continent to the other, to pockets of forest and lots of farmland.

Pagans in the past have trashed their environment. They weren’t aware that was what they were doing. They didn’t know that cutting down all the trees on a hillside to build ships to go sail someplace was going to destroy the ability of that hillside to hold rain, and therefore change the ecology in that local area.

Ancient Pagans didn’t know that; we do. We know that stuff now. We know that making major changes on a small scale in a small area will reverberate and have ripple effects on a larger area. I believe that if the ancient Pagans had realized that some of the things they were doing were trashing the environment, they wouldn’t have done it. They would have been more careful. Because they believed that Nature was sacred. Even while they were changing it.

I believe that neo-Paganism is a synthesis of the best of both the mainstream and minority religions that have come before. I believe that neo-Paganism is the next inevitable evolutionary step in human religion. Monotheistic religions are polarizing now into extreme conservatives and extreme liberals. The extreme liberals are all dropping out and are either joining us or some other New Age group.

The extreme conservatives are fighting tooth and nail to preserve the political and economic and military power that they have held. They are going to lose, unless they manage to blow up the planet before we can save it.

Can you talk a bit about your experience of Pagan spirituality?

I would say that the single most powerful spiritual experience I’ve had in the last three years was watching my son be born. We had a home birth with a midwife. Arthur was born in our bed at home with a copy of the Bill of Rights framed at the head of the bed. Watching him be born, I saw the miracle of natural creation at its most powerful.

Personally, I think that anyone who has ever watched a child be born would find it impossible to worship a male creator. Which may be yet another reason Christianity has always tried to suppress midwives. They try to wrap birth around with taboos to keep the men away from seeing it.

Catching my child as he came out of his mother was incredibly profound. I looked into his eyes, and I saw a very old and very wise man. That experience gave me more belief in reincarnation than I had ever had. I’d always been kind of ambivalent about reincarnation. But that was not a blank slate there. That was very definitely a person. Arthur was a person from the day he was born. It was amazing. That to me was a powerful religious experience, and I would classify that as a Pagan religious experience. It was Nature, it was reality at its most basic and profound. It was deeply meaningful.

We’ve had some very powerful ceremonies here at the Nemeton we have built on this land [in western New York state at the Brushwood Folklore Center]. The Nemeton is a reconstruction based on our chief artificer’s research into the archaeology of Celtic sacred sites.

A Nemeton is a sacred grove, or a sacred space in general, but it was always associated with groves of trees. Archaeologists and philologists have said that it means “sacred grove.” In any event, we set one up here. We consecrated it last year with a full ceremony, and we had some incredibly powerful spiritual experiences. People were hearing voices. You could see ghostly figures running around the outside of the ring of people. The energy, power, and love that we got from the Gods and Goddesses on that occasion was just unmistakable and very hard to articulate!

Does ADF have a prescribed ritual form?

The trick is to have a standard liturgical outline that functions as a skeleton for your ritual. It is up to the Druids and the bards and the seers of the grove to put flesh on that outline. There are lots of different styles and ways the outline can be done. The primary advantage to having a standard liturgical outline is that you don’t have to reinvent the wheel every time it’s time to do a ritual, and people from various parts of your organization who are traveling through your territory can participate and know more or less what’s going to happen.

For example, last year when it was time to consecrate the Nemeton, we had ADF Druids from half the continent and a dozen different groves here. In something like half an hour we were able to put together what the ritual was going to be. We pulled it off, and it was spectacular. You can’t do that at your  average Pagan gathering, where you have people coming from dozens and dozens of different traditions who all have different liturgical designs for how they do their rituals.

Aren’t you afraid that you are on your way to becoming monolithic, orthodox . . .?

No. I’m not afraid of that. Structure is not the same thing as tyranny. Part of the problem that the whole neo-Pagan community has is that since all of us are what the Unitarians call “come-outers,” we’ve all come out of some other religious background. Many of us were burned very badly by our experiences with our childhood religion, and anything that even vaguely resembles it we tend to find makes us nervous.

But there are reasons why successful religions, whether Pagan or non-Pagan, have the standard liturgical patterns they do. From a magical point of view, patterns work. You don’t want to tinker too much with a successful pattern. Especially if you happen to believe that the sun won’t rise, the crops won’t grow, and the herds will not reproduce if you mess up the ritual.

From a magical point of view it’s very useful to have a standard design that you know works. From a social point of view it’s really useful to have a standard pattern so that all the people who are participating know what they can and cannot do, where they are going to be able to contribute. That’s what the Buddhists, Native Americans, or native Chinese would say.

Isn’t it odd that the very best Christian buildings try to look like groves of trees—the Gothic ones?

Funny thing about that. But I am not talking about the aesthetics. I am talking about the simple practicality of when you build a building that is essentially something that is going to fall apart. You have to be constantly repairing it and working to keep it as it was before. With a grove what you have are living beings, the trees. A tree is planted either deliberately or accidentally by nature. It grows. It puts out its branches. It sends out its own seeds, which become seedlings. As the years go by, eventually the tree dies and rots and turns into humus, and all its children, the seedlings that came from it, are rooted in that humus. They grow and flourish and produce their own offspring.

We work with organic metaphors in ADF. I tried very hard at all times to see that when we came up with central metaphors for the organization they were organic. We assume that the liturgical outline is going to change over time anyway. Oddly enough there has been more bitter opposition from people for changing the liturgical outline than for there being an outline. The liturgical outline now has something like thirty-seven steps to it. A lot of people found that intimidating. This is because they have never sat down and done a liturgical analysis of an average Wiccan circle or an average Catholic mass or an average Buddhist rite, all of which can have anywhere from twenty-five to fifty steps in them.

A Native American ceremony, an authentic one, takes  place over several days, and they are very precise about who is going to do what and in what order. They still have room for creativity within that structure, but they stick to the traditional structure, or it’s not part of the tradition any more.

So having a standard liturgical design not only gives familiarity, which is comforting to many people, it makes it easy to participate if you come from another part of the organization. It is a magical system that we know happens to work, and it is part of what helps to define a tradition or a movement. ADF has, as part of its defining characteristic, this particular way of doing ceremony. The people who like it, like it, and the people who don’t, go someplace else. We’ve had groups schism off from us, and for the most part we’ve been very happy with these schisms. That means that when somebody comes to us who wants to do something that isn’t what we’re doing, we now have places we can send them.

The point is that things don’t have to be one or the other. A healthy biome has many different species in it competing in constantly changing relationship with each other. ADF has never been out to destroy all competing groups. That’s the Christians’ trip.

We believe that there is a role for organized large-group worship in the Pagan community, and what we envision, and are already starting to see, is that within a larger ADF grove there will be smaller groups. There will be covens. There will be healing circles. There will be bardic groups and artistic groups. There will be ecology action groups, as the people within a congregation form special-interest groups of their own.

Like Unitarian committees!

Exactly! There’s an awful lot that we can learn from the Unitarians. In fact we have a fairly heavy overlap at this point between our membership and the Unitarians. A lot of them have joined ADF and Pagan groups in general. A lot of ADF people have joined the Unitarian church because there’s a lot to learn from them.
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TONY AND SABLE TAYLOR were originally members of ADF but split off from the group to form The Henge of Keltria, an international Druid organization dedicated to spiritual development through study and practice of the Druidic arts and Celtic magic. The Taylors offer both personal and correspondence courses, and are highly active publishers of Pagan-related material, including:

Keltria: A Journal of Druidism and Celtic Magic is published quarterly and on time. This magazine also pays for articles, which is probably a first for a Pagan magazine.

Serpent Stone: A Journal of Druidic Wisdoms is published infrequently and available on a per-issue basis. Back issues are available.

Book of Ritual offers ritual basics and theology plus sample scripts.

The Henge: An Introduction to Keltrian Druidism (booklet) describes beliefs and ethics, political and administrative structure, member rights and responsibilities.
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While sharing many of the beliefs of Isaac Bonewits and ADF, the Taylors have some fundamental differences as well, which are explored in detail in this interview conducted by phone on February 12, 1994.

Sable, when did you first discover that you were a Pagan?

I have been a Pagan since I was a child, but I didn’t discover that this was anything that anyone else in the world was until 1980. I found out then that there were other people who were as weird as I was.

As a child I was very interested in mythology. I made my own set of Runes; I had absolutely no idea what they were. I made them out of linoleum and painted them with red paint. I didn’t know what to do with them or how to use them, but they felt good in my hands.

What religion were you raised in?

I was raised Methodist, but not very strictly. My parents didn’t go to church very often. This was in Baltimore, Maryland.

Tony was probably the first real live Pagan that I encountered, but at that time I don’t think he knew that there were other Pagans in the world. He felt like a loner, too. We actually discovered other Pagans in the early 1980s in the Pagan Special Interest Group of MENSA.

We would get together and talk about different kinds of Paganism and what different people were doing. Occasionally, we would have some light form of ritual or meditation.

How did you become a Druid?

That was a gradual metamorphosis. There was a mystique about it that called to me. There was something in my ancestral being that urged me to seek it out. It took me a while to realize what I was and that that was what had been calling to me all those years.

What I knew about Druids at that point was what I had picked up from The Golden Bough [by Sir James Frazier]. Reading about the Fire Festivals in Europe as a teenager started me on the path to Druidism.

When I met Tony, the two of us were drawn to this thing called Druidism, but we didn’t exactly know how to define it. We started doing research, and we found  out that there were occult bookstores, places where we could find information. The more we found out, the more we knew we were on the right track.

When did you both meet your first Druids?

That would have been Isaac Bonewits at the Pagan Spirit Gathering (PSG). I think it was in 1985. At that time Isaac was the only person who was putting his name out in public as being a Druid, at least in the American neo-Pagan community. He had the wealth of information from the old RDNA, and since there were no books on Druidism that I knew of, at least not on modern Druidism, he was the only contact point that we had. If there had been other contact points, we might have pursued them.

So we talked with Isaac, and we got involved with ADF.

How long were you involved with ADF?

I think it was about four years. It was kind of disappointing, because I had these great expectations that I was going to get all my questions answered, and that didn’t happen. There simply wasn’t enough information being disseminated by ADF for me to get the answers that I needed.

I wanted to know what Druidism was; I was still wrestling with it in my own head. I was relying on Isaac as my “high guru” to put the pieces of the puzzle together for me. I discovered that was a mistake; I can’t put those kinds of expectations on another person. We decided that we weren’t going to wait for Isaac anymore, and we were going to do it ourselves. We then formed Keltria.

How is Keltria different from ADF?

Keltria works specifically within a Celtic framework. We don’t have Greek Druids or Slavic Druids. We have Celtic Druids. We’re more tribal than ADF. We recognize that within the Celtic culture the tribe and the clan were very important. We try to structure ourselves around that idea. We are not trying to be a fraternal organization. We like to work in smaller, closer groups that mirror the tribe—the feasting, the ritualing, the camaraderie that exists within an extended family.

We are organized into groves that operate as extended families. The Druids within each clan are free to interact with Druids from any other clan. Just as the ancient Druids could move from tribe to tribe and be recognized and respected. We stay in contact with the other clans, even though we may have our own.

How is this different from ADF?

We don’t specialize in large public ritual. We are certainly capable of doing them—we do them at PSG every year—but it’s not our main focus. We have never done a ritual for the whole PSG, but we have done open, public rituals there on nights when people had a choice of four or five rituals they could attend.

We typically don’t do things for the public at large. It’s not that we are being secretive, it just doesn’t feel like something to be scattered upon the wind. Our rituals are designed to speak to the soul, and they only speak to certain souls.

You are a composer of poetry and songs. Some of them are becoming widespread in the Pagan community. Can you list some of the ones that you have done?

There’s one called “Fur And Feather.” It goes like this:

Fur and feather, scale and skin

different without,

but the same within.

Many of body,

but one of soul

through all creatures

are the Gods made whole.

“Walk with Wisdom” is another one that has been picked up:

Walk with wisdom,

from this hallowed place.

Walk not in sorrow,

our roots shall ere embrace.

May strength be your brother,

and honor be your friend,

and luck be your lover,

until we meet again.

The other one that has kind of gotten around is “Mothers and Fathers of Old”:

From far across this mortal plain

Mothers and Fathers of old

We pray that ye return again

Mothers and Fathers of old

To share with us the mysteries

And secrets long untold

Of the ancient ways we seek to reclaim

Mothers and Fathers of old.

You also helped to compose Book of Ritual recently, didn’t you?

Yes. It’s the first Keltrian Book of Ritual. In it we have rituals for the eight High Rites (Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane, Lughnasad, and the Solstices and Equinoxes) and also for the Mistletoe Rite. The Mistletoe Rite is held on the “sixth night of the moon”; that commemorates the gathering of the mistletoe, which was known as the All Heal. We use that ritual for healing and communion or “healing of the tribes.”

 You are a Pagan parent. Can you talk a bit about what that’s like?

It presents its own challenges and rewards. I try to do something every day with my younger children. The oldest is two, and the youngest is nine months, so the training that they are getting at this point isn’t very spiritual.

When I had my first child, who is now nineteen, it was somewhat different because my philosophy at the time was that she should be allowed to be whatever she wants to be. Tony and I did not try to indoctrinate her into anything. As a result she doesn’t know what spiritual path she wants to be on.

It’s a matter of reaping what we’ve sown. If you don’t give a child a religious background, they tend to grow up not having an idea of what they want to be. They then have to go out and seek it for themselves. She is wrestling with it right now. She is a spiritual person, but a lot of times younger people don’t focus on spirituality; at least that has been my experience and observation. They are too busy living the empirical side of life. They almost have to settle down and possibly even have their own children before they start looking at the connection between past and future and thereby recognizing a spirituality through which they can express that vision.

Where do you think Paganism is headed right now?

I think it’s growing. I think it is going to be the religion of the twenty-first century, but it has a lot of hurdles to get over such as battling the mainstream religions and being recognized. There are still people out there who think of Paganism as something satanic or a joke. They don’t take it seriously.

We need to learn to organize. We need to get back in touch with the life continuum and realize that we are all connected to the past, to the future, and to each other. Western society tends to idealize individualism to such a degree that we have lost contact with community. We need to let go of some of that “rugged individualism” and feel our connectedness with others.

By doing that perhaps we will be able to get enough cooperation from each other that we can effectively build our temple. We will then become something that other people will be attracted to. They will look at us and say, “That person is a Pagan, maybe I should be a Pagan too.”

Building temples takes money. There has been a lot of controversy about money in the Pagan community—whether to have paid clergy or not, whether to collect dues. What do you think about that? Can Paganism move forward with or without funds?

I think that just because of the way that our society is structured, we have to have money to move forward. The question is how are we going to get that money? Do we go out and hold bake sales? I don’t know what we will be doing to get the money. But money talks in this culture, and if we want to be heard we have to have the money to talk with. We have to be willing to deal with money no matter how dirty some people may think it is.

You said that having the clergy would create the congregations. Do you envision a training program or a school?

Paganism is so diverse that you couldn’t have just one Pagan theological college. One of the things that a lot of Pagans want to do is to stay away from that much structure because it leads to hierarchy.

But there are an awful lot of street corner preachers out there who have gotten themselves churches. They haven’t been to the great Christian seminaries. So it can be done. It’s a matter of having the right charisma and having the organizational skills to make it happen. But it does take a certain amount of money.

Tony, you have been waiting patiently. How did you arrive at Paganism?

I first discovered that I was a Pagan in the early to mid-seventies. I had been on a spiritual quest. I wandered through the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day Saints. I wandered through the Baha’i faith. I had an introduction to Buddhism and Taoism, and I came to the conclusion that I was doing it all wrong.

What I really needed to do was to determine what I believed and then seek something that fit that rather than trying to find out if something out there fit me. I found that the relationship of myself to Deity fit within Paganism.

There is something about me that is fairly unique, even in the Pagan community. I am a true polytheist. I believe that the Gods and the Goddesses are very separate and discrete entities, not aspects or manifestations of a unifying God or a Goddess, as is usually stated in Wicca.

When did you meet your first Druid?

The first person I met who identified himself as a Druid that I took seriously as such was Isaac Bonewits. I had already been Druid-identified myself for ten years or better. I even had “Druid” on my dog tags when I was in the service from 1969 to 1979. At that time I was practicing a type of Celtic spirituality. I didn’t have to get permission from the chaplain or anything like that. I just told them I was a Druid, and that’s what they put on my dog tags.

What was it that led you to create your own Druid organization?

There were several fundamental issues. The first were some administrative and organizational difficulties that ADF was experiencing at the time that I had difficulty working with. Some of those actions were quite distasteful to me.

The other thing was the notion of a Pan-Indo-European form of Druidism. That just didn’t ring true to my spirit. Lastly, I found that ADF was good at networking, but that it wasn’t helping its people to establish a spiritual relationship with other spirits. There was not much of spirits joining and making a connection. It just wasn’t in the ADF liturgical system.

So what is unique about the Keltrian liturgical system?

It is designed to focus around developing the individual person’s relationship with the ancestors, the nature spirits, and the Gods and Goddesses of their tribe.

Another difference is that Keltria is very egalitarian in terms of its officers. Both males and females are equally recognized and accepted and desired for any position, which is quite different from other Druidic groups, many of which seem to be quite patriarchal.

What is the focus of the journal?

The present structure of Keltria is to take a theme or special focus for each issue. We then have three areas within the magazine called the Bardic Path, the Druid Path, and the Seers Path. Those paths relate to the three worlds of land, sea, and sky, of mind, body, and spirit, and of past, present, future.

Do you find that Druids around the world are on a similar wavelength?

There are very fundamental differences. Some Druids throughout the world are not even neo-Pagans. They are reaching back to a former Celtic experience that they want to reclaim or recover. I’ve run into a full gamut of a few smaller groups [of English Druids] that do appear to have some sort of racist agenda that is also a nationalistic agenda. They are seeking to reestablish Celtic nationalism.

But the vast majority of them seem to be neo-Pagan or meso-Pagan. The latter are groups of people with a fundamentally Christian worldview, yet who have a Pagan overlay of ritual or practices laid on top of it. The neo-Pagans have a truly Pagan worldview, but they do not have a tradition that carries back into ancient times.

How do you think Druidism can affect American culture?

Druidism has a couple of major aspects which if developed in the mainstream could make a substantial difference. The first one is, of course, the reverence for nature. The idea that the earth is something that needs to be taken care of, loved and cherished, and so on. The second thing is the relationship that Druidism provides with the ancestors. Fundamental respect, love, and nurturing of the ancestors is something that our culture has really lost. This includes grandparents and parents. All elders are to be respected. The third notion is the one of tribalism. In the Keltrian Druid perspective there is a set of Gods and Goddesses amongst the group of people who worship together. The honoring of the tribal Deities becomes a mechanism for the extended family.

We recently had some people from our grove, our tribe, who were in a significant auto accident. There was no problem in having a car loaned to them until theirs could get repaired because they are part of our family. In American society we talk about the breakdown of the family, yet that breakdown can be redirected into a whole new context. I think that’s something that Keltrian Druidism can provide.

Sounds like good solid Republican family values.

That’s right! I think we do have good solid family values. They just look a little different. I think the nuclear family is just too small to be stable. It needs more support along the sides, and I think that Druidism affords a way to get that.
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ALEXEI KONDRATIEV is a Celtic scholar and linguist. He has in the past served as president of the Celtic League American Branch, a New York–based organization that works to unify the Celtic “fringe”—countries and geographic areas that still speak Celtic languages and operate in a Celtic cultural context in order to protect them from cultural and political demise. He is the author of a book on Celtic spirituality, titled The Apple Branch. The interview was conducted at the Etheracon conference in Poughkeepsie, New York, in January 1993.

First of all, are you a Pagan?

That’s hard to answer actually, but it’s a yes. I’ve never thought of myself as a Pagan in a sectarian sense. In fact, it’s hard for me to think of my religious convictions in any kind of sectarian sense. Several religious paths are congenial to me, and they each affect my life in different ways; each responds to different concerns that I have.

I think that I was sensitized to a Pagan type of spirituality from very early childhood. I was born in 1949. The first things that really excited me and focused my interest as a small child were natural phenomena. I was not the sort of little boy who would be concerned with cars and machines, airplanes, motorcycles, or things of that nature.

I was interested in birds. That was the first thing that really caught my attention. I had a passion for ornithology which has continued to this day. I also had an interest in wildflowers and insects and things like that. From very early on it was a very systematic sort of inquiry.

I read a great deal of scientific and technical books on the subject, which kept my intellectual curiosity alive, and at the same time I loved being out in the countryside experiencing the whole range of habitat. I would go to a marsh or a meadow and watch the teeming variety of organisms that were about, not knowing what they were or how they interacted, just being in awe of the fact that they were there. I think these were some of my earliest spiritual experiences.

I was actually born in New York, but my parents were first-generation immigrants from Europe. My father was Russian, and my mother was French; she came from a French aristocratic family. We went back to my mother’s family when I was about a year old; then we shuttled back and forth across the Atlantic. I’m still doing it. I didn’t speak English until I went to school.

My upbringing was here in the States and in eastern France. I have a very strong attachment to that area of France. I am oriented to a very rural way of  looking at things from spending a lot of my childhood and adolescence in the Saône valley.

As I grew older I had a number of experiences that I now, after studying anthropology, recognize as shamanic awakenings. I had the period of almost psychotic dismemberment, watching the world fall apart around me and then be very painfully reorganized. I saw the world in a new light as I also discovered new powers in myself. I also sensed new responsibilities, and I began to feel a layer beneath everyday existence, something that was not everyday consciousness.

I had loved myth and fairy tales from a very early age, and I began to discover an actual “hands-on” relationship to these things. This led me to a personal relationship with Divine figures. Not necessarily Divine figures out of literature but figures that I experienced firsthand in the environment around me, which I tried to communicate with.

I did not think of myself as a Pagan at that time. I also had a Christian awakening experience shortly after that. This did not contradict the shamanic experience at all. It was just an awakening of spirituality in another area. I really didn’t have much contact with people who were formally Pagan.

I did have contact with the occult community; I was interested in ceremonial magic and the way it related to shamanic thought processes and activities. But I really only became involved with the Pagan community in the last dozen years. I was reluctant to get involved with neo-Paganism because my experience with such things is a very private and personal one. There is something about sharing those experiences with a large number of people. It’s not so much that it cheapens them, it’s that there is only so much that comes across when it’s filtered for a large public. At Pagan gatherings you get an impression of a very trashy sort of spirituality. We’re playing this, it’s a game, it’s fun to come out in nature and behave in a very uninhibited way and do things that we don’t really believe in.

I actually discovered Paganism from science fiction fandom. I read and write science fiction and fantasy. I discovered that a lot of fans were starting to become neo-Pagans. I realized that many of them were really atheists who were bored with the traditional atheism because it was simply not fun.

So it took me a while to really become interested in neo-Paganism as a movement and as a community. Most of the people I met in it I liked. They were the type of people I had associated with in the sixties, in my hippie period. These were people who were interested in following their own spiritual path, their own inner calling, as opposed to just following the dictates of society. In that sense they were kindred souls for me; I was not interested in following the dictates of society either. I wasn’t sure that these people were going about it in the most elegant and productive way, but there was an attraction and a kinship there. Then I gradually met some people whom I really admired.

The first person that I met who was of that caliber was Judy Harrow. There was a very small panel held in somebody’s room at a science fiction convention that was about neo-Paganism. I heard Judy talk about Wicca or Paganism, not as something that you kept secret from the world, as you hid yourself away to  do a lot of self-congratulatory things, but she actually talked about it as a responsibility, a calling. She also showed respect for the paths of others.

I’ve often been turned off by Paganism that is rabidly anti-Christian. I consider myself to be Christian, too; I don’t have any kind of bone to pick with Christianity as a spiritual path. Christian institutions are another thing. I was glad to hear Judy talk about how she was nauseated by someone desecrating Christian symbols. This was a Witch who was at least able to go beyond that sort of narrow sectarianism. Then I met other people who were involved with her and found out that she was actually a “heretic Gardnerian.”

Judy and I don’t see eye to eye on an enormous number of things, but it was the fact that she respected other people’s traditions and she was intelligently committed to all sorts of things. It was not just an escapist thing for her. She was interested in the social and political problems that affect everybody, and I think that when neo-Pagans are aware of those problems, they are far ahead of everybody else.

Once you got that glimpse of the passion and the integrity that a few Pagans had, what was it that you found valuable enough in Paganism that would keep you involved?

It was around 1982, when I had been involved for a few years with the Celtic League—not a Pagan group, by any means. It’s an organization that has as its agenda the unification of the Celtic peoples as they exist today, their political and their cultural liberation. That is a very long-term project that involves educating a lot of people about who the Celts really are and what is really going on in the Celtic world today.

I was interested in the Celts primarily as an anthropologist; that was what I had studied. I now write and teach Celtic mythology, the Irish language, other Celtic languages, and history classes relating to the Celtic world at the Irish Arts Center in New York. I always try to remind Irish people that they are not the only Celts, that they are part of a larger continuum.

At one point, after I had exposed some people in the Celtic League to the writings of Starhawk and some others, it was suggested that people of a like mind in the Celtic league put together a circle. The idea interested me.

At that time there was this marvelous store in the East Village in New York City called the Rivendell Bookshop. It was run by a wonderful Scottish lady named Eileen Campbell Gordon from Inverness. She was an extraordinary person; everyone who met her was very much marked by her. The bookshop was dedicated to Celtic studies, fantasy, and the occult. Eileen was very knowledgeable about Celtic reality. She had a very strong intuitive sense about it. She was very intolerant of phonies. She reluctantly became involved with the Celtic circle, but as she saw that the people in the group were sincere she went into it more deeply. Eventually she became the focus of the group. She and I co-led the group using material from years of study of the Celtic civilization. Eileen was able to contribute some family traditions as well.

Eileen was our touchstone of authenticity. You could always absolutely trust her as to whether something was a real tradition or not. She knew when something “felt” wrong, and we wouldn’t do it. This lasted for about five years. I think that this was my best group experience working with a Pagan tradition and with ritual.

The group unfortunately fell apart in 1988 due to personal frictions of the kind that often happen inside a circle, and the next year Eileen died. After that it was very difficult for the group to coalesce again.

Not having a group after that, I felt rather destitute, so I began to get more involved with other Pagans. None of them were really from a Celtic tradition—they had other agendas, cultural backgrounds, and concerns—but at least they had a certain vision in common. I stayed in touch with the more creative and interesting of them.

I now work in an eclectic Wiccan group into which I add a certain amount of Celtic input. Sometimes I resurrect some rituals from the old group and try to adapt them to the new one. Of course, the people in the group are not as interested in Celtic culture as the other ones were. You can’t feed them as much of the material and expect them to digest it.

My working partner is into Hinduism, and he contributes that point of view. The group seems to be one where you follow your own path and develop it sincerely. It’s not necessarily the group that I would most like to be involved with, but it’s where I am right now.

What is the most significant aspect of Paganism for you?

I think it’s the atunement to the natural world. I think that this is the sole real value that Paganism brings to modern spirituality, which the other religions simply don’t. That makes it all the more important. It’s very important for people to develop that atunement to nature. It is not just an intellectual understanding about what nature is good for, that we live in a physical environment, and all of our nourishment comes from it. That we would not be able to survive outside of it. It’s a gut feeling that this is so that we need to develop.

You live in New York City. How do you retain that mystical connection? How do you stay in relationship with nature living in that environment?

New York City is not what people imagine it to be. I live in Flushing, Queens, which is a fairly green suburb. I have a garden, I can plant things, there is green all around me. It’s not like I look at a brick wall outside of my window, though some of my friends do. I’d have a very hard time living that way.

I’ve never lived in a completely urban environment in my life. Even in other parts of the city you always have the sky; you don’t have to go very far to find water. The native configuration of the land is still there, even though we’ve put buildings on it.

The northern tip of Manhattan has a very beautiful park, which is currently  being terribly misused and is under a great deal of stress. It’s the last natural forest on the island of Manhattan. It’s also a very powerful place. At some point about a hundred years ago some trees were planted on top of the hill there, but it’s been wild for quite some time. There is a beech tree there that sends out this enormous vortex of power across the entire hill. I notice that other people have found that beech tree independently, and it is obviously the focus of rituals. So there are magical places that are within a subway ride of anyone living in Manhattan.

How does being a Pagan affect other aspects of your life? For example, your work life or your personal life? Has Paganism made your life different from what other people’s lives might be?

That’s a very good question, and it’s a hard one to answer because there are so many levels to that. I could say that it affects my life in that I’ve been unable to make certain choices that other people might make. For example, I’ve become much more aware than the average person about things that lead to polluting the environment, shortcuts that people take which are actually very destructive. I think that when you are a Pagan, and you are not the sort of Pagan who is playing SCA [Society for Creative Anachronism, a medieval dressup group] games, but you are someone who is really attuned to the real world, you can’t do some of those things anymore. You are too aware. You walk through a forest and you see that people have left their beer cans and their dirty bottles, and you are offended by that. You are constantly trying to act on that awareness.

I think that on a more personal level you are aware of your own physical existence and the way that it interacts with the environment in an intimate way. You feel the changes that are happening in the Earth. Pagan ritual is based on the changes of the seasons, and you see those changes as something that people are meant to follow. Not something that people are meant to supercede or ignore by turning winter into summer and vice versa. You learn to accept and appreciate what Nature gives you.

There are “techno-Pagans” out there who might disagree with you.

There are different meanings to the term techno-Pagan. I don’t necessarily advocate a Pagan lifestyle in which you try to live at a medieval technological level. I think computers are wonderful things. I have a computer, and I wouldn’t know what to do without it, because it facilitates a great deal of my creative work. I don’t think that inventing the electric light or printing was a terrible thing either. It’s how you relate those discoveries and how you implement them to the central philosophy that you have.

You could be a techno-Pagan who liked to wear funny clothes and who pretended to be a medieval Welsh person or whatever on a Sabbat (holy day) and then went out and raped the environment for money. I don’t think that there are that many around. Then you could be a techno-Pagan who, on  the contrary, realized how much easier it would be to run an efficient community using some of the nonpolluting technologies which are being developed now. Which could only have been developed through going through a period of industrial revolution with industry that was very harmful to the environment.

If we change our attitude, then we can actually use the insights we have gained to clean up and develop a far more efficient way of dealing with those same problems.

There are a number of Celtic reconstructionist groups out there. What makes your approach any different?

I am concerned with and interested in the modern communities. What I want this to do eventually is to serve the modern Celtic-speaking communities. This doesn’t mean that people in America or Australia can’t be part of it. I think that the diaspora has an enormous role to play in Celtic consciousness because the Celtic communities are so downtrodden and have been psyched into thinking of themselves as inferior. They have been made to feel that they should give up their culture.

It’s often the people who have lost their culture and who have struggled to regain it who are those who return some kind of respect to it. In the end what I want to do is return that kind of respect to the Celtic communities themselves. I would like to see them take control of their destiny again at a deep level. Not necessarily by becoming Pagan but by empowering the deeper aspects of their heritage. They have an enormous amount to teach to the Western world. They can play the same sort of role in Europe that some Native American movements are trying to do here, in North America.

What about your vision for America and for the world in general? As a person with Pagan leanings, because you say that you are a Christian also, where would you like to see the world go in the future?

I think that there is a very great hope for America in the type of Paganism that has taken root here. If you look at the neo-Pagan movements in Europe today, precisely because they have roots in their local communities, they often develop very strong nationalist and even fascist agendas. They’ve been doing this since the nineteenth century. We had a rather horrible example that led to World War II.

Today there are some rather left-wing, ecology-minded Pagan movements in Europe, but there are far more of the nationalist ones who say, “Let’s go back to the faith of our ancestors, which was the best faith in the world, better than the faith of those stinking neighbors of ours!”

In America there is this illusion of internationalism, which is not actually there. America is a big blob in which you never really meet any strong cultural barriers. But it has allowed people to look beyond all that and to find a way to  relate to the land directly and to develop ritual ways of celebrating that. It helps, of course, that there is a great deal of unspoiled wilderness.

Americans have this rather progressive, tolerant, egalitarian approach to Paganism, which is starting to be exported, in some ways unfortunately. I like the ancient Paganism, the old Pagan traditions that are still there in the countryside and which I grew up with in France. The old peasant rituals, the old way of relating to the land simply because you have to live on it. Seasonal blessings of the crops, going to a certain place and leaving an offering. You went to a certain place, and there was a presence there. You didn’t quite know who it was or even why you left the offering, but you did it just for safety’s sake or because your ancestors had always done it.

There was a pond not very far from where we lived, where people threw stones into the water as an offering. We never really talked about why this was done, it just was. Sometimes there were little altars that people would make in the woods where offerings were left. There would be a small stone table, and you would leave a flower or some small gift.

Traditions like that are common throughout rural Europe. Nowadays, of course, they are disappearing. I was back in France after an absence of eleven years this summer, and I was shocked at all the things which had disappeared. Rites of passage, for instance. Before, when people turned eighteen, there was a rite of passage that they went through. In the nineteenth century, young men would be conscripted into the army. The ritual itself is obviously much older. It had elements of chivalry, the “knight’s vigil,” elements of rebirth, going into the womb and being reborn. You had to sleep in the baker’s oven—it was a huge oven—you were hermetically sealed in so that you could not see the light.

Born again!

Yes. There were other things that obviously went back to a much earlier substratum than any idea about going into the army. There was a kind of procession where they had an image of the Virgin Mary that they had printed privately each year and which they would give out to people at each household that they went to. She was called Our Lady of September.

September is the time of the harvest.

Yes, I suppose that she is the Lady of the Harvest.

She is the harvest Goddess.

Yes, and the Harvest Home is the patron feast of the village.

So they would get out this image, and they would blow a big horn. There was another one into which people would throw coins and another one into which people would pour spirits, so that by the time they got to the end of the village they would be quite tipsy and not moving in a straight line any more.

That was one custom that had continued all the time I was in France, and I just learned that it isn’t being done any more. The reason was simply that the  people had been forced off the land. It’s becoming very hard for traditional farmers who relate intimately to the land, in the way that peasants always have, to survive economically.

These traditions that I grew up with and which survived for thousands of years are very fragile. The changes are very evanescent. For example, it might be in the way that the land and the fields are laid out or in the way that people relate to each other in the agricultural work. A certain sense of respect for the land is disappearing.

I remember when I was a child they were building the first highways. I was told how some of the huge oak trees that had been standing for centuries had to be cut down to make room for the road. The old people would take their hats off as the trees were being cut down.

Horrible things happened in the 1970s when the bureaucrats in Paris decided that there had to be a rational way of “normalizing” land use throughout France.

Did the people try to go back to the old way after that?

In some places they did. I’m not sure to what extent. But there was a lot of consciousness raising about this later on, how the old way actually was better and worked better.

How has your life been most affected by being a Pagan?

It all goes back to what we were saying about being sensitized to the environment and one’s day-to-day interaction with it. On another level it’s fun to meet very different types of people. It’s also empowering for me because I happen to be a gay person. When you come out as a gay person, you get to meet some very creative types who are opposed to the usual stereotypes and cliches of society. You belong to a community, and it gives you strength and it gives you self respect.

The Pagan community is sort of the same thing. You have these intuitions about how the environment is very important, you react in a very personal and visceral way to Nature. The rest of society tends to deride that; they see it as a very extreme position and they don’t take you very seriously. Suddenly you meet people who are not just environmental activists in the theoretical sense, but who have that same deep feeling that you have about the Earth.

What is it like to be gay in the Pagan community?

It’s better than it used to be. I remember a time when the form of neo-Paganism that one was most likely to meet, on the East Coast anyway, was Gardnerian inspired. This was before Starhawk and the blossoming of leftist environmentalism. You had these so-called “English traditional” groups who were very homophobic. They said, “This is a fertility religion, and it has to do with sex and the only type of sex that is fertile is between a man and a woman, in such a way that a child can be produced. Therefore, all other types of sexual  activity are wrong, or if not wrong they certainly have no place in ritual.” There was a certain discrimination against gay people.

There were a lot of gay people who were involved with those groups who had to fake heterosexuality in rituals. I hated that. I hated the whole idea of living a spirituality that denied who I was. Why not simply belong to any of the other homophobic religions?

It was only in the eighties that we started having openly gay activities at the Pagan festivals, where people didn’t have to apologize for it any more. Largely through the influence of Starhawk it became a pluralistic multiform celebration of humanity with all of its impulses.

Nothing that happens in nature is strange to nature. It’s there, and you have to deal with it and learn about it. Paganism became so much more tolerant and inclusive. In the Gardnerian perception if two men or two women try to work together, they will be cursed by the Goddess. They are the Pagan equivalent of damned.

Can you give some specific examples of some times when it was awful to be gay and a Pagan?

I recall something at Panthaea a number of years ago. That is the festival that takes place in the Hudson Valley around Columbus Day every year. There was a certain rather well-known neo-Pagan singer who is the leader of one of the “older” traditions, who was pontificating about whether it was appropriate for gay people to be in a ritual, to what extent gay people could participate legitimately. I had not been expecting that sort of thing; it was such a “blast from the past.” He said the usual things like, “Their sexual energy doesn’t work in the same way, so they will disrupt the entire circle. Real magic is heterosexual magic. When gay people are in the circle, they have to warn you that they are gay so that you know that their energy will go the other way.” Of course, I’ve been in a circle with people of all kinds of orientations. Energy doesn’t move in the rigidly polarized manner that a lot of magical theoreticians like to believe that it does.

I’ve seen less and less of this. Usually when it comes up, people do challenge it. There are certain members of the gay Pagan community who are much quicker to anger than I am. Even when such matters arise in a diplomatic way, they will jump up and make a scene.

Was there a time when it was absolutely marvelous to be gay in the Pagan community?

There are now gay Pagan groups that actively explore the gay Pagan experience. They study how to use that experience of the body and the way that the body raises energy to connect with and draw energy from the environment. There’s the Lavender Pagan Network; there is a group called the Middle Pole in New York, a varied group of people who have a lot of different ideas about  things. They are very creative, very much into being gay and making that into something positive, not a burden that you have to bear in society because you are different. It is a plus, something that you can use.

You are a historian. Do you have any further insights into the history of the Pagan movement that you would like to share?

When I first became interested in Paganism, there was this prevailing view that, as Selena Fox once put it,”Wicca is simply the old Celtic religion.” A lot of people say that. It’s sort of a Pagan dogma. The idea is that the Witch was an ancient priestess. I don’t believe in Wiccan mythology. It’s only because Americans have no sense of history that they swallow these really strained models of the Middle Ages that are served up to them in these Wiccan books about “The Burning Times.” Of course things didn’t happen that way.

Have you seen the video called The Burning Times?

Yes. It has these marvelous glitches like calling the city of Trier French; there are all these signs in German, and they keep calling it a French city. It said some good things, but it was trying to keep to the party line, and by trying to be historically plausible at the same time it was contradicting itself.

The myth of The Burning Times as it is currently enunciated in the Pagan community says that some time in the Middle Ages the church created the Inquisition as a way of destroying its huge Pagan rival. The entire countryside was Pagan in a very self-conscious, self-empowered way, with clergy and all of that. That it was a parallel religion that somehow endangered Christianity, and these people were the original Witches. The Inquisition sought out these Witches and obliterated them for political reasons. Nine million people died as a result.

The truth is, of course, when the Witchcraft laws were repealed in the 1950s in England, Gerald Gardner “revealed” the tradition was still alive, and he brought it back to the modern world.

If you really study what happened in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the church did create the Inquisition as a means of silencing its political rivals, but these were not Pagans. They were mostly other Christians, those who felt that they could live without the church’s authority. Also some Jews and Muslims. Gypsies didn’t really appear in Europe until the Middle Ages were over. The Albigensians were the main challenge. They were particularly heterodox and had gained the allegiance of a large number of people. Tons of people died, but they were Christians or Manicheans. It had nothing to do with Paganism or anything resembling Wicca.

The Witch trials were really a Renaissance phenomenon. As the Inquisition was trying to ferret out all the enemies of the church, they had the secular authorities as collaborators. After all, it was the state that executed people, not the church. They followed the church’s recommendations. Europeans were carrying this folk myth that you can see in many different societies. It says that  there are these people who have the means to harm you supernaturally. They are present in the community, and you don’t know who they are because this harm takes place invisibly. So you have to ferret them out with specially trained people. Once you find them, all of your problems will be solved because they are the source of all of your difficulties.

As feudalism was falling apart at the end of the Middle Ages, this type of anxiety was very widespread. People tended to accuse each other of being dangerous. They developed a whole ideology of who these people were. They were people who had sold their souls to the Devil. They had been given power to harm others supernaturally as a result, and such people had to be found out and dealt with. This was actually a very minor part of the Inquisition’s activities. Most of the people who were actually found out, tried, and burned were Christian heretics. They were the ones that the church was most afraid of.

So far as the Witch trials were concerned, those who have studied the actual trials in Europe concluded that they killed about twenty thousand people. This is what you can actually come up with from the records, but it could be as high as a hundred thousand. That’s a very high estimate and not very likely.

Where did the nine million people figure come from?

Apparently, there was a woman writing around the turn of the century who threw out the figure of nine million. Nobody knows where she got it. Very possibly Gardner used the figure in his writings, and that is how it became popularized. People who just read Wiccan books and who never check any other sources have repeated this figure over and over.

So I don’t like this myth of The Burning Times. It’s inaccurate, and I like real history. It creates a holocaust mentality that is really invalid. It’s like saying that the Jews got massacred in World War II, and everybody feels sorry for them, so let’s claim that we got massacred in an even worse way.
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