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  While this is a book aimed primarily at Pagans and Druids, it should be accessible to anyone wishing to explore different aspects of solitary and group meditation. This is not a book that will teach you everything you need to know about how to be a Druid, but it might set you off in some useful and interesting directions. This is a broad introduction to meditation, suitable for total beginners but also intended to be useful to more experienced folk who wish to journey deeper.


  

  


  Introduction

  



  When I first came to Druidry, there weren’t a great many texts to be had explaining how to be a Druid. I read what I could find, and while that gave me broad brushstrokes, I wanted a much more precise guide on how to go about doing ‘it’. I wanted someone to tell me what to do. What does it mean to be a Druid? How do you live as a Druid? I wasn’t only interested in ritual practice, but in the detail of ordinary life, in Druidry as integral to every day existence. Over the years, studying with OBOD, attending talks and workshops, lurking about on forums and listening to others, I picked up a great many different and not always compatible ideas about what Druidry is and means. Once I started participating in rituals, I learned by doing and observing. On occasion, people tried to tell me what to do and I found myself irritated by them. I learned that I did not want to be told exactly how to go about being a Druid after all.

  I have lost track of how many times someone has written, or said in my presence that Druidry cannot be found in books. It has to be experienced. Which makes the idea of writing a useful book about Druidry seem like a bit of a nonsense. But in much the same way, a book cannot make you a kitchen cupboard either. It can tell you about tools, materials, potential problems and show you pictures of other people’s cupboards to inspire you. Making the cupboard remains your responsibility.

  So where do you go to experience it? Where does the path begin?

  I learned, in frustration, that Druidry isn’t really a thing one person can teach another, because it is unique to each of us. But that still doesn’t answer the question of where to start and how to search for it. Then some years ago, I started acquiring people who wanted to learn, and who thought I had something to teach them. That was a surprising process, but sharing what I know has taught me a great deal. No, you can’t teach Druidry and you can’t put it in a book. Anyone who wants to be a Druid, must, in the end, find their own way, that’s part of the nature of the thing. What you can do is put tools in people’s hands and tell them how to use them, much like the cupboard making metaphor. You can share techniques for exploring, and stories of how you found your own path. You can wave to other folk when you see them roaming along some other route through the great forest that is Druidry. I can pass onto you the things I’ve picked up, as you will no doubt pass along anything that seems useful or relevant. We can’t turn each other into Druids, but we can share around maps and tales from the road.

  Therefore, this is another book that won’t teach you how to be a Druid. But hopefully it won’t be teaching you, in ways you’ll find helpful and productive as you figure things out for yourself.


  

  


  
Chapter One

  

  What is Meditation?

  



  The commonly held image of meditation is of clearing the mind to a state of calm blankness. This is the meditation accompanying spiritualities that seek to transcend the flesh and mortal life. Clearing the mind is a useful trick to master. However, meditation is a far more diverse tool that can be used in all manner of ways and for a variety of purposes. Creating calm is a necessary part of meditation, but not the entirety of its scope. Meditating can just as easily be an exercise in focus and deep connection as an emptying of the mind. Focused, thoughtful meditation is, in my experience, a lot more interesting than seeking freedom from thought, and is frequently a lot more productive. It opens the mind to free flowing creativity, enabling us to find solutions and inspiration.

  Druidry is not a religion that seeks to transcend physical experience. Our spirituality is rooted in nature and nourished by experience. We seek connection, relationship and inspiration, and the carefully emptied mind does not nurture any of these things.

  This book is not about meditation that transcends the body. Druidry embraces physicality and honors our tangible selves. We are not meditating to escape from the material aspect of our being. Some exercises will take us deeper into physical awareness, strengthening our relationships with our own bodies, rather than seeking to deny them or transcend them. We are physical beings, and exploring the spiritual does not mean we have to somehow overcome our bodies. Our flesh connects us to nature and the material world, it is the basis from which we form relationships and experience life. Druidic meditation is entirely rooted in the body, and can be intensely involved with the real world around us.

  The classic image of seated composure for meditation is also something we can cast aside from the outset. There are a great many ways of meditating, some decidedly active and sound laden! Meditating need not be a solitary activity either, and group work confers many benefits. Good meditation takes us deeper into awareness, life and our own being, rather than removing us from any of these precious things.

  Through this book, I’ll set out different forms of meditation, focusing on different aspects of living. There will be a mix of broad principles and specific examples, as well as outlines for creating your own workings specific to your personal needs, circumstances and beliefs.

  At its most basic level, meditation is a tool for relaxation. In this capacity, it is good for relieving stress and anxiety, easing tension from the body and clearing the mind of the turmoil of daily troubles. By creating pools of inner calm, we can better deal with the challenges of living. By physically relaxing, we can reduce the amounts of pain we experience, improve overall health, enable sleep and enhance quality of life. Improved awareness of our own bodies allows us to better work with and within ourselves.

  Meditation can also be used as mental exercise, providing a workout for the imagination. Our minds are no different from our bodies, and deprived of playful activity, imaginations wither as surely as muscles do. Taking the time to meditate in creative ways is a means of engaging our creative potential, opening ourselves to inspiration and getting in the habit of thinking in wilder, more exciting ways. The experience of playful imagination meditating can bring, is a great enabler and nourishes creativity. We can use meditation for problem solving, tackling psychological issues and exploring the landscapes of our own minds.

  By becoming intently aware of and focused on things other than ourselves, we can deepen our consciousness of them and further our understanding. For anyone following a Druidic path, this form of working is inherently spiritual. We seek a closer relationship with the natural world, which we can develop by being more fully aware of it. We can actively seek spiritual experience through meditation and use the tools of meditation to increase spiritual awareness in everyday life.

  The calm, quiet spaces enabled by meditation open us to forms of listening not so immediately available at other times. In ritual, making the call for peace, the lines ‘for without peace, the voice of spirit cannot be heard’ are frequently included. When our minds are awash with noise and chaos, we cannot hear the voice of our own spirit, much less anything beyond us. Developing a spiritual awareness takes time and quiet. Meditation is a discipline that creates the possibility for this.

  Druidry as a religion is very much about individual responsibility and experience. No amount of reading or listening to others can substitute for the insight that comes from doing. There are numerous ways of exploring a Druidic path, meditation is just one approach amongst many, but it does enable and support other ways of experiencing to good effect. The exercises that take us closer to nature nourish our Druidry. Creativity is prized within Druidry, so the scope for meditation to bring inspiration is a very useful one. Visualization can be used in magical practice, pathworkings can be used in ritual, and meditation leads the way to Shamanic journeying, for people called in that direction. The mental discipline that comes from meditating, and the capacity for self-control and finding calm, are all useful skills that enrich Druidry and enable us to bring Druidry into our daily lives.

  This book explores personal meditation practice and the running of group sessions as well as looking at how to use meditation in ritual settings. I have been meditating for the entirety of my adult life, have run meditation sessions for pagan and non-pagan groups, and have worked with meditation in ritual. I’ve also had the opportunity to attend meditation sessions run by skilled practitioners from different pagan and spiritual backgrounds.

  While I am glad to share what I have learned in the last decade or so, solitary meditation is just that – working alone means holding sole responsibility for your wellbeing. Running a meditation group means taking responsibility, to a degree, for those who work with you. Meditation is not without risk. It can take us into uncharted regions of the self, opening up old wounds and bringing difficult, painful things into the light. It might have a fuzzy New Age image, but meditation is not an entirely safe activity and needs treating with respect. It is not a self-indulgent toy to be dabbled with thoughtlessly. Handled carelessly it can bring problems – as can anything. Yet at the same time approaching meditation with an open heart and a playful spirit is often the best way forward. Meditation should be undertaken mindfully, which does not preclude enjoying it and having fun, but does require a responsible attitude.

  The most important thing to remember is this: You are in control. When you meditate, you always have the option of opening your eyes, pulling back from the experience and drawing breath. What you imagine, or see, is yours. If you do not like what you find on your journeying, that’s something you will have to deal with, but it remains yours, and can be handled. That which lurks in the shadows of our psyches is fearful in part because we cannot see it. The process of drawing these things out into view may be uneasy, but it is also liberating. Anything we encounter within ourselves is part of us and part of an experience we have full control over. So long as we hold awareness of our own power and ability to choose, we will not be swamped by any meditation experience.

  Dealing with fears, wounds and ghosts through meditation can be a lot more manageable than trying to tackle them head-on in everyday life. It can also be sudden and immediate, with aspects of self and history coming to the surface in unexpected ways. Plunging into memory and identity, we might well find buried nightmares. But we can and will also find a clearer sense of self, the core of our strength and the means to move forwards. For every buried skeleton, there will also be treasures. Self-knowledge is a precious thing to have. Insight and understanding serve us well in every aspect of living. Knowing that we are self-possessed and in control of our feelings and experiences is enabling. If we do not know ourselves, our scope for living is sorely limited. Once we know, we are able to act, to change, to take control. The more thoroughly we understand anything, the better equipped we are to manage it, find the good in it, and find our own happiness.

  Loosely speaking, the goal of any spiritual path is radical self-improvement – through enlightenment, transcendence, revelation, merging with deity, becoming one with the universe, or however else you choose to conceptualize it. We wish to become more than we are. We have the capacity within us to be more than we are, but the journey that is about self must begin with self, and with self-knowledge.

  When to Meditate

  The choice of timing for meditation depends a lot on what you wish to achieve. Some people find it helps to set apart a specific amount of time for meditation each day, others prefer to slot it in at need or on a whim. There is no right answer here. There is no necessity to meditate at a certain frequency. Meditating for the sake of it confers no real advantages. We are not clocking in hours; we will not be scored on effort or rewarded for time invested. It is only the quality of the experience that matters. And so, being a Druid does not mean daily meditation, or spending an hour each week in a certain place, or posture. It is a matter of finding a way of working that makes sense and suits your needs and purposes. Below are some examples of possible meditation times and their specific usefulness.

  Meditating first thing in the morning, perhaps even from the comfort of your bed, makes it possible to greet the day slowly and move into it from a state of calm. Life may sometimes necessitate leaping up in response to an alarm clock, but there’s a lot to be said for letting yourself wake naturally when possible. Taking the time to gather thoughts and contemplate the day ahead makes it easier to step out into the world in a state of preparedness. If time is short, stopping for a few deep breaths and a brief calming and centering exercise can make a great deal of difference to how you experience the day. Scrambling around in a state of panic isn’t a productive way of being. Meeting the day’s chaos and trials from a state of equilibrium is far more effective.

  This probably isn’t the time for long, convoluted pathworkings or anything deeply intellectual in nature. It is a good time to explore the content of dreams, gently meandering the borderlands between sleep and waking. It is a good time to stretch, exploring physical presence, feeling your body respond to the day. It might be useful to take the time to greet the sun, meditate on the view from the window, or enliven yourself with a chant, or by repeating affirmations, prayers or other things you find helpful.

  Taking time to meditate first thing – be it only a few minutes, is a way of asserting yourself, and your ownership of the day. You can find a few minutes for you, the rest of life can spare you that much. You do not have to hit the ground running. Letting go of the sense of pressure and urgency, taking the time for self, we might instead hit the ground dancing, walking and skipping, more centered within ourselves and more conscious as we set forth.

  Taking time to meditate during the day can create oases of peace and respite. It isn’t necessary to devote great swathes of time to meditation – under pressure, a few moments taken to still body and mind, and mentally regroup can be very helpful. Again, this is an assertion of self, a claiming back from the hubbub that fills too many people’s lives. In times of stress, stepping back and demanding a few moments to think rather than being forced to react, can make all the difference between a good call and a bad one. In slowing down, we serve ourselves well. Equally, in times when we lack focus and direction or are struggling to find energy, brief periods spent meditating can help resolve these issues. It is an assertion of self and self-control and can be brought to bear in any circumstance.


  Certain kinds of meditations – especially pathworkings with narrative threads, require longer stretches of time and guaranteed tranquility. They cannot be squeezed into moments stolen from a hectic day. Nor is it feasible to step in and out of them in response to external pressures. They need planning for and demand commitment. To undertake a more involved meditation, or work in deep contemplation with a place or entity, requires the dedication of time. It’s also best to do this kind of work when you are wakeful and able to concentrate properly on it. Therefore, involved meditation needs to be a daytime activity. You might choose to do it in an evening after work or set aside weekend time. It is fine to meditate without taking on these more involved workings if they do not suit your circumstances.

  Even in the most chaotic family home or shared house, it is often possible to find quiet places for evening meditation. Gardens, porches and other outside spaces may help. I find bathrooms are frequently a good option – the lockable door and the scope to get under a shower or into a soothing bath is conducive to meditation. If there is a great deal of noise and disturbance, it may be necessary to ask for an hour of quiet once in a while. This is worth exploring for its own sake – the urge towards noise, especially background noise, and rowdiness might be ‘normal’ but that doesn’t make it good for us. Having peaceful time within your own home is beneficial.

  One of the advantages of group meditation is that a shared commitment to meeting and meditating makes it easier to stick to. If time is in short supply, solitary meditating can be harder to maintain. Gathering socially to meditate, in a space that has been agreed upon for that use creates boundaries both in time and environment. Those around us may ‘forget’ that we asked for quiet when we meditate alone, but it’s difficult to miss a room full of people all being quiet. The additional social aspect of group meditation is an added bonus, and the process of sharing affirms the experience. Shared meditation is a lovely evening activity.

  Meditation on the brink of sleep can enhance your scope for resting. For anyone who suffers insomnia, it can be a way of tackling sleeplessness, or at least helping the body to rest to some degree. If you have trouble letting go of waking concerns to move into a restful state, meditation can help with this process. Techniques for relaxing the body are especially useful in facilitating sleep. This is not a time to try anything too complex or emotionally demanding, but it works well to use simple, familiar exercises. As being in bed means lying down in a warm, relaxed and darkened place, with no pressure to be anywhere else imminently, it’s an ideal space to work with.

  I have heard some people express the feeling that meditation before sleep is not a good idea because your concentration is impaired. There is also the issue of becoming too involved in the meditation to settle properly – which is largely a matter of picking appropriate techniques in the first place. Others feel that meditation before sleep makes lucid dreaming more likely, or even that you may be able to shape the dreams that follow it. For example if you meditate upon a question, your dreams may offer an answer to it. Working around sleep it is important not to dwell on things that upset or disturb you, as these will keep you awake – which serves no purpose. Be disciplined about the concepts you work with. I assume that some people will find pre-sleep meditation more likely to keep them awake, and that others will not. As this is bound to be a very individual issue, you will have to ascertain whether or not it suits you and proceed accordingly.

  Meditation is not separate from life, and can be woven into daily living in all kinds of ways. Once you develop the habit of pausing, breathing, contemplating and becoming calm, it’s possible to do that in almost any place or situation; thus meditating moves a person into more aware ways of living and being. In this aspect, it very much supports your Druidry.

  What Kit do you Need?

  New Age shops will happily sell you any amount of kit to aid you in your meditation – incense to burn, soothing background music, whale sounds, mats to sit upon, clothing to wear ... . You can spend as much money as you want to, but none of it is strictly speaking necessary.

  Kit is not without its uses however. If you find it difficult to create a conducive atmosphere or to step away from your normal activities, designating space, items or gear as part of your practice may be helpful. If calming your mind and relaxing your body are difficult, then soothing aids, such as mellow music and soft lighting may assist. Sometimes it helps to have specific routines to reinforce the shifting of states, or assist in making the right atmosphere. If these help to you, then by all means use them.

  It is important to recognize that anything you use alongside meditation is an aid, not an integral part of the process. All you need to meditate is the determination to do so. It is possible to meditate in any space, with background noise, disturbance and distractions, if the will is there. We do not need to be separate from our environment to meditate, nor do we necessarily need tranquility – although whilst learning techniques, peace is a distinct advantage! However, the peace and control we seek lie within us and have nothing to do with our external environments.

  Too much dependence on supportive ‘gear’ can become a disadvantage. If we need the right lighting, ambient music and incense to find our meditate state, then we are limited to meditating only in that pre-organized circumstance. A dependence on the right clothes, the right colored candle and so forth takes power away from us. We risk ascribing what we do to our props, not our own efforts. We also deny ourselves the useful tool that is meditation in self-defense.

  Once you are confident about a meditation, you may find you can use it in times of stress and challenge. Visualizations, calming techniques, and so forth can be tremendously useful utilized in times of pressure and need. Crises do not wait for the whale CD to go on, and are no respecter of whether we happen to be wearing the right gear. To use meditation to its fullest effect, it’s important to feel confident doing it in any conditions, and therefore worth avoiding any feeling of dependence on external things.

  It is also worth noting that music, incense and mood lighting belong entirely to the realm of stationary indoors meditation, and that’s not the only way to meditate. Working outdoors, or in public spaces, we won’t have access to these things. While the early sections on this book are wholly related to living room practice supported by conducive gear, later sections are not.

  Using mood-creating tools also acts to insulate us from the world. This is an issue to approach carefully. Peace is desirable, and tranquility in our homes beneficial, but tuning out the actual sounds and smells around us in preference for ones we have selected, is not without issue. Meditation can be used to distance us from our surroundings and ‘normal’ life, in times of need, but this is not its only function. In Druidry we seek relationship, and that does not mean seeking the esoteric at the expense of the immediate. The place we are in, the way it sounds, smells and feels are important too, and there is much to be said for not blocking them out.

  All of this said, it is important to be physically comfortable when meditating. It’s hard to relax if your jeans are pinching or you are feeling cold. The gear you most critically need for meditating is whatever enables you to comfortably occupy the space you mean to use. For a short meditation, this is less of an issue, but if you intend to spend half an hour on a pathworking, you need to be physically comfortable for the duration. When working outside it is important to consider the vagaries of climate, and to make sure (unless you plan to stand) that you have something suitable under you. Damp ground does not do the body any good, nor does it aid concentration. We are not in the business of trying to negate or ignore physical experience, so making sure that bodily experience does not distract from intention is important. Physical comfort plays a big part in that. Meditation should be enjoyable, it should not involve unnecessary suffering just to hold a pose, or stay in an unsuitable location.

  When you are planning to meditate, choose clothing that suits the environment and temperature, and that allows you to move and sit comfortably. Pick attire that requires no attention from you. Make sure that technology cannot intrude on what you are doing – where possible, leave it behind, or at the very least, switch it off and put it out of sight. Being mindfully present will make you more aware of the humming of fridges, lights and other electrical items indoors. You may find this a distraction you want to be rid of. You may also become more aware of ambient light – standby buttons glowing in competition with your candles, light pollution from streetlights – these may affect your choice of when and where to work. You don’t have to be stoical and tune things out – you can change your environment to suit you, or seek another place to work in. This is a process of learning about your own awareness and surroundings, so if you find things irritate you or impede meditation, explore that.

  For stationary meditations, you will need a place that is physically comfortable – working inside you have beds, sofas, comfy chairs, floor cushions, the bathtub, a pillow on the floor and all manner of other options to explore. Play with these, and see what feels right. Different arrangements suit different moods and times of the day. Changing the place you meditate in can significantly alter the experience. Again, there are no right or wrong answers here, only scope for experience and finding what suits you. Working outdoors, you have weather and ground conditions to contend with – so meditation gear could well be wellington boots and a waterproof coat. The key thing is that it must work for you.


  

  


  
Chapter Two

  

  Meditation for the Body

  



  The mind and body are not separate things. Each influences the other, for good and for ill. However, this is something we can take control of to a significant degree. Taking care of our bodies enables us to think more clearly. Reducing mental stress improves bodily health. Meditation is a tool that helps with this process. For best effect, it needs to be supported with good eating, sleeping and exercise patterns. Meditation alone is not enough to create mental and physical wellbeing, but it can significantly contribute to the process. Being more aware of the state of both mind and body, we become more able to act for our own good. If we are continually rushing and pushing, it is harder to notice aches and pains, to recognize tiredness or a need to let off steam. Slowing down enables us to think about ourselves in different ways. Taking the time to pay attention, we become aware of our needs.

  Until the body is able to maintain prolonged bouts of being both still and calm, it’s very difficult to manage long meditations. The ability to remain motionless, not fidgeting or uncomfortable, takes a while to master. While we struggle with that, focusing on complex meditations is difficult. In meditating for the body and in ways that focus upon our physical selves, we make peace with ourselves. These meditations develop skills that enable more complex workings, but they are also useful in their own right. Self-awareness begins in the body – if we are not familiar with our own corporeal presences, then we are not going to know our own minds either.

  Much of modern life discourages bodily awareness. We dress to hide our flesh, eat at set times not in response to hunger, wake for alarms and not from being sated. Most of us do not get much physical exercise; we take medicines that suppress our symptoms, use perfumes to mask our natural scents. We are in essence, animals. We are mammals, as fleshy, messy and vitally alive as every other mammal out there. And yet we deny this part of ourselves, and we learn to tune it out in order to conform to social pressure and the perceived demands of modern living. As Druids, we honor nature, and so we must also honor nature within ourselves. Exploring our own bodies and physicality, embracing our animal selves, honoring the elements within us and learning to relate to ourselves as physical beings is very much part of developing our Druidry.

  Meditations that focus on the body are the easiest to learn and the best place to begin. They give us roots and solidity, enabling peacefulness. These are forms of meditation that can be used quickly and for short periods – meditations that might be used at need in self-defense when life throws hard things our way. Incorporated into daily life, they aid relaxation and self-awareness. The skills in this section create meditative states, which can then be developed in more complex visualizations and pathworkings. However, we do not transcend into higher levels when we work for the mind or the spirit. There may be increasing complexity, but that does not mean elevation or progress. To meditate deeply through focusing on your body can be just as profound as the most intellectually challenging of pathworkings. Perhaps more so. As the Zen proverb goes: ‘Before Enlightenment, chop wood carry water, after Enlightenment, chop wood carry water.’

  Breathing

  Deep breathing has an instant, calming effect on the body. When we panic or go into fight/flight responses, accelerated heartbeat and breathing are very much part of the process. Taking conscious control of your breathing and slowing it down will reduce the effects of panic and stress. We breathe deeply as we move into sleep, and slow, full breaths are very much part of our relaxation process. Much of the time, most people take quicker, shallower breaths than they could. Using our lungs to a greater degree is good for us.

  Breathing deeply we become conscious of the most essential aspect of our physical selves. Breath is life. We cannot do without it for more than a few minutes. Breathing is a constant activity, yet we pay little attention to it. With deeper breathes, we can overcome anxiety and improve self-control.

  Breathing techniques are barely discernable to others. They can be used in any time or place without drawing attention. A few moments of consciously controlled breathing can make a lot of difference.

  Begin simply by being aware of your breath. Are you breathing with your ribcage, or is your stomach involved in the process too? How deeply do you normally breathe, and how rapidly? Slow down gently, deepen breaths and let your shoulders loosen. If you are tense, you might not be using your diaphragm properly. Take the time to relax and breathe deeply, letting your stomach move in and out as you do. Slow your breathing and fill your lungs generously each time. Don’t force it or hold it in any uncomfortable way, but relax into it, and let your body loosen around the process of taking in and exhaling breath.
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