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Preface

Many years ago, my mother sent me a knickknack called a kitchen witch—a calico-skirted figure glued to a twig broomstick, with a benign if stereotypical nose-meets-chin sort of face—with the suggestion that I hang it over my kitchen cabinets. The manufacturer’s tag assured me that this kitchen witch was a traditional source of good luck. I found it both amusing and touching to think of ordinary women all over the country hanging these little magical icons over their stoves and cupboards without knowing that there were real kitchen witches who really did make magic. Just a few years before my mother sent me that little good-luck figure, I had learned not only that real witches existed, but also that the term kitchen witch refers to pagans who practice informally, with the tools at hand and a deep appreciation for the sacred in the everyday. With a sense of having finally come home, I embraced this group as my own.

Now I have come to realize that there are many ways of being a kitchen witch. Your grandmothers and great-grandmothers probably knew a few of them, since many of our foremothers were Wise Ones who celebrated the magic in food, in cooking, and in kitchens, those home-hearts where family and friends are nurtured. Today we may not be used to thinking of our kitchens as magical places, but they are. Cooking was once considered a sacred act. After all, the cauldron and the stewpot are clearly related, and making a meal from a recipe is akin to casting a spell. Ingredients are gathered with intention, specific actions are performed in a certain order with a desired outcome in mind, and then—voilà!—the magic is served up. And there is a very potent magic available to us as we cook. We can do so with the conscious and loving intention that our food will connect us joyfully to the great Earth and her seasons, deeply nourishing us all.

This book is a revised and updated version of Cooking Like a Goddess, which was written several years ago when the word witch was still a bit incendiary for the general reading audience. Now, joyously out of the broom closet and with the addition of new spells and magical poetry, Witch in the Kitchen has emerged with wings to match the Wiccan roots that were always there.

Witches have a special relationship with food; we understand its importance in the sacred scheme of things. I have always deeply appreciated the fact that SageWoman magazine, that ally and guide for so many witches, includes recipes right along with its articles, poems, and rituals. The Beltane Papers, too, gives food its magical due. Food is the Goddess, and enjoying her is part of the whole ritual experience. My sisters in Full Moon groups always brought platters and bowls heaped with homemade goodies to be shared in the circle. One particularly memorable autumn moon included the eating of a special pie with our hands only—no utensils! A sticky and delicious time was had by all, and I came to realize that this sense of holy fun, of sacred sensuality, is at the root of all my work.

Like so many of you, I have always been a witch. From earliest childhood, I made seasonal altars, danced with green spirits under the trees, and devoted my life to awareness of the magic in all things. But twenty-seven years had passed before I met my first Wiccan priestess and learned that there was an actual Goddess Path. At first performing by-the-book rituals, making up complicated spells, and delving into tarot and the use of other divination tools made up the backbone of my spiritual practice. Spells, especially, gave me a feeling of empowerment: I could direct my will to change things—no more suffering in silence! Now, twenty-or-so years later my way of dancing with Wicca has slowly transformed. I facilitate simple Wheel of the Year celebrations that focus less on formal ceremony and more on joyful community. When I engage in spirit-centered activities the intent is more often to open myself, to embrace and accept the potential for growth in what is, rather than to change things to suit my desires. My relationship with tarot has deepened into a counseling practice that helps people live more authentically, encouraging them to truly embody the needs of their souls. And the magic of the Goddess continues to guide and inspire me.

Witch in the Kitchen is my personal testimonial to the transformative power of cooking and eating with spirit awareness. In the past two years my life has changed utterly. As of this writing, I am living with a loving, gentle man who cooks—and cooks better than I do! My heart is filled with a kind of stunned gratitude. So I offer this book with love to everyone who longs to live in celebration of the divine Mystery, in deep and delicious relationship with magic. May we all become the people our souls long to be, for the good of all. So mote it be.


Introduction

All living things eat and are eaten. It’s cooking that makes us human.
 —Elizabeth Cunningham

This book is for all of us who would like cooking and eating to be more magical and deeply soul satisfying. If you have ever felt hungry after you’ve just eaten, if you long to recover the ancient sense that your hearth is sacred, if you want to feel more connected to the Earth and to your own inner Wild One, or if you simply need some inspiration in the kitchen, then Witch in the Kitchen is for you.

Side by side with the recipes here are rituals, spells, meditations, playful exercises—even decorating ideas—that deepen our relationship to food and to the Earth. We are all inextricably connected to our mother planet and to the food she gives us, but many of us have forgotten that the connection is a sacred one. When we remember, then food may become the key to sacred experience. Our bodies will open the door and show us the way through. And the entire process can be great, nourishing fun.

So welcome to the world of Witch in the Kitchen, a world presided over by loving seasonal goddesses who want nothing better than to share their gifts with us. Prepare to dance with them as they sing their songs and show us how to fully embody and appreciate each phase of the yearly cycle.

Together, we will explore the idea of cooking as a nourishing spiritual practice. This doesn’t mean that we will need to spend more time cooking or that the meals we prepare will become more elaborate (in fact, they often become much simpler). Instead, exploring the sacredness of cooking means cooking with mindful awareness, with deeply felt pleasure and playful creativity, using foods that reflect the changing energies of the seasons, that are in harmony with the cycles of the Earth and those of your own body. When we cook with a sense of magic and mindfulness, we can all be witches in the kitchen.

The recipes in this book are simple and comforting. Out of a mouthwatering multitude of possibilities, I chose these particular foods because they seem to typify each season, to be filled with those special flavors, colors, and textures. I relied upon my own tastes and intuition for inspiration, and I encourage you to do the same. If, for example, a particular food summons up springlike feelings in you but I didn’t include it in the Spring section, by all means go ahead and cook it—with gusto—in spring! This book is about trusting your longings and honoring who you are; the recipes are designed to allow plenty of creative individual variation.

It does our hearts good (both literally and figuratively, I think) to eat what Mahatma Gandhi called “innocent food,” food that does not cause suffering to any living creature. The fact that there are many people starving on this planet of ours makes eating low on the food chain a humane priority. And there is a special sense of blessing, one that can be felt in every cell of our bodies, when we eat foods that come directly from our Mother Earth. And so these recipes are vegetarian, not in any spirit of self-denial, but rather in the spirit of loving connection to the most vibrant and healthful energies of the Earth.

How we eat—our frame of mind and heart—may be just as important as what we eat. We can all name relatives or friends who drink like fish, smoke, eat terrible things, and are eighty years old and still going strong. Likewise, many of us are busy doing all the right things—fretting over proper food combinations, cutting out anything remotely “bad” or dangerous (no caffeine, no alcohol), agonizing over every gram of fat, and all the rest of it—and we’re not exactly glowing with health.

Perhaps the key is to relax, to connect with the earth and the food it gives us, and to live joyously. Witch in the Kitchen is designed to help us live in a more joyful and connected way. And although there are no guarantees that joyful and connected living will prolong your life, it will certainly make life a pleasure while you live it.

One thing Witch in the Kitchen is not designed to give you is guilt. Even though I love to cook, cooking is not my only spiritual practice; I don’t spend all day, every day, in the kitchen fixing fancy meals for my family. I would often rather be making clay goddesses or reading or taking a walk in the woods or writing than cooking (in fact, I scorched one of the soups I was testing for this book because I got busy at the laptop and lost track of time). And I must confess that I take shortcuts when I need to; all-natural pilafs from a box, for instance, make a pretty consistent appearance on our table.

It may be that your life is too hectic to allow time for trying any of the rituals, spells, meditations, or ideas. If that’s so, don’t worry; simply reading them will help. (Thousands of us curl up in bed with a good cookbook whenever we need comfort. Cookbooks often work even better than mysteries or escapist fantasies to give us what we need. And we don’t necessarily cook the recipes we read about, either.)

The truth is we are all very busy doing other things; food preparation isn’t always at the top of our list of priorities. What really matters is not how much or how often we cook, but how deeply we pay attention when we do the cooking we do. Many of us are used to thinking that fixing a meal is something to rush through so we can get to the more important stuff. When we realize that cooking is itself an important—even sacred—act, perhaps we will no longer resent the time we spend in the kitchen. Perhaps we can be authentic, juicy, and deeply alive both in and out of the kitchen.

Witch in the Kitchen invites us to interact with our food in playful and magical ways, to love our kitchens, our bodies, and our planet. When we welcome the goddesses of the seasons into our hearts, we will see that the magical world of this book is the real world that has surrounded and sustained us since the beginning of time. We will be priestesses in our kitchens, we will be cooking (and eating) like goddesses—and we will have come home.
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Making Your Kitchen a Sacred Space

If you have mixed feelings about your kitchen, you are not alone. Our attitudes toward kitchens and cooking are often weighted with lots of baggage, at least some of which is a legacy from our mothers, who often had pretty mixed feelings themselves. For many of our mothers, boxed and frozen foods were the saviors that liberated them from domestic tyranny and bought them a little free time; we may have grown up never knowing that food could taste alive. Others had moms who liked to do things the traditional way. Those meals probably tasted great, but we may have been thinking, as we chewed, “I am never going to spend five hours laboring over a meal that will get wolfed down in fifteen minutes. No such slavery for me, thank you!”

For some of us, even warm and cozy images of the kitchen are inextricably entwined with images, just as strong, of patriarchal oppression: We know that there were generations of women who had no other arena for their abilities, no other outlet for their talents. With phrases like “Barefoot, pregnant, and in the kitchen” echoing in our heads, it’s easy to see how kitchens can become symbols of frustration, of gifts denied. And those of us who truly love to cook may catch ourselves wondering, “Am I somehow not liberated? Is it politically incorrect to like hanging out in the kitchen? Should I be pacing a boardroom instead?”

Kitchens are often synonymous with some very complex issues. For instance, they automatically seem to bring up our deep-seated attitudes about sexual equality. Was your childhood kitchen solely your mother’s domain? If it was, did your mom resent her kitchen responsibilities, or did she revel in her role as Kitchen Queen? Where did your dad fit in? Where did you? If you’re in a relationship, how does your significant other fit into your kitchen scenario? Some of us have partners who never set foot in the kitchen. Others have partners who do all, or at least the majority, of the cooking. What are the kitchen dynamics in your home? How do you feel about them?

The central truth—whether we’re partnered or solo, on a high-powered career track, staying at home with our children, or somewhere in between—is that we all have to spend some time in the kitchen. We all have to eat. Some of us have to feed other people besides ourselves. And sadly, for many of us kitchens are just rooms where we have to spend too much time, places of tedious and soulless drudgery. It’s no wonder that many of us feel tired, turned off, and bored as soon as we walk into them. Somehow, our culture has stolen the spirit from cooking, and from food. It is perhaps no coincidence that eating disorders are so prevalent: our very souls are hungry.

But what if we could restore a sense of magic, joy, and sacredness to the whole complex package of cooking and eating and kitchens? Imagine creating a kitchen that fills you with a sense of your own magical power—whether you spend three minutes a day cooking in it or three hours. Imagine finding a way home to your ancient birthright of soul nourishment and deep pleasure in food. Imagine reveling in the spell of each season as you bring its special ingredients to life. Imagine cooking like a witch in the kitchen.

This chapter offers a lively and empowering antidote to the cultural deadness surrounding kitchens, cooking, and food. In it, we are invited to create kitchens that are vivid expressions of our wild spirits, that resonate with our inner selves—kitchens where we can begin to feel deeply at home. By restoring a sense of the sacred and magical to cooking and eating, we nourish our deep inner hunger, a hunger for connectedness and meaning. We can begin to create a concept of sacredness that embraces the everyday, that includes the playful and the spontaneous in its expression.

For all of us with mixed and complex feelings about kitchens and food, it can help to know that there is a tradition—newly rediscovered by witches everywhere—called the Goddess Way or the Pagan Path, where food is considered holy, the body of our sacred Mother Earth, a loving gift to her children. Our culture may have forgotten this path, but our ancestors knew it; indigenous peoples have always known it. It is an Earth-centered way, meaning that it is grounded in loving respect for the planet. It is an ancient way, but it is reemerging today to remind us of our ancient goddess heritage. According to the Goddess Way or Pagan Path, food can be our spiritual guide, a guide that leads us to direct experience of the numinous, the Divine. Food is sacred. Our kitchens can be sacred, too.

Our culture considers cooking a chore; we are encouraged to get it over with as quickly as possible. But it may help us to remember that cooking was once a magical act. Cooks were priestesses who wielded the power of fire, transforming raw ingredients into nourishment for themselves and their families. The act of cooking linked women with the Goddess, the Great Nurturer. Now we can reclaim our power and joy in cooking, not because it is the only thing we are allowed to do, but because it is a sacred act and we are just the sacred folks to do it. We can reclaim the importance of the things women have always done—caretaking, teaching, relating, creating, mothering—because they have kept humanity alive despite our culture’s message that only warfare, gaining power over others, consumerism, and competition are important.

Our culture may have taught us that we are widely separated by our differences—racial, religious, sexual, economic. But the need for food gives all of us a common bond. And the fact that we are all inhabitants of this planet gives us another. Many of us are busy reenvisioning and remaking our culture in a healthier, more life-affirming mold. We want to imagine a culture where all of us are empowered to nurture each other and ourselves. It can all start in the kitchen.

The following sections offer ideas for making your kitchen a place where magic can happen, a place that feels deeply right to you, an evocation of your unique and powerful spirit. At this point, many of you may be thinking, “Look, I hardly have the time or energy to throw a frozen burrito in the microwave. Now I’m supposed to redecorate my kitchen? Are you kidding?”

The good news is that making your kitchen sacred is a process. Take it at the pace that feels right to you. Do only the things that feel fun. And use these ideas as inspiration for your own flights of spirit-fancy—there aren’t any rules here except to follow your inclinations, listen to your heart. The strange and wonderful paradox here is that the more you make time to do, the more energy you’ll have. Part of our deep spiritual exhaustion stems from the hours and hours we spend doing things that don’t feed our spirit. Playing with magic in the kitchen will nourish and revive you.

Our ancestors knew the pleasure of being firmly rooted in their kitchens and in their magic. Sadly, our culture is a rootless one—as my friend the novelist Elizabeth Cunningham says, most of us are walking around like cut flowers. Here, then, are some ideas and inspiration for putting down roots in the kitchen, making it a place where your goddess-self will feel deeply and joyously at home.


Putting Down Roots

The secret to making our kitchens sacred places is to connect: connect with inner self, connect with Deeper Power, connect with the living energies of the foods we cook. It is through the act of connection that we put down spirit-roots that draw up nourishment from the deep place to feed our hungry souls. And our greatest allies when it comes to this process of connecting and putting down roots are our senses.

Many of us have been taught that our bodies are lowly, even shameful, certainly inferior to the white light of Spirit, that only our minds are to be trusted—never our senses. Now many of us are realizing that this may not be the healthiest attitude to take. Witches know that our bodies are wise beyond our imagining; they give us cues to communicate that wisdom. Our bodies are, in fact, sacred and should be treated as sacred. Is it any wonder that the kitchen, so clearly tied to the needs of the body, should have been considered a lowly and inferior place for so long?

As we reclaim the sanctity of the body, we reclaim the sacredness of the kitchen. Trusting our senses is a first step. Our bodies need to be not only at ease, but also pleased in the kitchen. We can’t put down roots if the very sight, feel, and smell of the place make us tense and unhappy. So first we need to take a good look at the materials that were used to make our kitchens. Natural ones—wood, tile, brick—seem to encourage rooting, but materials that were man-made (the term is used advisedly) do not.

So what do you do if yours is an artificial kitchen? Do you have to rip out everything and replace it with natural pine and earthy tile? Fortunately, no (unless you’ve been searching for a project that would take lots of money and time). Instead, you could do what a friend did when she moved into her new home and was confronted with the Kitchen from the Chemical Lab: She put rag rugs over the linoleum, painted spirals and suns on the Formica cabinets, and replaced the Formica-topped built-in table with an old pine one. If you can’t renovate, redecorate! Let’s hope the surfaces you see and touch most often will end up being pleasing to you.

Cleaning

A tidy kitchen is certainly not a prerequisite for sacred cooking—our inner Wild One has absolutely nothing against an exuberant mess. But a kitchen that smells weird or feels nasty can make your spirit cringe.

If you’ve been putting off the odious task of cleaning, you can make the process a more spirit-connected one in several ways:

1. Sing a special song as you clean. If you know a goddess song, great. If not, make up something. Repeating even the simplest of tunes (with or without rhyming words) can help you to relax, open, deepen. You don’t have to sound like a “professional”—don’t judge yourself, just have fun with it.

2. Clean barefoot. (Or naked.) This changes one’s perspective, somehow. As you work, visualize rootlets growing from the soles of your feet, going down through your (clean) floor into the Earth.

3. Make yourself a cleaner’s crown out of ribbon or paper or ivy or anything that strikes your fancy. After all, you deserve a crown for all the work you do. Make up a silly name for yourself. If you’re a warrior-type, you could be Spic ’n’ Spanna, Fighter of Grime; make up stories about your battles and adventures. Or become Our Lady of Perpetual Mopping; see yourself as a healer and soother, a sort of Mother Teresa of the kitchen. Your crown would be more of a halo. Maybe you’d be happy as the Wise One of the Woods, wreathed with wild grapevine, breasts painted with magical symbols (real or imagined). Find a character that suits you.

4. Nothing discourages rooting like toxic and carcinogenic chemicals. If your cleaning products are filled with them, you can bet your inner self knows it—and it probably isn’t happy. There are many wonderful books available today that tell how to make safe, effective household cleaners from simple and natural ingredients (see the Suggested Reading section for titles). Or take a trip to your nearest natural foods store and try some of the earth-friendly products you’ll find there. You’ll be doing yourself, your family, and the environment a favor—and you’ll feel a healthy difference in your kitchen. Imagine wiping away the grease with a liquid made of deliciously scented citrus peels instead of harsh chemicals. Or scouring the sink with fresh lemon and baking soda rather than something that smells like a public swimming pool. What you choose to use can really make a difference. Try paper towels made from non-chlorine-bleached recycled paper, or switch to washable cloths. When you grocery-shop, bring along a string bag or a sturdy canvas one. Compost your kitchen scraps, rather than just throwing them away. Actually, composting can become a satisfying part of our daily spiritual practice. Here is a Compost Prayer from my friend Pangea. She repeats it every time she takes the kitchen-scrap crock outside to empty it onto her compost heap.

From the earth you came—

Your seed did grow,

Nourishing all of me, body and soul,

An eternal cycle,

A graceful flow—

And now, back into the earth you go.

Blessed be, Mother Earth. Thank you.

Even small, everyday choices like these can show that we care about the planet. After all, when we put down roots, we want the earth we root in to be healthy and safe.

5. Add a strong herbal tea to your cleaning water. The sweet scent and good vibes will go a long way toward making your kitchen feel connected to Deep Power. Just boil a couple of cups of water and throw in a handful of herbs, steep for several minutes, and then strain the tea into your cleaning bucket.

Here are some traditional herb correspondences; choose one or more according to your desire. We don’t usually think of things like sea salt and basil and apples as magical, but our witchy ancestors knew they were. It is a wonderful affirmation of the magic in the ordinary to use kitchen-cupboard ingredients consciously in this way. And that, after all, is part of what being a kitchen witch is all about.

angelica: Blessings, protection, purification. Those of you who are fascinated by angels will like this one; think of it as inviting angels into your home.

apples: Food of the Goddess; love. Simply add a few pieces of fresh or dried apple to your boiling water (but not too much or you’ll end up with a sticky kitchen).

basil: Love, fidelity, wealth, protection. A nice all-purpose herb with a luscious summery scent reminiscent of mouthwatering pesto.

chamomile: Serenity and calm; purification. Smells like a blend of apples and new-mown hay. While you’re at it, make yourself a cup of tea to drink after you’ve finished cleaning; it’s very relaxing.

cinnamon: Happy home, safety, healing, protection. The primal home-and-hearth spice. Use pieces of cinnamon stick for your brew (the powdered kind will turn into a gelatinous glop in the bowl).

clove: Purification; promotes love and spirituality. Try it with cinnamon—delicious!

eucalyptus: Health; protection. Slightly medicinal, but warm and fresh.

evergreen: Health, purification, vitality. Different types have different scents, so experiment. If you have pine, cedar, or juniper growing nearby, a few sprigs placed in boiling water will add green freshness to the brew.

fennel: Protection, healing. Its licorice scent has a quality, reminiscent of childhood, that’s very appealing.

lavender: Love, friendship, peace, happiness, protection. Such a sweet, relaxing, and calm-inducing scent—and it’s also an antidepressant.

lemon peel (fresh or dried): Purification. It’s no accident that so many cleaning products are lemon-scented; lemon smells fresh and uplifting and cleanses away negativity.

marjoram: Love, protection. Another antidepressant. Some of us sprinkle a little of this dried herb in the corners of every room in the house (why stop with the kitchen?) to promote love and safety.

peppermint: Purification, healing, soothing. A wonderfully relaxing and refreshing scent.

rosemary: Cleansing and protection; clears negativity; encourages clear thinking. You may find that a rosemary-smelling kitchen is one where you have to consult the recipe less often because you’ll find yourself remembering what it says!

sage: Purification, wisdom. It’s no coincidence that the word for wise one is the same as the herb’s name. A traditional ingredient of many Native American smudge bundles, a strong sage tea will make your kitchen feel safe and cleared of negativity.

St. Joan’s (or John’s) Wort: Health, happiness, love, protection. An all-purpose herb. It doesn’t really have a scent, but a few drops of tincture—or a few blossoms strewn in the wash water—give many benefits. Consult a good weed identification book to see if there is any growing near you, or see Supplies to order the tincture.

sea salt: Traditional for purification and protection. If you’ve been feeling vulnerable or weird and you have time to add only one ingredient to your water, this could be it.

vanilla: Love, happiness. A piece of the bean or a few drops of extract will make your kitchen smell and feel delicious.

If you’re stressed for time or low on ingredients, try the herbal tea bag shortcut. There are many varieties available at the supermarket with nice combinations of ingredients already premixed for you. For instance, Celestial Seasonings makes a fragrant cinnamon-apple blend, perfect for happy-home and goddess-centered energies. If it’s serenity in the kitchen that you want, try one of the many stress-reducing or relaxing blends available. Just boil a few cups of water, add a couple of bags, steep, and strain as usual.

Or use a few drops of essential oil instead of either tea bags or herbs. Consult a good book on aromatherapy to see which scents would be most beneficial for you and your family.

6. After you’ve vanquished the worst of the grime, clear the atmosphere by lighting a sweetgrass braid or sage-based smudge bundle and walk around the room, letting the smoke waft into every corner (let some smoke waft into the cupboards, too). Or light a stick or cone of your favorite incense. You want your kitchen to smell good to your inner self.

7. You may surprise yourself and really get into the cleaning process. If you do (and if you have some more time), you may enjoy clearing out and beautifully organizing your cupboards. Virgo-type friends report that every time they open a tidied cupboard, the sight of neatly arranged cans and jars—or cups and plates—gives them a rush of serenity and well-being. Even non-Virgos can enjoy this.

8. Take some special time in your now clean kitchen, simply being, doing nothing. You will be amazed at how soothing this can be. Make yourself a cup of tea and just sit and drink it. Slowly. Quietly. Listen to the hum of your refrigerator. Smell the incense or smudge or herbs that you used. Feel the shape of the chair under your seat, the firmness of the floor under your feet. You are enspiriting your kitchen—now you can allow yourself to feel welcomed by that spirit, which you are helping to create.

The Power Place

One of the most important first steps in making your kitchen sacred is to create a place of nurturance for yourself there. We deserve to have a special spot where we can relax, close our eyes and meditate, daydream, or simply think about food in peace. Tuning in to your inner self and feeling empowered are more difficult when your muscles are tensed. You are the goddess of your kitchen: You deserve to be comfortable.

All you really need is a special, cozy chair—one that everyone in your home recognizes as yours. Every time you sit in it, you will remember that you are doing sacred work when you cook, and you will remember that comfort was once the special gift of the kitchen.

Even though many of our modern kitchens are sleek, almost chilly places, something in our bones remembers when kitchens were snug. Deep inside us, we remember the magical glow from a cave-fire. Outside its bright circle of protection were all our fears—hungry wild beasts, killing cold, shapeless terrors that waited in the dark. But inside the golden circle we were safe. Kitchens—places where the hearth fires burn—mean safety, warmth, peace. For centuries, the kitchen was virtually the only comfortable room in the house. Before central heating, its roaring fires and ovens kept out the chill when the world was blanketed with snow. The kitchen became a natural gathering place, with special seats built near the fireplace where one could rest and be at ease, warm, and comfortable.
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