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THE EVERYTHING® Wicca & Witchcraft Book


Dear Reader,


What come s to mind when you hear the word witch? A cackling old hag with a long nose, warts, and a pointy black hat? An evil sorceress stirring a strange brew in a cauldron? Those negative stereotypes are rapidly being replaced with more accurate images as Wicca and witchcraft “come out of the broom closet.” Today’s witches are doctors, computer programmers, teachers, landscapers, and flight attendants. The person who cuts your hair or repairs your car might be a witch. Wicca, in fact, is one of the fastest-growing religions in the Western world.


That’s all fine and well, but what can Wicca and witchcraft do for you? First, let’s consider what it won’t do. It won’t solve all your problems overnight; it won’t give you perfect hair; it won’t do your housework. But it will provide a framework for living the life you really want and the tools to achieve your fondest dreams. It will open new horizons for you, bring you myriad opportunities, and change your life in incredible ways. It will show you how to control your own destiny.


Maybe you’d like to learn to do magick spells. Maybe you’re seeking a community of people who share your reverence for the earth and all life. Maybe you want to connect with a deeper par t of yourself and with the divine forces in the universe. If so, Wicca and witchcraft can guide you to become what you already are in your hear t and soul—a powerful, magickal, spiritual person. This book can lead you as you take the first steps. Blessed be.


Skye Alexander




Welcome to THE EVERYTHING® Series!


These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.


You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.


We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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The Top Ten Ways Wicca and Witchcraft Can Help You


1. They give you the tools to create your own reality.


2. They allow you to take greater control over your life.


3. They provide a framework for living in harmony with nature and the cosmos.


4. They strengthen your mental skills.


5. They can enhance your relationships with other people.


6. They broaden your perspective of the universe.


7. They put you in touch with the nonphysical realms of existence.


8. They heighten your intuition.


9. They can improve your health.


10. They connect you with a network of like-minded people worldwide.




Introduction


[image: ] LATELY, YOU MIGHT have noticed that the words Witch, Witchcraft, and Wicca pop up everywhere—on television and radio programs, in movies, at bookstores, in magazines, on the Internet, and even in casual conversations. These terms are not new, but they have finally lost their negative connotations. TV witches are no longer portrayed as ugly, evil crones—no more warts, wrinkles, and pointy black hats. Instead, the characters and people presented could live next door—and some probably do!


Surprised? Don’t be. Wicca is among the fastest-growing religious systems in the United States; it is even recognized by the U.S. military. Similarly, witchcraft is a rapidly growing practice/methodology in which magick (manipulating energies) plays a key role.


Notice the important difference between Wicca and witchcraft: although the two are related, and share similar practices, the beliefs behind them are often different. To keep it simple, remember that Wicca is a religion, like Christianity, while witchcraft is a methodology. Wiccans generally practice witchcraft, but witches may not necessarily share Wiccan beliefs and therefore would not consider themselves Wiccan.


Confused? That’s okay; sometimes even those who have been practicing magick for decades still have to pause and consider how to define themselves in easily understood terms. The Everything® Wicca & Witchcraft Book is one such pause for explanation and definition.


This book’s goal is to provide you with a plethora of useful information. It is, in fact, a guide that will cover everything you need to know in order to better understand both Wicca and witchcraft, and even learn some magick to practice yourself. Here you’ll discover where these two systems fit into the broad-based Neo-Pagan community, and you’ll get an overview of their origins. You’ll also find out how each system is practiced and who, exactly, is shaping this swelling spiritual wave.


Are you curious about elemental and planetary correspondences for plants and animals, or how to effectively construct a ritual in a truly magickal way? Would you like to know whether witches are psychic, what kinds of ethics Wiccans hold dear, what divinatory tools magickal folk prefer (and why), or if any of the superstitions about witches are true? The answers are all here!


In this book, as in most others on this topic, you will read about the many personalities (mentioned or quoted directly) who have contributed in one way or another to what Wicca and witchcraft are today. Who are these people, what walks of life do they come from, and why are they important to the Craft? To fully understand Wicca and witchcraft, you will need to get a good feel for the real people leading these movements.


As you read, keep in mind that Wicca and witchcraft are composed of many vision-based faiths and practices, shaped intimately by the individuals walking their chosen paths. This means that no book can be the “final authority” on Wicca and witchcraft. The information provided here is generalized—a picture painted with a broad brush, if you will, of what’s common and popular in Wicca and witchcraft. It’s quite possible that you could meet a witch or Wiccan who does things differently than what’s portrayed in these pages. There’s a lot of room for improvising, borrowing from other cultures and paths, and personalizing these practices. In fact, the ability to transform and adapt with the earth, society, and each person’s individuality is among the cornerstones of eclectic witchery and Wicca, as well as of many Neo-Pagan traditions.


Having the option of adapting custom and heritage does not mean traditional concepts and practices should be tossed out with the proverbial bath water. Some witches and Wiccans only follow older or familial systems with specific rules and rites. They honor tradition, believing that it draws its power from use and refinement over generations. But nevertheless, even the most stringent of magickal traditions has room for spontaneity and ingenuity at suitable moments.


Finally, I should point out that both my perception of and my communication about Wicca and witchcraft are certainly influenced by my own experiences. I consider myself a witch and a magician. Magick is an intimate part of my everyday life, and I am very pleased and excited to be sharing its wonders and blessings with you.




CHAPTER 1


And Harm None: Philosophy and Ideology


As is true of followers of all religions and cosmologies, witches and Wiccans share some beliefs and disagree on others. Their ideas may be influenced by their cultural traditions and backgrounds, personal life experiences, or individual temperaments. In general, most seek to improve themselves and humankind as a whole, and to live in harmony with the universe. This means working for the greater good—often through the use of magick—and harming none.


Which Is the Witch?


Despite the ugly face that other religions have tried to put on witches, historically most have been concerned with helping individuals and communities. Of course, there are some “wicked witches” just as there are greedy evangelists and pedophile priests. It’s important to remember that fear and misunderstanding underlie the misconceptions many people hold about witches. Once you get to know them, witches and Wiccans are pretty much like everyone else; they just see the world a little differently.




[image: ]


The words Wicca and witch come from the Anglo-Saxon term wicce meaning “to bend or shape.” The term was used to refer to a female witch. Wicca referred to a male witch; the plural is wiccan. The Old English word wiccacraeft meant “witchcraft."





In the past, many witches learned their art as part of a family tradition in which they were carefully trained. (For more about the history of witchcraft, see Chapter 2.) Villages and cities alike had their honored cunning folk to whom people would turn for all kinds of help, from encouraging crops to grow to fixing a broken heart. Healing made up a large part of the witch’s work, and many witches were knowledgeable herbalists and midwives. In exchange for such services, the witch might receive a chicken, a measure of grain, or other necessities. (The barter system is still alive and well in witchcraft.)


Witches learned their skills as a craft, just as someone might learn carpentry or masonry. Religious constructs weren’t linked with the practice of witchcraft itself, though individual witches may have followed the beliefs of their families or culture. Witches do not need to believe in divine beings in order to use magick. They do not necessarily have a dogma to which they adhere in order to perform their work, just as computer programmers and auto mechanics don’t have to be members of a particular faith to do their jobs.
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Witches are not necessarily Wiccan. Witchcraft implies a methodology (for example, the use of magick), whereas the word Wiccan refers to a person who has adopted a specific spiritual philosophy. Witches can follow any religion, or none. Wiccans practice specific rituals and moral codes just as people of other world faiths do.





However, the lack of an ethical or religious construct does not mean witches are without ethics or religion. The use of magick is simply a means to an end and is, in itself, morally neutral. Ethics get involved only in how magick is wielded. (More about this later.)


For the most part, both witches and Wiccans believe in religious tolerance and respect every path as having potential for human enlightenment. Most Wiccans have come from other religious backgrounds and believe that people must choose their own paths. You’re not likely to find a Wiccan standing on a street corner trying to convert passersby to her faith.


Who’s Who?


By the way, it’s good to remember that a male witch or Wiccan is not called a warlock. He is a witch or Wiccan, too. Warlock derived from an Old English word for oath breaker; later, during the mid-1400s, the word came to mean liar (whether the person was male or female). So to call a male witch a warlock is a nasty insult. For the purposes of simplicity, this book will use the word witch for both male and female witches or Wiccans.


The words wizard and sorcerer can be used for a man or a woman. Wizard derives from a term meaning “wise,” and sorcerer means “witch” or “diviner.” Writers Gerald Gardner and Sir James Frazier are commonly given credit for coining the term Wiccan and kick-starting the modern movement in the 1950s. The word magician is also appropriate for both sexes and for both witches and Wiccans.


Zoroaster, in ancient Persia, taught priests called magi who relied heavily on astrology as an art. The “wise men” mentioned in the Christmas story are sometimes referred to as magi—they gained knowledge of Jesus’s birth by watching the stars. Depending on the cultural setting, magician came to mean people adept in astrology, sorcery, or other magickal arts. Note that the word magick in Wicca and witchcraft is spelled with a k, to differentiate it from stage magic (or sleight of hand).
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Wicca and witchcraft share some core concepts, and practitioners use some of the same tools. However, witches come from a wide array of schools, belief systems, and traditions of magick that are distinctive and unique.





Gods and Goddesses


Another difference between witches and Wiccans is that many Wiccans recognize a specific god or goddess, or honor several deities. Which beings or personages someone follows may be chosen by the individual, or dictated by a group, magickal tradition, or cultural standard. Wiccans look to “the Divine” as the source of life energy, a guide in the spiritual quest, and a helpmate in the use of magick.


Several divine figures show up as popular favorites in the Wiccan community. Among them are:




	Apollo (Greece and Rome)



	Bast (Egypt)



	Brigid (Celtic Europe)



	Ceres (Rome)



	Ceridwen (Celtic Europe)



	Dagda (Ireland)



	Diana (Rome)



	Hecate (Greece)



	Ishtar (Middle East)



	Isis (Egypt)



	Kuan Yin (Asia)



	Pan (Greece)



	Ra (Egypt)



	Tara (India and Tibet)






Wiccans tend to see a particular divine energy expressed in many faces; for example, the Eleusian mother goddess Demeter was called Ceres by the Romans. The Triple (or Tripart) Goddess is depicted as the three phases of womanhood: maiden, mother, and crone.


Karmic Law


A third distinction is that witches may or may not concern themselves with the potential results of a spell or ritual. Wiccans are bound by what’s known as the threefold law. Thus, Wiccans and witches may view the cause and effect of their magick differently. This doesn’t mean that witches don’t respect magickal power, however, nor does it suggest that they are unethical.
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The threefold law has similar overtones to the concept of karma. The law basically states that whatever you do, whatever energies you “put out,” return to you threefold (three times over) in this lifetime or the next.





The threefold law translates as What goes around comes around, not just once but three times. This seems to be a very good reason to make sure your motives are positive. Although karma is an Eastern term, you can see versions of karmic law expressed in the Christian concept that what you sow so shall you reap. Essentially, it’s the idea that for every action there’s a reaction, and that your individual actions will redound to you, if not in this incarnation then sometime in the future.


Wiccans believe you create your own destiny with your thoughts, words, and deeds. Because they subscribe to this idea, Wiccans tend to be more conscious and conscientious in their behavior and thinking than many other individuals are. Although the idea of reincarnation cannot be validated, many Wiccans and witches seriously consider the karmic implications of their actions or inactions.


Different Strokes for Different Folks


Witches and Wiccans approach magick in very personal ways—ways that can be incredibly complex or very simple. Kitchen and hedge witches, for example, generally practice pragmatic, uncomplicated magick, much of which originates in folklore. Hedge witches traditionally do not belong to a coven. Solitary practitioners, they depend on self-study, insight, creativity, and intuition for their guideposts. Hedge witches may be self-dedicated, but they are rarely publicly initiated. Similar to village shamans and cunning folk, they often provide spells and potions for daily needs. Their practice usually includes plant and herbal magick, often for the purpose of healing.


Others practice magick with more ritualistic overtones, drawing inspiration from various mystical and spiritual movements, such as the Kabbalah (Jewish mysticism and magick). Ritualistic witches look at every aspect of a spell or a working as being part of a huge picture. Each piece must be in the right place for everything to work as it should. For example, the astrological phase of the moon during which the spell is performed should be suited to the task. Every part of the working should be carefully contrived to build energy toward a desired goal.
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Shapes, numbers, colors, movements, objects, and sounds can all play parts in the construction of a spell or ritual. Each action or ingredient is considered to represent or embody a specific energy. The magician carefully chooses these for their symbolic value and how they relate to her intention.





A large majority of such workings have been used for a long time and are honored as part of the tradition the witch follows. This is not to say that a ritualistic school has no room for variety or improvisation. It’s just that the improvisation usually happens within a set framework.


Good Witch, Bad Witch


Are there “bad” witches who use their knowledge and power for personal gain and ill will? Yes, of course, just as there are “bad” Christians, “bad” Muslims, and so on. People are people. If you shake any figurative tree hard enough, a couple of rotten apples are liable to fall off. That’s just human nature. The good news is that these rotten apples are the exception, not the rule.


Just like everyone else, witches confront issues that require them to make ethical choices. For instance, should magick be used as a weapon, even if it’s only to fight back?
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Some witches believe that you cannot effectively bless if you do not know how to curse. The reasoning behind this belief is quite simple: If you don’t recognize the cause of a hex and fully comprehend the magickal processes used to enact it, how can you possibly hope to disarm it?





Wiccans and witches alike see magick as ethically neutral, even as electricity is neutral. Both magick and electricity can be used to help or to harm. Magick is simply the intentional use of energy. The witch directs energy by willpower toward a goal. How a person uses magick—the witch’s intention—is what colors it white, black, or gray. To complicate matters, people’s perceptions of what constitutes white, black, and gray aren’t the same. Followers of any religion or belief system face a similar conundrum. Defining anything in concrete terms is nearly impossible.


Black, White, and Gray Magick


Your motive for doing a spell determines whether it’s “white” or “black” magick, or somewhere in between. Magick spells can be grouped into three basic categories:




	Any spell done to harm someone else is black magick.



	Spells and rituals performed for the purpose of connecting with the Divine or to obtain higher knowledge are considered white magick.



	Everything else falls into the gray area.






As you might imagine, most magick that witches perform fits in the gray category. This doesn’t mean it’s wrong to do gray magick. Tapping your magickal skills to get a better job or improve your love life is like using any other talent to enhance your situation. As long as you don’t harm someone else in the process, you’re operating in safe territory.
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Some people call themselves “white witches,” meaning they abide by a simple code that instructs them to work for the good of all. White witches believe it’s highly unethical to attempt to manipulate another person or to use magick to interfere with his free will. This kind of manipulation occurs most commonly in love magick, when one person tries to force another’s attentions.





Many witches end a spell or ritual with the words, “This is done for the greatest good and may it harm none.” Because it’s sometimes hard to determine whether what you’re doing is for the good of all concerned, this phrase invites the universe to step in and guide energy to keep it from being misdirected.


Magicians recognize that they may not be able to foresee all possible outcomes of their magick. Human beings are not omniscient, and sometimes good intentions lead to terrible results. By requesting that higher (and wiser) powers direct their magick toward the best possible outcome, witches remove any selfish attachments and desires from their spellworking. The phrase “harm none” also pertains to the person doing the spell and protects the magician from any unwanted ramifications of a spell.


This brief overview is a broad generalization at best. Each witch relies on her inner voice (or conscience, if you will) in determining how she wields magick. There is no cut-and-dried answer to whether anyone is a good or a bad witch. Most witches hope and try to be the best witches—and the best people—they can be.


The Wiccan Rede


“The Wiccan Rede” is a guide for practitioners of Wicca. This short rhyme sums up the basic code of ethics Wiccans try to follow, in their magickal work and in their everyday lives.


The Wiccan Rede


Bide the Wiccan law ye must
In perfect love, in perfect trust,
Eight words the Wiccan Rede fulfill:
An’ ye harm none, do what ye will.
What ye send forth comes back to thee,
So ever mind the Rule of Three.
Follow this with mind and heart,
And merry ye meet, and merry ye part.


Immanence, Interconnectedness, and Community


Starhawk, one of the foremost figures in the modern revival of witchcraft, lists immanence, interconnectedness, and community as the three core principles or values of Goddess-based religion. Immanence means that all life on earth is an embodiment of the Divine and therefore sacred. You and everyone else are manifestations of the God and Goddess.


Interconnectedness means that all things in heaven and earth are linked and interrelated, energetically. “What affects one of us affects all,” writes Starhawk in her landmark book The Spiral Dance. Harming or healing any life form, anywhere on the planet, has an impact on all other life forms, at the level of spirit even if physically the impact is not noticeable.


As community-oriented faiths, Wicca and Goddess-based spiritual traditions see the growth, safety, and well-being of all beings as a goal. Instead of being concerned only with individual happiness and success, followers of these belief systems see themselves as members of a global community and seek to live in harmony with all people, animals, plants, and other life forms.


Heaven and Earth


Christianity has its heaven. Buddhism has nirvana. Where do witches go when they die? Many of them believe that their souls go to Summerland, a resting place before reincarnation into new bodies, in an ongoing cycle of birth, life, death, and rebirth.


Generally speaking, witches and Wiccans accept the idea of reincarnation, a belief that has also existed in numerous cultures and faiths for a very long time. Some African tribes claim the soul goes into the belly of the earth to await rebirth. In China, the spirits of the dead are said to wait in the underworld (which is not hell, but simply a place for spirits). Hindus believe that the spirit, freed from the physical body, waits to be reborn from the stars.


If your soul previously inhabited other bodies, why can’t you remember your previous lives? It seems that between death and rebirth memories of past lives are veiled, perhaps to prevent confusion or to enable you to enter into a new lifetime with a fresh perspective. Many people say their memories of previous existences have reawakened in dreams, during meditation, through hypnosis or regression therapy, or as a result of some type of traumatic experience.


Perhaps you’ve had a déjà vu experience or encountered someone you felt you’d known forever, even though you’d just met. These common occurrences are often explained as evidence of reincarnation. Indeed, a great deal of research has been conducted over the years that supports the idea. Regardless of whether you recall your past lives, the events of previous incarnations shape your present existence.
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Memories of previous incarnations may be awakened by someone or something that ties into the past life experience. The information that comes through from that past life is usually pertinent to what is happening in the here-and-now.





And what about animals? Do they come back? Can humans be reborn as animals? No one knows for certain. If you ask some pet owners, they’ll tell you animals display uncanny psychic abilities and seem to have a soul or spirit. Witches often have exceptionally strong ties with animal companions whom they call “familiars.” Although Hindus believe humans can reincarnate as other species, witches generally accept that human souls come back to earth in human bodies.


Earth as a Classroom


The witch’s body houses his soul. Witches who believe in reincarnation—and most do—regard earth as a place of learning. Their time on this planet is spent gaining and applying knowledge in ways that can only be accomplished on the physical plane. The eventual goal, however, is to stop the cycle of reincarnation so the soul can return to the Source. The earth, its creatures—everything in this world—are seen as teachers, and all experiences are considered opportunities for growth.


How long a soul waits between incarnations is uncertain. Several years, or perhaps decades or centuries, may pass between sojourns in this world. Many people believe you choose the time, place, and conditions into which you are born, or that you decide in concert with a divine plan that extends throughout the universe.
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Gnostics, Hindus, Buddhists, Kabbalists, and Druids alike subscribe to the idea that human beings are not merely mortal shells. After the body dies, the indestructible soul is released into another dimension, where it waits to be reborn on earth and begin the process of learning again.





You may have a specific “task” or “reason” for assuming a particular lifetime. Karmic issues incurred during previous existences influence your present and future lifetimes. Consequently, your soul might have to wait until conditions on earth are optimal for you to undergo the spiritual growth you seek before you can re-enter a physical form.


Reverence for Nature


The worldview of most witches bears a similarity to that of the shaman. Like shamans, witches see the earth as a living, breathing entity to be honored and protected, not a place to conquer and control. Every living thing in this world—and the planet itself—possesses a spirit, a unique energy pattern or resonance. As a result, witches tend to think globally, and attempt to live in harmony with nature and the universe.
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The word shaman is thought to derive from either of two sources. In Tunquso-Manchurian, the word saman means “one who knows.” In Sanskrit, the term sranaba was used to describe an ascetic who depended on spirits to provide information, insight, and guidance.





With this in mind, most witches strive to weave their magick in accordance with natural laws, working in partnership with the planet instead of fighting it. Many witches are strong proponents of protecting the land and wildlife, feeling that the destruction of either is a crime against Gaia (or Gaea), one name for the earth’s spirit; in Greek mythology, the goddess of the earth.


Stewardship of this planet doesn’t end with donations to environmental causes or recycling efforts. It also involves magickal practices. Witches often send out positive energy through spells and rituals to help heal the planet and its inhabitants. The energy may be aimed at protecting a particular place or species or the whole world. Perhaps that sounds rather grand, but magick is only limited by the practitioner’s perception of what it can and cannot do. If, as the Buddha said, “With our thoughts we create the world,” there is no reason magickal energy cannot encompass the whole globe, like a giant hug.


“It’s sacred ground we walk upon with every step we take,” many witches sing. The idea is that you need to move gently, to respect all life, and to honor the sacredness in all things and in each other, in both your magickal and mundane life.


The Next Generation


“Teach your children in the way they should go,” instructs a biblical writer. Does this idea apply to followers of Wicca and witchcraft, too? What are the karmic implications of “teaching” a child magickal methods and ideology? The magickal community continues to struggle with these types of questions. In part, a Neo-Pagan parent doesn’t want to close the world of magick to his or her child. Young children, because they have wonderful imaginations and lack skepticism, can achieve amazing results from their magick. On the other hand, does teaching children magick interfere with their free will to choose their own paths?


One school of thought maintains that many witches were brought up in the Judeo-Christian tradition and now walk a different path; likewise, their children can change direction and choose their own faith as they mature. Magick was historically a family trained craft, so learning from a parent or grandparent is part of the witch’s legacy.


A second school of thought says that children should find their own way, and parents should not influence their search for a personal path. Many witches have difficulty comprehending this approach because a parent teaches by example. How can a child not be influenced by a Wiccan parent who is truly walking the walk?


The answer for most parents lies somewhere between the two extremes. The primary consideration seems to be teaching children tolerance, respect for all life, earth-awareness, compassion, and self-confidence—in effect, teaching them to be good human beings. These basic values can be found in virtually every faith and worldview. Spirituality need not be colored by specific religious beliefs, dogma, and practices.
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Many Wiccan and Neo-Pagan circles welcome children into magickal celebrations. Bardic circles invite children to sing or tell stories. In some rituals, each child present stands hand in hand between two adults, as an important part of the whole. Usually children enjoy participating in magick rituals when they are given the opportunity.





Another reason to teach children a magickal path is that they take to it quite naturally. There is passion in Wicca and witchcraft, a zest for life, and an appreciation for living that’s refreshing. Children’s joy and innocence can also teach adults much about magick and happiness.


Folklore and Superstitions


As you have seen, the roots of witchcraft and Wicca reach back to the origins of humanity. The magickal heritage carefully preserved by witches throughout the ages includes a rich body of folklore as well as tales of divine and legendary figures. Ancient rituals and practices, along with many, sometimes odd, superstitions, have also been handed down through generations.


Witchy Lore and Superstition


Fantastical tales and superstitions about witches and magick derive from various sources. Some beliefs developed from simple misunderstandings. For example, a witch might use a broom to vigorously sweep a space, in order to clear away any unwanted or disruptive energies. Observers of such a magickal rite, not realizing what they were seeing, misunderstood the witch’s intent and may have thought she was trying rise off the ground. Thus, the idea that witches fly on their broomsticks was born.


Mainstream religions that intentionally wished to demonize the “Old Religion” also put forth erroneous concepts about witches. Still other ideas grew directly out of ancient magickal customs, country sayings, and primitive conventions.
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Some modern witches make light of the nonsensical images most people hold. For example, as you drive to work one day, you might see a witch’s car bearing a tongue-in-cheek bumper sticker that reads “Real witches don’t melt in the rain” or “My other car is a broom.”





Although some superstitions are rooted in truth, many are simply misrepresentations of witches and what they do. Halloween is a good example. Pointy hats, costumes, and black cats—the symbols of this holiday—are misinterpreted by holiday revelers. Pointed hats, for instance, actually represent a cone of power and wisdom flowing from a higher source into the mind of the witch or wizard. Black cats aren’t harbingers of bad luck; they have long been the faithful companions and familiars of witches. Donning a costume on Halloween (or Samhain, in witch-speak) serves as a visual affirmation to show what you hope to become in the next year—sort of a New Year’s resolution, for Halloween is the witch’s New Year’s Eve.


Common Misconceptions


Witches do not eat babies, and they’re not Satanists. They’re more likely to wear a business suit than a pointy black hat. Most drive cars rather than ride broomsticks and prefer pizza to eye of newt any day.


Here are some common stereotypes:




	Witches sell their souls to the devil in return for special powers. This folkloric image is erroneous and has been fostered by mainstream religions.



	Witches are humans who have psychic abilities. This assumption may or may not be true. Some psychics may be witches; some but not all witches are psychic.



	Witches are sorcerers. This term is accurate from an anthropological point of view.



	Witches are modern worshipers of ancient gods and goddesses. This description is fairly accurate for Wiccans but not always for witches.



	Witches cast evil spells on people, either for fun or revenge, such as turning men into toads. Although witches do cast spells for people (with their permission), these spells are done to help others, not to harm them. And if they could, most witches would rather turn frogs into princes!



	Witches are old, ugly hags. Witches come in all shapes, sizes, and ages—many are quite beautiful, and young women are eagerly joining the ranks of Wicca. This stereotype is inspired by the crone, a woman whose child-rearing responsibilities are behind her and who can now devote herself to her Craft.






Only education and understanding can uproot misconceptions and prejudices about witches. Many universities now offer classes in the history and practice of magick and witchcraft. Wicca is the fastest-growing religion in America—even the U.S. Armed Forces now officially recognizes Wicca, according to a National Public Radio program. It’s time to start thinking of witches and Wiccans in a whole new sense—as people who are simply living their lives in a uniquely magickal way.




CHAPTER 2


A Brief History of Magick and Witchcraft


Witches have a rich cultural heritage that they continue celebrating today. Witchcraft’s origins are hidden in antiquity—most likely, people around the world have practiced magick and witchcraft in some form since the beginning of time. Anthropologists speculate that Stonehenge may have been a sacred site where magickal rituals were performed, and the cave paintings in southern France might have been expressions of sympathetic magick. Today interest in the Craft is reawakening as contemporary witches put a modern spin on an ancient worldview.


The Old Religion


It’s impossible to separate magick and witchcraft. Although not all magick falls under the broad title of witchcraft, all witches practice magick in one form or another. At the dawn of the human race, when people first came to understand cause and effect, they began trying to explain the mysteries of earth and the heavens. If a wind blew down a tree and hurt someone, the wind might be characterized as “angry” or considered to be a spirit worthy of appeasement. In this manner, aspects of nature were anthropomorphized and the first vestiges of magickal thinking were born.


As civilizations developed, each brought a new flavor and tone to magickal ideas. One of these ideas was that the universe is a web composed of all kinds of invisible interlocking strands or connections. If humans could learn to influence one of these connections, they could affect the whole web.


At first, these attempts to influence the world were very simple: one action to produce one result. The action usually corresponded symbolically to the desired result. For example, to bind an angry spirit, a person might tie a knot in a piece of rope. If the action worked, or seemed to work, it was used again. Eventually a tradition developed.
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Modern Wicca and witchcraft have departed from the custom of handing over magickal authority to a select few. Today, everyone is welcome to explore these paths and processes, not just an elite group. In fact, utilizing one’s personal power is encouraged—through individual exploration, the field of magick has evolved and expanded greatly.





Our ancestors delegated the tasks of influencing the universe to a few wise individuals, who were elevated to positions of authority in their community. These people existed in diverse cultures and under various names—shaman, priest, magus, or witch. They all performed the same basic functions, though their specific actions and observances generally depended on their particular culture and era. Here are some titles of magickal practitioners from around the world:




	A ba’alath ob: mistress of talismans (Hebrew)



	Cyrabderis: witchdoctor (Mexican Spanish)



	Kashaph: magus and sorcerer (Hebrew)



	Magos: wise person (Greek)



	Maleficus: diabolical witch (Latin)



	Strega: witch (Italian)



	Volvas: sorceress (Norse)






Over time, attempts at influencing fate became more elaborate and included ritualistic attempts to coerce the ancestors, powerful spirits, or gods into action. The community placed a few venerated people in charge of such sacred duties. In early Celtic communities, for example, the Druids who served as seers, healers, advisors, and spiritual leaders were second in power only to the clan’s chieftain.


Witchcraft in Europe


It’s been said that history is written by the victors. History is imperfect and is often clouded by societal, personal, or political agendas; therefore, the study of magickal history is no easy task. To trace the course of events to modern Wicca and witchcraft, one can begin by examining the early manifestations of witchcraft in Europe.
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“History is the witness that testifies to the passing of time; it illumines reality, vitalizes memory, provides guidance in daily life and brings us tidings of antiquity.”


—Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 B.C.E.),
Roman orator, statesman, and philosopher





There are at least four competing interpretations of how witchcraft took root in Europe. The first view, which most in the magickal community have rejected, is that witches never really existed. According to this opinion, witchcraft was simply an invention of the Church authorities, used specifically to gain power and wealth.


The second view suggests that witchcraft developed out of European fertility cults that emphasized a goddess as a central deity. Although this concept has some merit, historians have yet to substantiate it with written chronicles.


The third view says that the idea of witchcraft was a social convention and superstition. When people could not explain an unpleasant event, they blamed someone whom they labeled a witch. This perspective traditionally does not allow for the existence of real witches, but instead considers them to be merely superstition.


The last theory describes how witchcraft evolved gradually from a wide variety of practices and customs. Many of these customs are rooted in paganism, Hebrew mysticism, Celtic tradition, and Greek folklore surrounding sorcery. Many of these customs carried through to Christianity—vestiges of magickal and pagan practices were prevalent in the early Church, and some remain to this day.
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Saint Brigid was a Celtic goddess so beloved by the common people that the Church adapted her story and canonized her. This is an excellent example of pagan beliefs and symbolism that the early Church “borrowed” and incorporated into its own traditions.





Despite the Church’s obvious connection to paganism, early Christians did everything in their power to discourage the old ways. Books of penance from the Middle Ages frequently speak of punishments for people caught practicing magick. For example, a mother caught putting her daughter on the roof to cure sickness was commanded to do penance for seven years (penance generally consisted of some type of fasting or other restriction).


Witchcraft was also influenced by the myths that traveled from one culture to the next. As the Vikings and the Romans invaded the British Isles, their legends, gods, and goddesses mixed with the beliefs of the indigenous people. Traders and travelers, too, brought stories and ideas to the lands they visited, so that cross-pollination occurred.


Additionally, because most people in earlier centuries were illiterate, magickal traditions were handed down through generations by oral teaching. The few individuals who did possess the ability to read and write probably recorded information according to their own views. Therefore, it’s difficult to ascertain what’s true and what’s fantasy regarding long-ago magickal practices.
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St. Patrick is lauded in Catholicism for having driven the snakes out of Ireland. Snakes are symbols of occult wisdom, kundalini energy, sexuality, and the Old Religion that existed for thousands of years in Ireland, Britain, and Europe before the ascent of Christianity; therefore, St. Patrick is actually revered for driving out the spiritual beliefs that predated Christianity.





Witchcraft Outlawed


During the eighth and ninth centuries, laws regulating witchcraft became much more prevalent. Some of these laws made sense and seem reasonable by today’s standards. For example, Charlemagne made human sacrifice a crime punishable by death.


Other laws, however, began to undermine the customs and traditions of the common people. For example, in 743, the Synod of Rome declared it a crime to leave offerings to spirits. In 829, the Synod of Paris passed a decree proclaiming that the Church no longer tolerated incantations and idolatry. By 900, Christian scholars were devoting much time and effort to writing about how women were supposedly being led astray by the devil. These events helped prepare the scene for the fury of the Inquisition.


The Inquisition


Between the 1100s and 1300s, the Church continued to discredit witches. Christian zealots presented a picture of witches as evil creatures who cavorted with the devil, despised all things sacred, ate children, and held wild orgies to seduce innocents. Stories of sorcerers who required that supplicants renounce the Church or Christ as payment for their services ran rampant.
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The tales and heinous charges ascribed to medieval witches were nothing new. Similar accusations happened when the Romans and the Christians first clashed, and when the Syrians fought against the Jews. Even today, religious extremists hurl malicious charges at one another. Every group, it seems, wants its beliefs to be upheld as the one “true” religion.





Members of the European learned community railed against the evils of witchcraft in flowery language, and preachers disseminated these ideas among the common folk. In effect, the Church labeled everything magickal as heresy. Witchcraft became a crime against God and the Church. From the twelfth century onward, both clerical and civil law grew harsher toward witchery. Between 1317 and 1319, Pope John XXII authorized a religious court, known as the Inquisition, to proceed against sorcerers and all persons who were believed to have made a pact with the devil.


Thousands of trials proceeded. Punishments included burning and excommunication, as well as hanging. The interrogation process involved torturing people to get them to confess the “truth”—that is, to force them to admit to whatever the inquisitor wished—and to name other witches.




[image: ]


“In 1484, the Papal Bull of Innocent VIII unleashed the power of the Inquisition against the Old Religion. With the publication of the Malleus Maleficarum, ‘the Hammer of the Witches,’ by Dominicans Kramer and Sprenger in 1486, the groundwork was laid for a reign of terror that was to hold all of Europe in its grip until well into the seventeenth century.”


—Starhawk, The Spiral Dance





In the process, accusing someone of witchcraft became a bureaucratic convenience. Not only those who actually practiced the Craft were tortured, imprisoned, and killed—anyone whom the authorities disliked or feared might be accused of being a witch. Conviction rates soared as many “undesirables” fell prey to the Inquisitors.


The atmosphere in England was less radical than on the continent. Because Henry VIII had separated from the Catholic Church, practicing witchcraft was regarded as a civil violation, and fewer instances of death sentences were handed out. In part, this may have been due to the influence of John Dee, a wizard of some renown, who served as an advisor to Queen Elizabeth I.


The Burning Times


The witch-hunt craze picked up speed during the Reformation period. The intellectual leaders of this religious movement, which sought to reform the Christian practices of Europe and reject the Catholic Church as the only true Christianity, offered no protection to those accused of witchcraft. The public, confused and struggling with the new religious ideas being put forth, was only too willing to blame anyone whose opinions and traditions differed. Anybody with a grudge against a neighbor might denounce her as a witch. It was the perfect environment for mass persecution. The legal sanctions against witchery became even harsher than before, and the lengths to which authorities would go to secure a confession grew even more malevolent.


The infamous Malleus Maleficarum, a guidebook for Inquisitors, added fuel to the fires of Christian righteousness. The torturers believed that if an accused person was not guilty, God would certainly intervene. When divine intervention didn’t happen, the subsequent confessions and deaths increased the Inquisitors’ fervor and power.
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As occurs in all tragedies, some individuals profited from the witch hunts. Payments were given to informants and witch hunters who produced victims. In some instances, male doctors benefited financially when their competitors—female midwives and herbalists—were condemned as witches.





During the so-called Burning Times in Europe, which lasted from the fourteenth until the eighteenth centuries, at least tens of thousands and possibly millions of people were executed as witches, depending on which source you choose to accept. The majority of these were women and girls. So thorough were the exterminations that after Germany’s witch trials of 1585 two villages in the Bishopric of Trier were left with only one woman surviving in each.




[image: ]


During the Burning Times, cats were feared as witches’ familiars and destroyed by the thousands. It’s been theorized that the Black Plague, which devastated Europe’s human population, resulted in part because the rat population increased and spread disease when their natural predators were eliminated.





It’s hard to know for certain why the witch hysteria finally subsided. Part of it may have been that people grew weary of the violence. In England, the hunts declined after the early 1700s, when the witch statute was finally repealed. The last execution on record occurred in Germany in 1775.


Witchcraft in the New World


In the New World, witchcraft evolved as a patchwork quilt of beliefs and practices. Many different concepts, cultures, and customs existed side by side, sometimes overlapping and influencing one another. Each new group of immigrants brought with them their individual views and traditions. Over time, they produced a rich tapestry of magickal thought.


Medicine men and women of the native tribes in North, Central, and South America had engaged in various forms of magick for centuries. They tapped the plant kingdom for healing purposes and divined the future. They communed with spirits, ancestors, and other nonphysical beings, seeking divine aid with crops and the hunt. Like pagans of other lands, these indigenous people honored Mother Earth and all her creatures. And, like magicians everywhere, they manipulated the forces of nature to produce results.


When white settlers migrated to the New World, they infused their concepts and customs into the territory. Not all of the early European immigrants were Christians. Some followed the Old Religion and sought freedom to practice their beliefs in a new land. Old World pagans continued with their magickal workings as they had in their native countries. Evidence suggests that some of these people joined Indian tribes whose ideas were compatible with their own.
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