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Introduction

It was in the early 1990s when I took my first steps into the world of contemporary witchcraft (then generally referred to as Wicca). Back then the neophyte (beginner) was expected to learn how to render the “veils” between this world and the mystical one by applying themselves to the work in order to understand these mysteries. My initial instruction not only focused on the practical application of ritual and magick, but also the “behind the scenes” information, providing an insight into the psychological changes, as well as what is actually happening on the astral level. It is this understanding that enabled me to gain a stronger belief in the magical work that I was undertaking – a belief that also proved to be most beneficial during dark nights of the soul, the times of doubt when the logical mind saw me questioning what I had been dedicating much of my adult life to.

Processes were taught in a rather methodical manner and one’s own personal practice was regularly recorded. Patience and dedication were essential requirements for the veils to be drawn back, enabling the neophyte to step through. Much appears to have changed since then.

These days Wicca has almost become a generalised term for neo-paganism, which often includes an assortment of New Age practices, as opposed to focusing on the initiatory teachings that stem from the original vision that its founder, Gerald Gardner, and later, Alex Sanders, had. Despite what seems to be a copious amount of information available today, much tends to be the same material regurgitated without any real instruction as to why or even how certain techniques are done, let alone any form of acknowledgment as to where the information was originally obtained. There also seems to be an increasing belief of “anything goes” and “do what you feel”, resulting very much in a self-styled form of witchcraft with an emphasis on using one’s own intuition, as opposed to foundational work.

Watching these changes occur, it seems that what is often depicted today as “Wicca” bears little resemblance to what I was trained in and what my practice involves today. While there are traditional “Wiccans” who continue to classify themselves as such, the term I personally prefer to use to describe what I do is “contemporary witchcraft”.

To some this statement in itself may be controversial, after all, no one movement or person actually owns the word “Wicca” or indeed “witch” and subsequently “witchcraft”. I feel, however, that coming from a more traditional background that honours oath-bound information, hierarchical training and the initiatory process, there needs to be an attempt to ensure that even a small part of what is being depicted as contemporary witchcraft (Wicca) reflects its original essence, and that the neophyte is aware of this to enable them to more accurately select their chosen path. This way some of the time-proven and time-honoured ways are retained. Therefore, throughout this book whenever you read “contemporary witchcraft” I am referring to a more traditional and initiatory form of Wicca. Where I refer to “Wicca”, I am referring to the modern non-initiatory form of Wicca more commonly talked about today (unless of course I state otherwise).

Times may have changed, as have the needs and desires of people, and whilst spiritual practices also have changed, this does not necessarily mean that all of the original vision Gardner had is outdated and needs to be discarded. As the saying goes, we do not have to “throw the baby out with the bathwater”. When it comes to magick, there are still aspects and techniques that simply can only be learnt over time through the practice of the magical art. Such things cannot really be taught through the pages of a book or the internet. There are other aspects of magick that are best taught under physical instruction of a trained practitioner as opposed to a handful of inexperienced novices boasting about their alleged successes.

The title of this book, Contemporary Witchcraft: Foundational Practices for a Magical Life, is no accident. When I teach, I like to provide students with a foundation upon which they can build their craft. This is what I feel is missing in a lot of modern books that seem to go straight to spells. While you do not need to cast a circle and honour the Gods in order to create spells and perform magick, if you wish to embrace contemporary witchcraft as your spiritual path though, then these practices are important.

Once this foundation and initial understanding of what contemporary witchcraft is actually about, then the student is able to better understand other practices that I teach. These include ancestor and spirit workings, psychic development, as well as ceremonial magick, which will be provided in later volumes.

The purpose of this book therefore is to provide the neophyte with a solid foundation and understanding of the practices of contemporary witchcraft. This material has been drawn from my own teaching notes, as well as from essays that I have written over the last 20 odd years. I further hope that the material contained within these pages compensate the lack of readily available resources for those of us living south of the equator; although Northern Hemispheric readers are also well catered for. The result is what I consider to be a rather comprehensive introduction into the foundations of the philosophies found within contemporary witchcraft.

The first section of this book contains nine somewhat detailed essays that focus on the more foundational philosophies and background with respect to contemporary witchcraft. Some of the information contained within these essays may appear somewhat controversial. This is largely due to the amount of misinformation about contemporary witchcraft that is available today.

In the second section, I have gathered together a number of further essays that focus on the more practical aspects of the Craft, together with various exercises to assist the neophyte to gain skills that will benefit them as they walk this path. The purpose of these exercises are to enable the neophyte to begin putting into practice what they are learning.

In the final section, the Appendix, I have included an assortment of additional information that can act as a reference guide to information contained within some of the essays, as well as insights as to how to incorporate these philosophies and practices into the everyday life. Hence the title, Contemporary Witchcraft: Foundational Practices for a Magical Life.



Blessings, Frances

(Lughnasadh, 2020)





Part I

Background





A Brief History of Modern Witchcraft

Before diving straight into the practices of contemporary witchcraft, it is important to understand how it came about. I seem to recall that it was author and initiate of the Gardnerian tradition, Raymond Buckland, who once said that in order to know where you are going, you must first know where you have been.

Archaeological evidence has revealed that spiritual beliefs appeared long before the rise of orthodox religions, including Judaism and Christianity, where there were two main images of deity: a divine male (the God), usually represented as a horned man or as a horned animal (i.e., the stag or the bull); and a divine female (the Goddess), usually represented in female form, with the emphasis placed on regenerative features. Goddess figurines date back to at least the Palaeolithic era, over 30,000 years ago, with one of the oldest being the “Venus of Willendorf” that was found in Austria. The earliest image of the Horned God appeared some 18,000 years ago in the Caverne de Trois Freres (Ariege, southern France) in the form of a cave painting that depicted a human shape (possibly a shaman) dressed in the skin of a stag and wearing antlers, dancing among bison with a hunting bow. While we will never know the true meaning of these forms of art, educated assumptions have resulted that they reflect early spiritual beliefs that may have included religio-magick (a religion or a belief system that incorporates aspects of magick). Maybe it was an early form of shamanism. What is evident is that it indicates an awakening of mankind’s spirituality.

Tales of witches and witchcraft have also long appeared in classical literature, such as Greek myths that mention Medea and Circe. Both were priestesses of the Goddess Hekate, who, herself, was associated with sorcery and witchcraft, and they were also known for their magical abilities. Such stories, or at least the belief in them, became incorporated into the Canon Episcopi during the 12th century, a document that went on to have a profound and long-lasting impact on the philosophy that Christianity (in particular the Catholic Church, which was extremely dominant at the time) had towards witchcraft and even paganism in general.

Believed to have originally been written around 906 CE, the Canon considered that witchcraft was an illusion that originated in dreams and as such, to believe in it was heresy, or against the church’s teachings:


“Certain abandoned women, perverted by Satan, seduced by illusions and phantasms of demons, believe and openly profess that, in the dead of night they ride upon certain beasts with the pagan goddess Diana.”1



In 1233, a papal bull issued by Gregory IX established a new branch of the inquisition in Toulouse, France, that was led by the Dominicans, an order of preachers founded on two purposes: preaching and the salvation of the soul. Originally the Inquisition was intended to prosecute Christian groups considered heretical, such as the Cathars. As time went by, the Dominicans eventually evolved into one of the most zealous prosecutors of persons accused of witchcraft and pagan superstition in the years leading up to the Reformation that commenced in the early 15th century. German historian Wolfgang Behringer suggests that it may have been the work of 13th century Dominican monk Thomas Aquinas that instigated this change due to his assertion that witchcraft was connected with the devil.2

The idea that believing in witchcraft was heresy continued until the reign of Pope Innocent VIII (1432 to 1492), who, on 5 December 1484, issued a papal bull, the Summis desiderantes affectibus that reversed the Canon Episcopi and stated that witchcraft did in fact exist and it was heresy. This bull inspired the publication of the Malleus Maleficarum (“The Witches’ Hammer”) in 1486, written by two German inquisitors of the Dominican order, Heinrich Kramer and James Sprenger, which became a handbook during the following periods of persecution known as the “witch trials” (or “Burning Times” as this period is referred to by many modern day pagan traditions).

The height of the witch trials took place between 1580 and 1630, and stretched right across Europe, resulting in the horrendous torture and deaths of many thousands of people, mostly women. The craze then continued from February 1692 until May 1693 in colonial Massachusetts, commencing in the small village of Salem. There were some 141 suspects, both men and women, tried as witches, 19 of which were executed by hanging, and one man, Giles Cory, pressed to death by heavy stones.

Despite having been distorted as the devil or evil hag or sorceress by Christianity, images of the Horned God and Goddess still remain somewhat active within the human psyche. Modern practitioners of Wicca and contemporary witchcraft continue to reject the negative Christian images, preferring to revive the more positive forms to express the ancient pagan spiritual practices.

The “birth” (or even “rebirth”) of what is considered to be contemporary witchcraft occurred in the late 1930s, when a retired British civil servant and amateur anthropologist, Gerald Brosseau Gardner (1884–1964), returned to England after having spent most of his working adult life in Malay. Having an interest in spiritualism and Freemasonry, he joined a Rosicrucian theatre at Christchurch (England) in 1938, through which he met a woman by the name of Dorothy Clutterbuck (known as “Old Dot”). A year later he was initiated into a practicing coven of the “Old Religion” in the New Forest area. The practices of this coven they referred to as “Wica” (with one “c”). This introduction he recorded in The Meaning of Witchcraft:


“I realised that I had stumbled upon something interesting; but I was half-initiated before the word ‘Wica’, which they used, hit me like thunderbolt, and I knew where I was and that the Old Religion still existed. And so I found myself in the Circle, and there took the usual oath of secrecy, which bound me not to reveal certain things.”3



In 1940, Gardner published a fictional story, The Goddess Arrives, which included rites closely resembling the ones from the New Forest coven. This caused controversy amongst the other coven members. His next book, High Magic’s Aid, was published in 1949 under the pseudonym “Scire”, the name he took when he was made a nominal member of infamous magician Aleister Crowley’s branch of the Ordo Templi Orientis (OTO). Although fiction, this book combined natural forms of magick with high ceremony, exposing a possibility that Crowley had influenced Gardner’s early work. It is said that the two met in 1946 through a gentleman by the name of Arnold Crowther, but their association was not lengthy, as Crowley died a year later. Despite this, Crowley’s influence was very apparent. In particular, what is considered to be the central tenet of contemporary witchcraft, “An it harm none, do what thou wilt” is strongly suggested as patterned on Crowley’s Thelemic Oath “Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law. Love is the Law. Love under Will”. This connection is explained in more detail later when I discuss the Wiccan Rede.

It is important to remember that the British Witchcraft Act 1735 was not repealed until 1951. This meant the practicing of witchcraft up until that time was considered a crime punishable by imprisonment. Indeed, the last person to be charged under this Act was spiritual medium Helen Duncan, whose séance in 1944 was considered to be a breach of national security as she revealed the sinking of a British naval boat being sunk by the Germans that had not yet been made public knowledge.

After this Act was repealed, Gardner published two non-fiction books, Witchcraft Today (published in 1954) and his aforementioned The Meaning of Witchcraft (five years later in 1959). His reason for going public was a fear that the Craft would die out if he did not do so. These books gave details of rituals and beliefs and attracted many new initiates from the 1960s onwards.

Gardner’s Freemasonry background appeared to have influenced various aspects of contemporary witchcraft including the use of three degrees of initiation, certain phrases (including “so mote it be”), the “Challenge”, and initiation rite for First Degree (in part). Another influence was ceremonial magick found in the inscribing of pentagrams at the quarters, the colours and tools associated with the various elements, and the concept and use of the word “Watchtowers”, which originated from Enochian (originated from medieval magician, Dr John Dee, who was also the astrologer to Queen Elizabeth I).

Gardner went public about contemporary witchcraft due to his fear that the belief system would disappear. As he was already 55 years old when he was initiated into a coven that was already filled of people older than himself, in going public he believed it would attract younger people into the Craft. He also explained that he included these other forms of magick because the rituals he received from Old Dorothy’s coven were fragmentary, and in order to make them workable, he had to supplement them with material from other sources that were available to him at the time. These sources included Dr Margaret Murray’s controversial work on pan-European witchcraft, The Witch Cult in Western Europe, The White Goddess by Robert Graves, American folklorist Charles Leland’s Aradia: Gospel of the Witches, and Sir James Frazer’s The Golden Bough, as well as various other books on ceremonial magick and the Qabalah.

From reading Gardner’s books, it appears that Dr Murray’s God of the Witches (published in 1933) as well as her earlier book, The Witch Cult in Western Europe, had been tremendously influential. When Gardner published Witchcraft Today, it contained a foreword by Murray. Despite Murray’s work largely being discredited, in particular her assertion that witches were members of a secret society preserving a fertility cult that dated back to the Palaeolithic times, she still remains a source of inspiration in some circles.

It is interesting to note that many of the rituals found within contemporary witchcraft that we are familiar today were actually later additions by Doreen Valiente (one of Gardner’s High Priestesses). In her own words, Valiente decided to remove a lot of Crowley and ceremonial influenced material from Gardner’s Book of Shadows and substitute it with either her own writing, or that which came from more folkloristic or Celtic sources such as the Carmina Gadelica. As a result, Valiente is credited as having written a number of important poetic and liturgical pieces that are still immensely popular today, including the Charge of the Goddess (considered to be a paraphrase of Charles Leland’s Aradia, or the Gospel of the Witches, first published in 1899) and the Witch’s Rune.

In the 1970s, occultist Bill Liddell wrote a series of articles about George Pickingill, a “cunning man” from Canewdon, Essex in southern England. Pickingill asserted he was the progenitor of modern English witchcraft instead of Gardner. Pickingill was said to have founded some nine covens throughout southern England based on his family’s hereditary practice, which was notably different from Gardner’s, in that it was inundated with Norse paganism. According to Liddell, Pickingill gave his initiates a “Black Book” which included various ritual elements found within Gardner’s witchcraft. This alluded to the fact that Gardner’s New Forest was one of Pickingill’s nine covens. Liddell also suggested the possibility that Aleister Crowley had even been initiated into one of these covens before he turned to ceremonial magick. Such claims have been disputed.

The next influential character in the evolution of contemporary witchcraft was Alex Sanders, the “King of the Witches” (as he became known after June Jones’ book4 of the same name). He was responsible for establishing what is now referred to as Alexandrian witchcraft, named after the ancient library of Alexandria, Egypt, as opposed to Sanders himself. The name was inspired by the idea that the library was an early attempt to bring together the knowledge and wisdom of the world into one place. While Alexandrian witchcraft has become one of the main traditions of initiatory witchcraft today, Sanders’ life was surrounded by controversy and criticism.

Born in Manchester, England, and already a skilled healer and magician, Sanders told Witchcraft: The Sixth Sense author Justine Glass that he was initiated by his grandmother as a child. This initiation, however, was untrue and prior to his death in 1988, Sanders publicly apologized for his truth-bending. What remains true, however, was the fact that his grandmother, Mary Biddy, was in fact a Welsh “cunning woman”, or witch.

Sanders was, however, initiated in 1963 into a Gardnerian coven by Pat Kopanski (whose magical name was “Medea”), an initiate of Patricia and Arnold Crowther (the latter had introduced Gardner to Crowley). For some reason, Sanders’ entry into Gardnerian witchcraft was refused, yet he managed to obtain a copy of the Gardnerian Book of Shadows (possibly from Kopanski), to which he added his own information. Despite letters written by “Medea” (Kopanski) coming to light amongst Gardner’s own personal papers to verify Sanders’ initiation, there are still Gardnerians today disputing the fact.

Like Gardner before him, Sanders avidly courted publicity, which was strongly opposed by other members of the Craft, especially the Gardnerians. Some people have perceived Sanders’ actions as a bid for personal notoriety; others held the view that he was profaning the mysteries. Whatever his true reason was, he attracted a strong following including Maxine Morris, some 20 years his junior, whom he married in 1967.

During the period from 1968 to 1969, Sanders and Maxine appeared in and gave technical advice on a film called “Legend of the Witches”. During the press preview of the film, they met a reporter, Stewart Farrar. Stewart became interested in contemporary witchcraft, wrote What Witches Do, and was initiated in 1970. It was during his time in Sanders’ coven that he met Janet Owen, whom he later married. The Farrars’ moved to Ireland in 1976 and wrote a number of highly-respected books including The Witches’ Way, Eight Sabbats for Witches, and Spells and How They Work. They worked together until Farrar’s death in 2000. Janet continues to lecture on the Craft with her current partner, Gavin Bone.

Alex and Maxine separated in 1973 and Sanders moved to Sussex. He continued with his magical path until his death on 30 April 1988 (Samhain in the Northern Hemisphere), his later work being with the Ordine Della Nova (a somewhat controversial organisation that is often disputed in having any real connection with witchcraft). His funeral was said to have been a mass media event, with witches from all over England attending to pay their respects.

It is without doubt that Sanders was a controversial and flamboyant character, but despite criticism from many in the Craft, he was also both a skilled witch and a powerful magician. Like Gardner before him, Sanders brought witchcraft back into the public arena. He also changed the face of initiatory witchcraft. The Alexandrian Tradition today is said to be one of the largest traditions of the Craft, with Maxine continuing to be active.

Since the late 20th what is depicted as Wicca has largely been written about. Probably the larger influences have been the various works of the Farrars’ and for solitaries, Scott Cunningham’s Wicca: A Guide for the Solitary Practitioner in the late 1980s. My own first book on Wicca was Viviane Crowley’s Wicca: The Old Religion in the New Age5. Viviane Crowley, being an Alexandrian initiate and Jungian psychologist, has probably inadvertently shaped my practice even from its initial incubation.

We can never really know the truth about the origins of contemporary witchcraft. Gardner may have been an utter fraud. He may have “invented” his own style of witchcraft, as his critics have claimed. However, to truly “invent” something would imply that his style of witchcraft had never previously existed and there is proof that Gardner did in fact draw from a pre-existing style. He may have even received a “traditional” initiation or he may have created his style of witchcraft as a result of a genuine religious experience, drawing upon his extensive literary and magical knowledge to create, or help create, the rites and philosophy. His personal library contained texts ranging beyond witchcraft that included folklore, Western philosophies, and various other magical practices.

It is important to remember that above all, as mentioned earlier, contemporary witchcraft is a “Mystery” spiritual path. Its initiates seek to understand the mystery of deity. There is no need to prove that our practices are directly descended from medieval Europe. In spirit, contemporary witchcraft is as old as time itself, and our rituals and practices should, if the belief system is to remain its relevance in the 21st century, change and adapt as humankind itself changes and adapts. One thing we can be certain of is that if there had been no more to contemporary witchcraft than an old man’s fantasy, then the belief system would not have grown to be the force that it is today.





What is Contemporary Witchcraft?

The steady increase in the interest in alternative spiritual and religious practices, largely since the later part of the 20th century, has resulted in what is called “Wicca” being one of the fastest growing religions in America, Britain and Australia. According to the 2011 British census over 11,000 people identified themselves as witches or Wiccans. In America, it is estimated that 0.4% of the population (between 1 and 1.5 million people) consider themselves to be witches or Wiccans. In Australia some 6,616 people identified themselves as Wiccan, with a further 15,000 people identified themselves as being “pagan” in the 2016 census. Practitioners of contemporary witchcraft tended to fall into one or the other group.

Both Wicca and contemporary witchcraft are forms of paganism. The Macquarie Dictionary describes a pagan as an “irreligious or heathenish person”, and a heathen as an “irreligious or unenlightened person”. These descriptions are misleading and incorrect.

The word pagan originated from the Latin word pagani or paganus meaning “countryside” or “country dweller”. It was a term of ridicule used by the invading Roman military for the local people, who worshipped their Gods and Goddesses in sacred groves and wild places, instead of in “proper” temples. Likewise, a heathen is a Nordic term meaning “one of the hearth who worships the Gods of the land”. Today, the description of a “pagan” refers to various spiritual and religious practices allegedly based on, or inspired by, what we know of the ancient teachings. It should be pointed out that not all witches actually classify themselves as “pagan”. Maxine Sanders, for example, readily states that she is a witch and not a pagan. I personally use the term “pagan” or “earth-centric spirituality” as generalised umbrella terms to describe what I believe in as it is easier for the general public to understand without too many preconceived ideas.

Author John Beckett6 describes “paganism” as being organic religions that rise from the lived experiences of people in the industrial and post-industrial West that have a reverence for nature and seeing the divine in all genders. Paganism is the magick of the learned scholars as well as the magick of the ordinary folk, and it calls us to remember that good religion is a living thing, growing and changing to adapt timeless principles to where we are here and now. In his 1802 poem, “The World is Too Much With Us”, William Wordsworth summed up this concept:


“The world is too much with us; late and soon,

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;

Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon,

The winds that will be howling at all hours,

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers,
 
For this, for everything, we are out of tune;

It moves us not. –Great God! I’d rather be

A pagan suckled in a creed outworn;

So might I, standing on this pleasant lea,

Have glimpses that would make me less forlor

Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea;

Or hear old Triton blow his wreathèd horn.”



Just as Christians or Muslins are divided into different sects, so too is paganism. There are a variety of different traditions which fall under the pagan umbrella including witchcraft (of which there are many styles), Wicca (including modern Wicca), Druidism, Qabalah (an ancient Hebrew system of esoteric philosophy), ceremonial magick, Asatru (Nordic tradition) and shamanism, as well as Western Mysticism (based the Arthurian legends), earth mysteries (ley lines), and so on. Though each of these traditions are completely separate in their teachings, most have a similar belief of honouring nature, respecting and endeavouring to understand the needs of the planet and its ecology as a whole. This, in essence, is what paganism is.

The word occult still conjures an element of fear in many people when, in fact, the word only means “that which is hidden”. These are things which science cannot confidently explain, such as the natural energies that surround us all the time. Training in the occult arts, however, helps one get in touch with these natural energies, these hidden powers which were known to ancient man, and to bend or shape them at will. To obtain this ability, however, takes a number of years of dedication and practise, and there are some people to whom this ability will come more naturally and easily than others.

While Wicca and contemporary witchcraft may appear to be similar on the surface, there are in fact an increasing number of differences. As indicated in the introduction, contemporary witchcraft is a term I prefer to use to relate to a more traditional, and therefore initiatory practice of the Craft that can trace its influence back to Gardner, and later, Sanders. These teachings were passed down via initiation only, based on hierarchal-styled covens. At that time there were very few books available, and what there was tended to also include other teachings, some being relatively similar, that were often simply referred to as “pagan”. Some of these books contained genuine practices that were considered to be oath-bound, or practices that were based on oath-bound material. When Gardner’s personal Book of Shadows was made available, this led to an increased interest in initiatory-styled “Wicca” (contemporary witchcraft) that was outstripping availability of teachers and covens. Largely from the late 20th century, an explosion in published books on what was classified as “Wicca” has occurred (although often not actually originating from Gardnerian and Alexandrian trained authors). As Gardner’s Wicca included the honouring of the divine feminine, a goddess, this also attracted interest from feminist and the rising Goddess or women’s spirituality communities. As a result, a continuous amount of material, including a variety of interpretations, is now available to the general public and classified as “Wicca”.

As mentioned previously, Gardner made no reference to “Wicca” in High Magic’s Aid (published in 1949) with there being only three references to “Wica” in Witchcraft Today and some 17 references in The Meaning of Witchcraft. On all occasions, the word was not used to mean a religion or belief system as it is used today. Instead, Gardner referred to it as being like belonging to some exclusive club that catered only for the “wise people”.

The first use of the word “Wiccan” as a person who practiced a form of magick appears to have been in 1958 by Charles and Mary Cardell (whose real names were Charles Maynard and Mary Edwards, a couple who paraded as brother and sister). The Cardells, however, spelt the word with an “e”, i.e., “Wiccen”. There was no love lost between the Cardells and Gardner as is evident by the following poem written by one of Gardner’s friends, Margaret Bruce, about the Cardells:


“We feel it is tragick

That those who lack Magick

Should start a vendetta

With those who know betta

We who practice the Art

Have no wish to take part

Seems a pity the ‘Wicca’

Don’t realise this Quicca.”7



Today, anyone seems to be able to classify themselves as “Wiccan” and it does not seem to matter if they have been initiated into a direct teaching lineage that can be traced back to Gardner or not. Whilst this is not necessarily a negative thing, as mentioned in my introduction, no one actually owns the word “Wicca”, it has allowed an assortment of teachings and even ethics to now be perceived as “Wiccan” which were not originally. Additionally, this allows differing interpretations of things, including the Wiccan Rede, which may not necessarily reflect those conceptions originally held by Gardner. In fact, the word “Wicca” is often seen as being used as an alternative to “pagan”, being all-encompassing as opposed to exclusive, in line with what Gardner initially envisioned.

In England, Gardnerian (the teachings extending from Gerald Gardner) and Alexandrian (the teachings of Alex Sanders) are referred to as “traditional witchcraft” (which has caused some issues with those witches who are not aligned with either Gardner or Sanders), while in the United States of America it is “British Traditional Witchcraft”. Some practitioners still call themselves Wiccans, others not. As such, and due to my interest in other Craft and magical practices, I classify what I practice and teach as “contemporary witchcraft” where I attempt to keep the core element of such teachings in alignment with what has been passed down to me through the Alexandrian lineage, or at least in a similar “essence”. I realise that my preference to make clear distinctions between initiatory and non-initiatory “Wicca” may appear as a form of elitism or even outdated to a seeker today. However, after nearly 30 years involvement in the Craft, I am more than comfortable with such perceptions.

Both Wicca and contemporary witchcraft tend to be belief systems that perceive deity as immanent (dwelling within) as well as transcendent (superior), and experience the divine as both masculine (the God) and feminine (the Goddess). Having said that, there are some traditions, such as Dianic Wicca, which view the divinity as purely feminine. The dual divinity that is found in contemporary witchcraft, as well as most modern Wicca traditions, can equate to the works of Carl Jung, who stated that we are all made up of a masculine (the anima) and the feminine (the animus) self. Contemporary witchcraft therefore aims to balance these energies within ourselves through the honouring and worship of the dual divinity. The Gods (a collective term referring to both the God and Goddess) within contemporary witchcraft are real – they are not archetypes, essences or even figments of one’s imagination. I explain this in more depth in a later chapter.

Like the spiritual practices of Native Americans and Taoists, the spiritual practices of contemporary witchcraft intend to attune its followers to the natural rhythms and cycles of the universe as a means of personally experiencing divinity. This means that contemporary witchcraft is an “earth-centric” spiritual belief system, where rituals coincide with the various phases of the moon (full moon rituals are referred to as esbats), and the change of the seasons, solstices and equinoxes (sabbats). This ebb and flow effect is an underpinning and often overlooked aspect to contemporary witchcraft.

As mentioned previously, contemporary witchcraft is often referred to as a “Mystery” belief system. It requires the follower to undergo a ceremony (an “initiation” for a practitioner in a group or “self-dedication” for a solitary practitioner) in which certain teachings are made known to them and certain experiences undergone. Raymond Buckland once said that thMysteries of contemporary witchcraft could be shouted from the roof-top and still remain a secret, because only those people with an idea of the Mysteries would understand them. This reflected Gerald Gardner’s own advice in Witchcraft Today where he stated that “… unless you experience it [the Craft] yourself you will never believe. When you have experienced it, you don’t believe, you know.”

Many practitioners of contemporary witchcraft consider their practice as a priest or priestesshood akin to the Mystery schools of classical Greece and Rome, involving years of training and passage through life-transforming initiatory rituals of different levels. I often describe the Craft as an onion, as it is through the regular practice of the rituals that the practitioner gains a deeper level of awareness or understanding of the teachings and why things are done a certain way. The latter aspect may not always be apparent at the beginning.

Both contemporary witchcraft and modern Wicca are relatively new nature-centric spiritual paths that have their immediate roots dating back to around the 1940s. Contemporary witchcraft also tends to draw inspiration from more ancient pre-Christian pagan spiritual beliefs and European shamanic practices. While a number of followers today refer to initiatory Wicca (or contemporary witchcraft) as a religion, I personally prefer to use the word “pseudo-religion” for the simple fact that the word “religion” tends to be a rather loaded word these days that has a dictionary meaning of being “the belief in and worship of a superhuman controlling power, especially a personal God or gods”. The belief found within contemporary witchcraft is somewhat different.

Many contemporary witches hold the belief in higher levelled beings, i.e., Gods and Goddesses. We also perceive these aspects of the divine as omnipresent (everywhere), meaning that we are also aspects of the divine. Therefore, “worshipping” in the sense of showing reverence and adoration is the preferred used of the word within contemporary witchcraft, as opposed to the concept of “handing over” personal power and self-responsibility. This, in my opinion, makes contemporary witchcraft a “pseudo-religion” as it is not truly a “religion” when compared to more “orthodox” religions such as Christianity, Judaism and Islam.

I am fully aware that other practitioners of contemporary witchcraft may disagree with me. One person indicated that within the traditional Gardnerian and Alexandrian lineages there are specific Gods and Goddesses that are worshipped. My response is that the above explanation is purely my own, based on my own personal experience with the Gods and understanding of the word “religion”; not in any capacity of alluding that I am some form of expert on the topic. If you, the reader, consider that what you practice and how you perceive the Gods can be accurately described as a “religion”, then it is.

It is becoming increasingly popular today for witchcraft to be described as solely a craft, the “craft” of the witch, void of any spiritual or religious connection. Within contemporary witchcraft there has always been this spiritual connection that indicated the Craft was more than the performing of spells. After all, in writings handed down to us from the Classical times, Medea was not only a witch but also a priestess of the Goddess Hekate, who she called upon when she traced her circles around her altar.

With the concept of deity being immanent, omnipresent and even transcendent, in his writings, magician Aleister Crowley declared that “every man and every woman is a star.”8 This suggests that we are not created in the image of God as taught by Christianity. Instead, we are “of the Gods”, made from the same stuff as they are Indeed, American-Canadian theoretical physicist and cosmologist Lawrence M. Krauss has explained the scientific truth found in Crowley’s statement as being:


“Every atom in your body came from a star that exploded. And, the atoms in your left hand probably came from a different star than your right hand. … You are all stardust. You couldn’t be here if stars hadn’t exploded, because the elements – the carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, iron, all the things that matter for evolution and for life – weren’t created at the beginning of time. They were created in the nuclear furnaces of stars, and the only way for them to get into your body is if those stars were kind enough to explode. So, forget Jesus. The stars died so that you could be here today.”9



Within contemporary witchcraft, there is the belief that we are all of the Gods, and as such, we should conduct ourselves in such a manner, meaning we should be striving towards our highest ideals as we are advised to do by the Goddess in the Charge of the Goddess (discussed in a later chapter). This also means that within a circle, the High Priest and High Priestess are God and Goddess incarnated on this physical plane and as such, an appropriate degree of respect should be shown to them as well as humility by them.

Of course, there are stories abound of people abusing this position of power (as unfortunately are found within other spiritual and religious beliefs). However, if a person has been properly trained and undergone the degree of self-evaluation and reflection that is required during the progression of the degrees found within contemporary witchcraft, then as a High Priest or High Priestess, they should be able to act in accordance with the other moral guidelines set out in the Charge whilst running a circle, and be able to be aware when ego steps in. From personal experience, this realisation may come during hindsight, but even then, hindsight is better than total ignorance. Regardless where your practice lies within contemporary witchcraft the process of reflection and self-evaluation should be ongoing.

Contemporary witchcraft spiritual practices are intended to attune the follower with the natural rhythms and cycles of the universe as a means of personally experiencing divinity as opposed to through a third person. The rites and rituals often coincide with the phases of the moon, and the change of the seasons, as well as the solstices and equinoxes. While its practices may include the use of spell-crafting and magick, the honouring of the God and Goddess, as well as developing a greater understanding of the self, are the main focuses within both these two spiritual paths.



Origins of the Words “Witch” and “Wicca”


Many books today mention that that the word “witch” comes from wicca which means “to bend or shape” or “to know” and, therefore, the practice of Wicca means “the Craft of the Wise”. This meaning, although poetic, is actually incorrect.

The origin of the word “witch” is an Indo-European word weik, which has four families of derivatives, all relating to do something with magick. The most relevant is wikk, which simply means “magick” or “sorcery”. From this particular source, came the Middle German word widden which means “to predict”.

From the Old English came the word wicca (pronounced “witcha”) referring to a male witch, and the word wicce (pronounced “witche”) referring to a female witch. From these words, came the Middle English term witche, and it is this word that eventually became the modern English equivalent “witch”. Therefore, the original meaning of a witch, through its various forms, means simply that, a witch. It was Gerald Gardner, the founder of contemporary witchcraft, who, when writing down his ideas on witchcraft, chose to pronounce Wicca as “wikka” instead of “witcha” and from then onwards, this has been the general pronunciation.




Magic with a “K”

You may have noticed that I spell the word “magic” with a “k”. The choice of spelling originated from magician Aleister Crowley who used the “k” to differentiate it from the art of stage illusion (i.e., the magic of David Copperfield and even Harry Potter). Adopting this alternative spelling also has an impact on our subconscious mind in believing in what we doing as real.

In our modern scientifically-driven world, we are continuously told that unless something can be proven (i.e., has a scientific basis) then it is not “real”. Yet the realm that magick, as well as psychic abilities and even energy healing etc operate in, is very difficult to prove scientifically. While the process of changing the universe with the force of our own Will10 maybe considered to be a mere “daydream” to the outsider, the end result to the witch, however, is very real.

Crowley only used this spelling when he referred to the word “magick” as opposed to “magical” or even “magician”. As such, I have followed suit in this book.
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