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What people are saying about

Polytheistic Monasticism: Voices from Pagan Cloisters


Polytheistic Monasticism is a rich and multifaceted introduction to a growing movement with the pagan community. Of particular interest to the druid community are useful accounts of how individual druids have maintained intentional monastic practices and devotionals in spite of the demands of modern life. Through personal accounts, philosophies, and practices, this work offers much insight for readers with an interest in building their own monastic practice . Polytheistic Monasticism gives voice to a powerful way of living, being, and communing with the spirits of nature and the divine.


Dana O’Driscoll, Grand Archdruid, AODA & Bishop, Gnostic Celtic Church


This defining and much-needed book fills a void in the polytheist community by giving voice to the small number of monastics who tend the sacred heart of devotion to the gods and spirits, and live disciplined lives of prayer, contemplation, study, and work in accordance with monastic principles. To those called to polytheist monasticism, those who are curious, and those who never knew it existed or was possible, it provides a sound introduction, with well-written illustrations of personal paths.

 
Lorna Smithers, Brythonic polytheist, author at Gods & Radicals Press


The essays which comprise Polytheistic Monasticism are heart-felt, lyrical, and insightful. While the contributors to this anthology have each found their own way to monasticism, and are developing their own practices, their commitment to their calling is soul deep. As monastics, they strive for divine union; through prayer and work, they seek to become a meeting place between the spirit world and human world, to cultivate both inner and outer sacred space. Their creativity, devotion, discipline, and dedication are an inspiration to polytheists everywhere.


Rebecca Buchanan, editor of Eternal Haunted Summer


This book deepens our understanding of the Western polytheistic revival, bringing to light devotional and ethical aspects neglected in popular accounts of the movement, but which represent increasingly important dynamics within it. An essential contribution for researchers following developments in this field.


Edward P. Butler, PhD, Director, Center for Global Polytheist and Indigenous Traditions, Indic Academy


This is one of those books that fills a deep need in the Pagan and Polytheist communities, one that many may not even have fully realized was there. By offering tools and ideas for creating a focused path of contemplation and devotion, the many and varied writers are providing the sort of advanced material that is very often called for but seldom fully delivered. And while there are frequent nods to the ubiquity of monotheism in modern discussions of monasticism, Polytheistic Monasticism avoids being just another monotheistic text wrapped in polytheistic clothing, instead giving ways to create something that serves our communities’ unique needs.


Lupa, author of Nature Spirituality From the Ground Up and The Tarot of Bones


Polytheistic Monasticism is a warm, full-souled exploration of modern Western polytheist monasticism that invites the reader into each cloister with a warm fire and nourishing food. It offers an expanded understanding of what is possible for modern Pagans and polytheists.


Sarenth Odinsson, Heathen spiritworker, author of Calling to Our Ancestors


This is an inspiring and interesting read! If you are drawn to the solitary life, then this is a must. However, even if the monastic life is not for you, this is still well worth a read, full of a wisdom that can be applied to every life journey.


Philip Carr-Gomm, author of Druid Mysteries, and Seek Teachings Everywhere
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Polytheism: The worship of more than one deity or holy power. Polytheism is not synonymous with Paganism. Not all pagans believe in more than one deity (some do not believe in any deity at all) and not all polytheists identify as pagans. Polytheism exists in varied forms throughout the world, and has for millennia. In the context of this volume, “modern polytheists” or simply “polytheists” will refer only to those practicing within the very wide context of the Polytheistic Revival in modern Western culture. The editor and contributors acknowledge and honor the polytheists of other faiths whose practices have endured for centuries and continue to thrive in the modern era.








Introduction


Janet Munin

The religions of the world are diverse and complex, but there are some roles which are recognizable across time, culture, language, and tradition. Among these are:



	Ritual priests, who perform the rites which maintain the contracts and connections between humanity and the Holy Powers, and hold the forces of chaos at bay.

	Shepherd-pastors, who tend to the needs of the laity/ community.

	Teachers, who preserve, elaborate on, and pass down sacred stories and protocols.

	Diviners, who discern and interpret the will of the Holy Powers and the lessons of fate.

	Healers, who mediate the power of the Divine to promote health and wholeness.



Not all of these roles are represented in every tradition, and often a single person or office will encompass more than one, but again and again throughout the world and down through the millennia we see these functions carried out. They express the fundamental purposes of religion and the needs of humanity seeking ongoing relationship with the Holy Powers.


These roles are found within the modern Western Polytheist Revival, performed by holders of various official titles as well as those with no title at all. Even though many within this very broad umbrella reject what they consider “conventional religion” these roles still emerge as individuals and groups develop their own traditions.


The sixth recurring religious role is that of the monastic. It is far less common than the first five, but still recognizable across cultures. Monastics are those who take solemn vows to live centered on their relationship with one or more Holy Power. Anything which impedes or compromises that relationship is left behind or minimized as much as possible. They are renunciates, offering up wealth, social status, a conventional career, and family life on the altar of devotion. Monasticism usually involves living in a community under the authority of a religious superior and the Rule of the Order. The Rule is the defining document of an Order, describing the purpose of the community, the ritual schedule, the leadership roles, and how community members are to behave at any given time.


Some monastically-inclined individuals live alone, as hermits. Like those in community, a hermit embraces simplicity for the sake of ever-deepening focus on the object(s) of their worship and devotion. If they are part of a religion which has a monastic element, they may need to seek formal approval and support to pursue a solitary monastic life, or they may unofficially choose to do so because they do not wish to join a community. A person drawn to monasticism within a religion which does not have a monastic element may become a hermit because they have no other option.


The contributors to this volume live as hermits, either because they are part of a religious tradition which does not have a monastic element, because they comprise a “tradition of one,” or because their monastic Order does not have religious communities. All of them are part of the Pagan-Polytheist Revival, a movement popularly characterized as earthy, sensual, rebellious, individualistic, and ecstatic– a surprising context in which to pursue a path of renunciation. Even other polytheists whose practices are not characterized by the above qualities are often surprised to learn that there are monastics among them.







Creating Modern Polytheistic Monasticism


Catholics, Episcopalians, Hindus, and Buddhists who are called to monasticism have centuries-old traditions to support, nurture, and guide them. They step into a long line of those who have sworn the same vows, adopted the same garb, lived within the same walls, and conformed their lives to the same Rule. Modern polytheists seeking monastic life do not have centuries of tradition or extensive institutional support to define their path or support them on it. They do not even find a place within the New Monasticism1 movement which, while ecumenical, remains firmly monotheistic and thus in many ways incompatible with polytheistic cosmologies and values. But even without an authoritative definition, those who embrace the title of polytheistic monastic and who have shared their practices in this volume reveal several common characteristics.


The monastic’s life is focused on devotion to one or more Holy Powers, usually formalized with vows. Because of this focus, the monastic practices some degree of asceticism, removing distractions to spiritual life which are taken for granted by others: wealth acquisition, social life, media consumption, etc.


The monastic lives according to a Rule or other structure which supports and reinforces their vowed life. Some of these are formal, breaking each day and season down into a deliberate, repetitive order. Contemplation, prayer, study, worship, chores, rest, and recreation all have a place and are engaged in deliberately, at the appropriate time. Others are less formal and detailed, but still serve as a mindful framework for the monastic’s daily life.


Strikingly absent from this list is the triple vow of “Poverty, chastity and obedience.”2 Those renunciations were developed within large faith communities, most of which denigrated life in the world and the comfort of the body in favor of a “higher” spiritual existence. Modern polytheists bring very different sensibilities to these areas.



Traditional monastic poverty requires that each individual have little or no personal possessions. Any assets they enjoyed as a layperson are given away or donated to the monastery when they enter. In return, the monastery and the institution supporting it guarantees the monk or nun shelter, food, and other basic necessities of life. Mendicant orders take the vow of poverty even farther, living only on alms and other donations. Western polytheistic monastics do not have the support of an institution providing for their material needs, nor do they live within a culture that encourages the practice of giving alms to mendicants. As noted above, most of the contributors to this book practice some degree of asceticism, but none feel compelled to live in poverty. Some, such as Syren Nagakyrie3, turn the question of voluntary poverty on its head and use their monasticism as a lens through which they criticize the capitalist system that leaves so many people suffering involuntary poverty.


Obedience is another requirement based on community and institutional living. A novice monastic swears to obey his or her superiors in their order and to obey the Rule. Monastic polytheists have no superiors except the Holy Powers. Even those who are part of a formal Order cannot be compelled to obedience by the leaders or punished for lack of compliance with the Rule, although they may lose their right to be affiliated with the group if they stray too far beyond the boundaries which define it.


And chastity? Modern Neo-Paganism and animism are famous – if not infamous – for embracing the goodness of the natural world, including the body and senses. Adherents seldom find spiritual value in denying sexuality.4 None of the monastics in this volume write about being called to chastity, but very few have partners. It may be that the ability to live without a human partner is a characteristic of the psycho-spiritual character of those called to monasticism.







Monastics Without Monasteries


Not only do most of these contributors not have romantic partnerships, all of them live outside the support of a vowed community. As noted above, monasticism in general practice refers to a community-based lifestyle. The community supports and reinforces the Rule all are sworn to, and each individual contributes to the work which supports the whole: cooking, cleaning, gardening, mending, bookkeeping, and the myriad other chores which must be done to support life in the material world. The community also serves as a spiritual crucible, challenging the members to maintain the values and ideals of their path while living at close quarters with other flawed human beings.


Some polytheistic monastics are content to live as hermits, but others yearn for the ability to build and live in a monastic community. Unfortunately, the challenges to this are many, and the most basic is the diversity inherent in the term “polytheistic.” Classically, a monastic community is based on a common theology and a single Rule to which all must adhere. It’s virtually impossible to find such unity of belief and practice even in “denominations” such as Druids, Heathens, and Wiccans, or even the few established Orders within those communities. How does a group of monastically-inclined individuals formulate a meaningful Rule for a community if the members have been called to different practices and vows? How will the community be defined and regulated to the benefit of all, including the various Holy Powers represented? It is a challenge yet to be surmounted on a large scale.


Even if a group of polytheistic monastics could agree on a Rule, there would remain the challenge of finding a place to establish a community. Buying or building the property necessary for community life, and then maintaining it in good condition, is a financial challenge which has been overcome by only one Order.5



Like thousands of others who find themselves isolated from those who share their interests or beliefs, polytheistic monastics use the internet to connect with others on the same path. Through social media, personal websites, and email, they share resources, experiences, and mutual encouragement.





Individual Paths

The authors in this anthology represent a wide range of religious affiliations, degrees of complexity of Rule, and types of spiritual practices. Some essays are very personal accounts of developing a Rule or discovering a calling. Others address more general topics about monasticism or monastic practices. Every author but one explicitly identifies as a monastic.


The exception is John Michael Greer, a founder of the Gnostic Celtic Church. His book about the Order’s beliefs and practices6 includes a discussion of “the Hermitage of the Heart,” a concept which has been cited by many as inspiration for their exploration of monasticism.7 Because no other resource was mentioned as frequently, I reached out to Greer to invite him to contribute an expanded discussion of the topic for this book, and he graciously agreed.


These writers are weaving something both ancient and new into the living traditions of modern polytheism. I invite you to explore their paths of discipline and devotion.



Endnotes

1 See New Monasticism: An Interspiritual Manifesto for Contemplative Living, by Rory McEntee and Adam Bucko. ORBIS. 2015.


2 There are polytheists who engage in chastity as part of their spiritual practices, but it is not a definitive element of polytheistic monasticism.


3 See “Modern Polytheistic Monasticism: A Revolutionary Vision” in this volume.



4 Neo-Pagan sexual ethics tend to center around issues of consent, honesty, and protecting the vulnerable.


5 The Matreum of Cybele in Palenville, New York.


6 The Gnostic Celtic Church: A Manual and Book of Liturgy, by John Michael Greer. Starseed Publishing. 2013.


7 “The Hermitage of the Heart” was mentioned frequently by participants in the Forum of Polytheistic Monastics.
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