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Here is a book that answers a great need of our times—and it answers it very well.

That need is for a rational and informed description of how to apprehend the forces that form the structure of the “inner worlds,” those hidden forces that underpin and mold the outer world, which we know through our physical senses, for a realization of the need to come to terms with these other dimensions of reality is fast coming upon Western man.

Those who have not yet understood this need are at times dismayed by what they see as a flight from reason. However, we ought to realize this flight for what it is. It is not a mindless rout of the irresponsible but the winging pinions of an informed intuition no longer content with an intellectual preoccupation with surface appearances.

Others decry what they choose to describe as “dabbling in the occult,” which they consider either idly foolish or perversely misguided. While we, too, would not wish to encourage the occult dilettante, those of us who have spent more years in this research than we care to remember feel, with all due humility, that we have gained rather than lost in wisdom and human fulfillment.

There is no shortage among us of able, responsible citizens—even if those less well informed may sometimes gasp incredulously when confronted with our view of truth. We who know understand it to be no facile escapism, but a hard and testing—though infinitely rewarding—struggle toward the truth of what we ourselves are, what our place in the universe is, and what our duties are before God and the rest of creation.

Stock political, scientific, and religious answers to these questions today leave many people unsatisfied. Seeking within for the deeper issues may be one way out of a nuclear or ecological crisis—although ultimately it is more profound even than that! Crises pass, or come to pass. Man’s relationship to eternity lasts forever.

John and Caitlín Matthews bring to the subject not only erudition, balance, and common sense, but also a wide practical experience. I have shared in some areas of that experience, and so I confidently recommend that individuals place themselves in the guiding hands of the writers of this book. They will not be led astray.

Furthermore, the authors have a breadth of knowledge and wisdom that puts many more strident occult pundits to shame. They are as much at home at the angelic heights of Christian mysticism as with the “lordly ones” in the depths of the hollow hills. And theirs is a living experience, not mere “book knowledge,” though, as readers will soon gather, their literary resources are profound.

This is an instruction book for the present and the future. The old-time occult groups, with their body of doctrine and rigid esoteric structure, are fast becoming a thing of the past. Their good has been done. Their weighty volumes of doctrine remain as monuments and milestones along the way. They may still help us now, but the esoteric students of the present and the future will be ones who take what they can find, in eclectic freedom, for the immediate purpose at hand. Their training will be no less rigorous for being more open and unstructured, their working groups no less powerful despite their relatively transitory, even ad hoc, nature.

John and Caitlín’s Walkers Between the Worlds provides an Ariadne’s thread to help a new generation of seekers find their way through the labyrinth, and goes some way toward enlightening less adventurous souls as to what the maze we call this world is all about.

—GARETH KNIGHT, AUTHOR OF

A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO QABALISTIC SYMBOLISM


Preface to the New Edition
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Since the publication of The Western Way in the early 1980s, there has been an immense explosion of interest in the spiritual path. Weekend courses, books, and training programs proliferate wherever we look. They range from the earth-based Pagan and shamanic to the mystical and magical, including a fusion of ancient and modern traditions termed, sometimes opprobriously, New Age.  Most interest, however, remains in the popular middle ground. Traditional esoteric discipline and progressive training tend to take second place to self-improvement and self-help that may pave the way to spiritual development, but which can just as easily remain complacently self-serving. As the results of a number of self-improvement plans illustrate, concern with physical health and well-being sometimes displaces care of the soul or a sense of service.

The post-religious twenty-first century is in a spiritual muddle. Having thrown out orthodoxies as outmoded and restrictive, dubiously condemned most mystical methods as “cults,” and cast doubt on the sanity of any spiritual practice, we in this century nevertheless aspire to see ethical standards reflected in our society, then wonder where the standards went and why no one is upholding them! Instead of religions, mystical orders, and ordinary spirituality to inspire and guide us, we now have politically correct watchdogs, governmental bodies, and Big Brother surveillance cameras to police our lives. The Orwellian state is no substitute for the Republic of the Spirit.

Many people are now born and brought up with no spiritual focus at all, but they still yearn for the nurture of soul food that gives true life. Hugh Paston, the dilettante hero of Dion Fortune’s esoteric novel The Goat-Foot God, perfectly expresses this yearning: “I don’t want anything spiritual, it isn’t my line, I had an overdose of it at Oxford. What I want is that something vital which I feel to be somewhere in the universe, which I know I need, and which I can’t lay my hand on.”(163)

How we lay hands on the vitality of life itself—which has been called the Pearl, the Hidden Stone, the Grail, or life eternal—is what the Western mystery traditions are all about. There are many paths toward it, many approaches, and every one of them is valid. Instead of looking for a way of entry, we may do better to look within, considering our needs, motivations, and aspirations. Where our heart’s desire leads us is usually a good starting-off point for our spiritual journey.

Whatever it is that draws our deep interest and stimulates our yearning, whenever and where our soul goes out to be met, then and there we will find the markers for our path. Though these may not take the orthodox or esoteric forms found in textbooks, they will act as stations along the way, assuming forms that may change and mature as our understanding matures. The louche young musician who drew our eyes as a teenager may lead us to the powerful voice of Orpheus in our adulthood; the tree that we leaned against in the wood months or years ago may at a later date show us the verdant mysteries of the Green Man; the alluring portrait of a woman in a gallery may, on second or third study, reveal the way to the altar of the Goddess of Life. Such simple, unremarkable beginnings can lead us to the spiritual path beneath our feet. We will find our treasure wherever our heart is. The more we meditate upon our heart’s core desire, the closer we are to finding our spiritual path.

Beauty draws us, but spiritual practice will maintain our journey. The Corpus Hermeticum (Book 7, verse 5) tells us, “If you seek after God, you also seek after beauty. There is one way leading to that beauty: devotion with knowledge.” (640)

Shamans, magicians, and mystics gain spiritual knowledge through soul craft and practical application. Transformative change and patience are the means of devotion. In this study of the Western Mysteries we hope that you may follow the way of beauty, by devoted service, to arrive at the knowledge that you seek. As thrice greatest Hermes says, “Knowledge . . . provides the origin of what is to be known. Let us therefore take hold of the origin, and pass over everything else with speed; for it is a path full of tangles, when leaving the familiar and present, to return to the ancient and original.” (640) We hope that by returning “to the ancient and original,” you may find your way through the tangle of our present time to discover and understand your spiritual inheritance that is the Western Mysteries.

Twenty years have passed since this book first appeared and much has changed in our world in that time. This new edition has been recrafted, rewritten, and updated to make a more communicative text for this era, although we have changed little of the central drive of our argument. In addition, while those who heard we were making these changes to the text were most afraid that we would lose the practices at the end of each chapter, instead we have edited them to reflect the fruits of our own increased experience and to clarify and open the paths leading to the Western Way. In fact, two new practices have been added to create a sequence of twenty-one “steps” that can help you find and walk the Way. Like the Fool in the Tarot who journeys through the Major Arcana from Magician to the World, may your feet be led to experience the rich spectrum of this ancient tradition.


Preface to the 1993 Edition
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This book was written as an overview of the Western mystery traditions at a time when the full spectrum of the indwelling spirit had begun to reveal its ancient glory. That light has not dimmed but rather has spread its rays abroad to rekindle personal spiritual practice, illuminating the places that nurture our roots and helping all to find effective ways to manifest their revelation in the world.

After the first publication of the two volumes that now make up parts 1 and 2 of this book, Eileen Campbell, our original editor, asked us to write a third volume to complete the story of the development of the Western Way. We agreed to do so, but only if delivery was acceptable in three incarnations’ time, when we might be reborn to complete our study, because there were still so many spiritual movements that had not reached their full flowering.

Since this book was written there have been subtle changes in the way we view the world. There is greater awareness of our environmental responsibility, of the necessity for appropriate spiritual nourishment. But wherever we turn, a collective loss of soul threatens our world. A sense of disorientation exists everywhere, derived from a rejection of the creative, mystical, and spiritual dimensions that have always sustained humankind. A literal-mindedness that ignores the mystical dimensions of life has pervaded our culture, fostering a narrow and fearful spirit that turns to fundamentalist “certainties” for support. In this corridor of creative repression and growing fundamentalism, it seems even more essential to reaffirm our spiritual belonging and practice, to find the connections between our own story and that of this planet. This is how traditions are upgraded by each subsequent generation: by considering how ancient wisdom can be applied most effectively to our time.

It is thus that the Mysteries enter a phase of chaotic readjustment that challenges all we have held as fixed and immovable. At such times the necessity for spiritual reeducation and supportive community becomes more urgent. Many idealists envision the skillful weaving together of generations, social structures, and ancient wisdom, yet this cannot come about until outworn patterns of racism, consumerism, poverty, and war are overcome. We are still far from universal social justice because the spiritual principles underlying the Mysteries are not being applied by governments. Nevertheless, each individual who maintains his or her spiritual practice with impartial compassion widens the way to this possibility.

The two traditions we have written about in these pages are complementary and their wisdom is now receiving widespread recognition in quite unexpected ways. The enduring power of the native tradition, the ancient earth wisdom of indigenous peoples, is at last being acknowledged as an essential guide to living wisely upon the planet. Similarly, the alchemical map of the Hermetic tradition is being traced in theories of chaos physics and the newer science of complexity, showing us that the antique formulas of spiritual progress do indeed reflect the subtle and creative connections of the universe. There are many energetic vehicles at work restating and bringing forth the wisdom of the Western traditions. Any container of a tradition becomes the tradition in due course; only time will tell which vehicles are most effective.

In the meantime, the seeker must be vigilant in order to steer a course around spiritual materialism, to avoid poorly trained teachers promising immediate results for cash, and to escape the rootless trend of “mystical tourism” that pervades training courses. No one can walk the Western Way in an afternoon’s workshop. The Mysteries call initiates of many kinds to their service in every age and the dues are always paid in the currency of total commitment. To be worthy of our hire, we must work with integrity.1

To keep our practice supple and effective, we need simple rituals that link the inner and outer life in respect and honor, training programs that encourage a better integration of esoteric principles in practical ways, a lively imagination, regular meditative and contemplative periods, and a compassionate heart for all living beings.

The Mysteries cannot die, be diminished, or be lost while there are people keeping the sacred path open. Our ancestors have walked the Western Way; those now living walk it; and it will be trodden by children yet to come—whose ancestors we will be. Our task is to keep the pathway clear by walking it with honor, thereby enabling the mystical rose to bloom once more upon the tree of tradition.
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Introduction to Part One

The Inward Spiral
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[Our task is to be] the Secretaries, the interpreters and preservers of the memorials of our ancestors.

—WILLIAM STUKELEY

Mankind, more than is realised, is an expression of the part of the earth upon which he subsists. A rose of the West should not aspire to bloom like a lotus of the East.

—GARETH KNIGHT, THE ROSE CROSS AND THE GODDESS

Threading the Labyrinth

In 1968 a book appeared called The Western Mystery Tradition (232). Its subject matter was the bedrock of ancient  myth and beliefs upon which most systems of Western magic are based. Its author, Christine Hartley, was a member of one of the leading esoteric schools of the time and she was thus uniquely placed to comment from within on the magical tradition. While her book is still valuable for its insights and perceptions, it leaves many questions unanswered. It does not, for example, attempt to relate the more ancient native Mystery traditions with those of the later, so-called Hermetic schools. Yet the Hermetic tradition could scarcely have existed without the native tradition, and an important relationship still exists between them. Walkers Between the Worlds attempts to bridge this gap, as well as to disprove the old adage that you cannot bring back anything from the world of faery. There is indeed much to be brought back that can be of value to us now in our perennial quest for a transcendent reality. Above all, it is our intention to present a practical and conceptual view of the Western Mysteries rather than a theoretical and chronological one, and to provide a map to the powerful mystical traditions that are our birthright.

At the outset, let us define the term Western Mysteries itself: It refers to a body of esoteric teaching and knowledge constituting a system of magical technique and belief that dates from the beginning of time. From the Foretime, when our ancestors first began to explore the inner realms of existence, these Mysteries have evolved into a variety of practical ways to explore the sacred continuum of life. They have been handed down primarily by oral means and have been remembered and practiced by those who are called to act as the memory of the group, who show the way or act as the soul or spiritual consciousness of the tribe.

Our focus here is on the Western Mysteries, rather than on the many Eastern systems and concepts that have found so strong a foothold in the West. It often has been assumed that the West had no sophisticated or mystical view of the cosmos before Eastern disciplines provided us with a ground plan and expert language. We hope to disprove this assumption here.

Eastern spiritual traditions have given a great deal to the West, offering us precise terminology for concepts unfamiliar to most European languages: Avatar, dakini, karma, nirvana, sakti, mandala, yantra, mantra—all these have become established words in esoteric practice. But though Eastern religious and esoteric techniques are certainly relevant to us in the West, we too have a native lore and wisdom. It is important to remember that in esoteric circles there are no rival traditions, only different ways of approaching the same goal. The East is a place of beginnings, while the West is a place of manifestations. The two are not competitors but are part of the same whole. The sun tracks from east to west across the heavens and esotericism reflects this movement. In the East religious devotions are practiced at the day’s beginning: bathing in Mother Ganga, offering hymns to the sun, performing morning pujas in answer to generations of belief. In the West the devotional practices come at the day’s end with vespers, evensong, and the greeting of the Sabbath. The Mysteries themselves belong to no one culture, tribe, or nation, but are part of a universal wisdom that is our inheritance.

Another important phrase, walker between the worlds, is used throughout this book to denote any person, whether seeker, initiate, or adept, who passes from the world of everyday reality into the world of spiritual reality and back again. This is accomplished through the practice of meditation, magical rituals, and ceremonies through which our everyday world and the Otherworld are comprehended as one reality.

The mystery traditions—both Western and Eastern—are concerned with keeping open the door between the worlds and mediating the energies that pass through from the Otherworld to our world. In the West’s materialist and consumerist culture, we can easily lose sight of the spiritual purpose of life, but an ever greater number of people are searching for something more profound and spiritually sustaining than the quick-fix solutions of the contemporary way of life. We should remember, though, that we have not always had a choice of paths in our personal spiritual quest. Until only a short time ago in the West, this spiritual search had to begin and end within the liberation or limitation of religion.

By appraising the traditions that are our birthright, we learn that they have coexisted alongside the official religions of the West but have been either overlooked by these religions or marginalized by being termed “unauthorized.” Religions themselves have arisen from ancient mystery traditions but have chosen to discard their magical practices, which has created in the West an unnatural division between the religious and the magical that is not present in other parts of the world. Religious prohibitions against studying our magical mystery traditions still remain deeply embedded in the Western consciousness, playing on our fears and disempowering our spiritual progress. By examining the nature of mystical reality, by aligning ourselves through simple daily practice, we can learn how false this division really is. The Western Mysteries have maintained the bridge between the two sides of reality, a Western Way that we can still walk.

Imagine, then, that you are about to embark on a journey to an immeasurably distant and strange country. Who will act as your companions and guides? If you are wise, you will turn to those who know the way and are familiar with the terrain. In the same way, if you journey to your own inner landscape, peopled by those from your cultural background and tradition, you should seek those along your path who can help you, familiarizing yourself with what they will say to you and the symbols they will show. You must also learn the words that you must say to open significant doors and how to address those who guard them.

And of course you will need maps. One such map is the labyrinth, and though you will meet with many other recurring images throughout this book—the tree, the circle, and the cross, to name only three—the labyrinth is one of the most important. The unicursal labyrinth as a symbol of the path of initiation is found at many mystery sites throughout the world. It is a living glyph of the Western Mysteries through which all must pass in pursuit of their spiritual destiny. The way in is also the way out—but in order to get out, we must first go in. The spiral journey inward takes us to the center, where we return to our roots and beginnings, honoring the ancestral wisdom. The spiral journey outward takes us to the periphery, to the place of emergence where we can explore the cosmos while referring to the self-knowledge gained on our inward journey.
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Fig. 1. The inward and outward spiral of the labyrinth. Its path leads up into the originative depths, changes us, and brings us forth again.



In our exploration of the Western Mysteries, we will first go back to our beginnings and explore the native tradition, from its origin in the Foretime to its present-day manifestation in the reemergence of paganism. Then, having visited the place of our origins, we will explore the Hermetic tradition—named after its supposed founder, Hermes Trismegistus—from its beginnings in classical antiquity to its current renaissance found in the work of contemporary magical schools and the alchemy of soul making.

We treat the native and Hermetic traditions with equal respect here. The native tradition draws upon ancestral wisdom, with its instinctive respect for the earth, and is focused upon the microcosm. Through the tribal lore of the collective it acknowledges the feminine and the power of story and it listens to the vision of the shaman. The Hermetic tradition, with its emphasis on the pursuit of knowledge and oneness with the godhead, focuses upon the macrocosm. Through the heightened consciousness of the magus it looks to the stars and planets for influences upon our world.

The Hermetic way is grounded in the perennial philosophy—that treasury of cumulative wisdom that remains continuously applicable to the human condition in every age and culture—while the native tradition is grounded in the Otherworld. The deity is seen in terms of elemental forces in the native tradition, while the Hermetic perception shifts from “God out there” to God within the self. The evolution of consciousness is encompassed by both traditions. Just as the Hermetic tradition cannot exist without the foundations of the native tradition, neither can the native progress without the projection of the Hermetic. They are the roots and branches of the tree of the Western Mysteries, providing us with a blueprint for every possible vision.

Christine Hartley points out in her pioneering study of the Western esoteric tradition that “the original working of the Mysteries looked first backwards, and then forwards; and upon their basic teaching we may found the traditions and mysteries of our Western schools.” (232) The two-way journey into and out of the labyrinth is a continual spiral of discovery: We go inward to come out again, and when our thread is wound out fully we must return inward to take stock, to gather our findings, and to rest. This is the pattern we must follow if we desire to learn.

Western Folk Weave

While most people consider the “real” Western Mysteries to reside in the Hermetic tradition, others are coming to see them in the context of their foundations. Those who look to the major civilizations of the Middle East and Mediterranean for insight into the Mysteries fail to see the ancestral wisdom all about them. A tradition, like a prophet, is often without honor in its own country; other grass seems greener and more succulent, and so it will ever appear. In considering the native tradition, we have drawn largely upon examples from the British tradition not because it is the only representative of the Western Way, but because it reflects our own experience, ancestral memory, and heritage. The native traditions of other Western cultures can be drawn upon in this exact same way.

How, then, do we define Western in Western mystery tradition? Geographically, we are considering the area from the Middle East westward. Culturally, the margin is less easy to define. None of us is really a native of anywhere any longer. Even those families who have lived in, say, Scotland for generations, were originally Norse, Pictish, or Gaelic invading stock with perhaps a few drops of indigenous blood. There are no pure bloodlines. What occurred long ago in the British Isles has now occurred in the United States and elsewhere: Immigrants have entered America in successive waves from every continent on earth. Those involved in this cultural hodgepodge tend to maintain their own native traditions in their new homeland for at least a few generations. These traditions were once upheld for even longer periods, but the influence of global communication on the homogenization of cultures is greater now than ever before. The last two centuries have uprooted many people, exiling them from their homes as refugees or immigrants in strange lands that no longer know their own cultural identities. Yet for all this, it is doubtful that humanity will have only one skin color, one culture, and one language in the future. Differences do matter and home is still best.

We human beings are territorial animals who want our own plot of land and our own customs. If, however, we cannot achieve our own “plot of land,” our cultural being becomes even more important. Native folk traditions and religious practices become even more precious when they are our only possessions; as we know from history, we will practice them under the most rigorous tyranny. Yet even in nonreligious, totalitarian states, the folk soul is rarely jettisoned; it can even become a way of controlling the nation, as we saw in Hitler’s reversion to Teutonic mythology during the rise of the National Socialist Party. Whether through indigenous myth or religious or political ideology, the folk soul can be harnessed to one manic individual’s vision with terrible results. But while it is true that following the native tradition too closely can result in a counterproductive atavism, native culture itself is not inimical. The folk soul can be powerfully cohesive in times of crisis and war; it can serve to anchor the confused or unhappy and can provide a sense of belonging in the face of exile or loss.

In a time of rapid globalization, however, regional cultures and traditions can often revert to an atavistic nationalism that is fundamentally tribal. Such deeply rooted nationalism can lurk beneath a veneer of seemingly sophisticated civilization and religion, becoming the instrument of oppression or repressive colonialism. Folk traditions and religious beliefs, as well as cultural values, can then be imposed upon one people by another, as in the case of European Americans upon American Indians, Dutch settlers upon black South Africans, or British immigrants upon Australian Aborigines. We will be dealing with the backlash from colonial repression for generations to come, attempting to make restitution for our mistakes.

But while Western cultural imperialism has spread all over the globe, creating terrible imbalances, this is not the path of the Western Mysteries. In fact, if we had been listening to our ancestral wisdom, to our profound spiritual sources, things would have been different. Those who attempt to use the Western Mysteries for repressive and fundamentalist ends are not true walkers between the worlds. Let us remember that genetic research tells us that all peoples now alive derive their ancestry from Africa. Before modern humans emerged, our ancestor species themselves evolved from different forms of life. We are all animals who have our roots in even earlier forms of life. From the first microbial beginnings of the primal soup of life to the dust of extinguished stars, we are all deeply related, whatever our land of birth or cultural coloring.

The Mysteries themselves transcend the divisions of race and country, but our way into them is very much paved by cultural predisposition. We have to start our spiritual journey from home. We each have our sense of belonging to a tribe, a nation, a people, and this is how it should be. It is possible to foster national pride yet to reject racism and any kind of supremecism, to balance our love of the past with our responsibility for the future. We must ask ourselves if we want to belong to the earth on which we walk or to be cut off forever from our roots, bereft of a sense of greater belonging.

Our intention in studying the native tradition in the West is to seek the roots of our consciousness, to track our development in relation to the needs of humankind. Our native tradition is, after all, where our genetic impulse has been coded, the place from which our hereditary memory first springs. But to go beyond our roots, not to remain among them, is the intention of this book. We must live wisely today and not attempt to inhabit a spiritual past.

Since we crossed the bridge of time into the third millennium, there has been a more urgent interest in our beginnings, in the history of how we came to be where we are now. Instead of assuming that our ancestors were poor, ignorant savages, archaeologists and historians are learning a new respect for the resourcefulness of our forebears. They are realizing that in order to understand ancient cultures, it is essential to learn something of their spiritual viewpoint, religious customs, and ceremonies. It is evident that in the Foretime of prehistory, landscape and cosmos were formative sacred influences and people had an understanding of reality’s two sides—of both everyday consciousness and that unseen but no less real Otherworld inhabited by the dead and other spirits.

But how can we come to understand such concepts from our own standpoint? What sources will authentically put us in touch with the same spiritual contacts? If the Western Way has its roots in the Foretime, what assurance do we have of uninterrupted descent from that time to our own? Certainly, if we are looking for some kind of apostolic succession, we are going to be disappointed. There may exist families whose lifestyle has altered little over hundreds of years, who have retained their intimacy with nature and have handed down a collection of wise lore and belief, but they are surely rare (see chapter 5). How can we share knowledge to which we have never had physical access? Given that the continuity of tradition is to some extent severed, how, for instance, can we learn why certain ancient stone circles were erected and what rites were performed there?

The ability to enter the eternal present of the Otherworld is the task of the shaman, who is the prime guardian of the native tradition. The information that the shaman brings back is not always verifiable by empirical scholarship. The evidence of such visions is distrusted by those who rely wholly upon the text and who do not experience the sacred continuum of life as accessible by many other means. Some methods of recalling and entering into that continuum are presented in this book so that you may experience it for yourself. This is our sacred heritage within the native tradition: to be aware of the timeless present through the focus of meditation and ritual; to learn that the tales and traditions of our homeland are ours in a more immediate and intimate sense, that the contacts, allies, and guides who work with us are not figments of our imagination. We are not talking about playing archaeologist and visiting our own past or fashioning a romantic and cozy fiction out of half-understood histories or pleasant daydreams, but rather we refer to a willingness to perceive with our inner as well as our outer senses the true nature of reality.

What esotericists call reality, empiricists call dream, vision, or nonsense because they see only one side of reality. To perceive both sides of reality and know which is which is the task of the walker between the worlds. Experience, instinct, intuition, and common sense will show how to distinguish truth from wish fulfillment. As with all experiments, we must judge by results. Insights come in many guises and at many different levels of time and experience. For example, we may learn about the reality of Atlantis from writers such as Dion Fortune (167) and Helena Blavatsky (48), or from the writings of Plato (480). All three experienced and wrote about the nature of Atlantis at a deeper level than most. While their approaches are individually different, the results create an interesting composite picture.

Maps of the Otherworld are as rare as maps of Treasure Island. Somehow we have lost our road markers on the way to civilization and must rediscover where we are in the cosmos. Esoteric vision may be subjective, but definitions of Otherworld reality become clearer as the evidence of our meditations reveals more and more. As we reach for the reality behind our definitions, like explorers who begin to experience the reality of a map by entering the unknown landscape in person, suddenly much more is revealed. Whether we speak of the sacred continuum of the universe in terms of God or Goddess, Mother Earth or Father Sky, or some other term, we begin to understand how different explorers experience the central intelligence of the universe.

It requires patience to retrieve wisdom by these means, but the knowledge that the way has been walked by others before us is comforting. They have left the path clearer for us, and their knowledge is available for our guidance, living on not only in the oral traditions of song and story, but also within the very cells of our bodies and in the earth beneath our feet.

The folk soul itself, the group soul of each nation, which exists in the blood and memory of its people, forms a collective wellspring of imagery and belief. A legend that lives on or a tradition that survives holds the clues we must seek. Although the fragmentary nature of such clues renders them frustratingly elusive, truth will surface from deeper levels that our normal consciousness cannot appreciate—and through various techniques, including the practices included here, we can encourage the emergence of this truth. Many of the myths and stories of our native traditions can enable us to engage in the magic of walking between the worlds. The anthropologist Bronislav Malinowski maintained that myth is not a dead product of past ages but is instead a living force, constantly surrounding magic with new testimonies. Magic moves in the glory of past tradition, but it also creates its atmosphere in ever-nascent myth. Just as the body of legends exists, fixed, standardized, and constituting the folklore of the tribe, so there is always a stream of narratives linked to mythological time. Because magic is the bridge between the golden age of primeval craft and the wonder-working power of today, its formulas are full of mythological allusions, which, when uttered, unchain the powers of the past and cast them into the present (363).

The Sacred Arts

It is across the bridge of magic that the ever-living powers we have thought of as lying in the past can flow into our lives today. This is why we begin walking the Western Way by first returning to our ancestral roots. Neglected by many as childish or primitive, the clear and primal wisdom of the Foretime is alive within the timelessly active present of the Otherworld. By contrast, the New Age has seen many come to grief through reaching for “higher” things through a forced assumption of unrealized spirituality and idealistic mysticism. It is easy to become ungrounded by seeking elevation of spirit. If we neglect the roots of the tree in order to reach for the fruit of the branches, we may find that the fruit has not set because the roots have not been nourished. Fervent would-be mystics arrive all too often at an unbalanced good that causes unaccountable suffering to both themselves and others mostly because they have not attended to their roots.

Not only must we start from our beginnings, but we must also build stamina as we go. The techniques of the shaman, magician, and mystic are founded upon continuous practice and repeated effort informed by spiritual dedication and are focused by ethical intention. This is the Way of the initiate, who is able to walk between the worlds and be streetwise in both. The sacred arts of the Western Mysteries begin with such unglamorous practices as repetitive meditation, training the mind, honing perception, and searching the soul. Some have been misled into thinking that this is yet another system to grant quick riches or cosmic knowledge, but the Way is often long and hard, requiring great discipline and dedication. Those who imagine this is a commercial enterprise that will afford them money or status will meet with great disappointment.

The shaman, magician, and any others who practice the sacred arts have low status in the Western world because our society marginalizes rather than honors all who engage in spiritual transaction and show the way. Shamans and magicians have long been outlawed from the mainstream and labeled as charlatans, heretics, and deceivers by those with religious vested interests. But the schism between magic and orthodox religion has left many scars. The fog of suspicion and superstition has clouded our understanding, while fear and distrust of the Otherworld and those who attempt to go there has created a barrier around the sacred arts. In fact, fear of the “supernatural” and of “dabbling in the occult” is attached to all who attempt to walk between the worlds.

Because so much of our society is governed by central institutions, many people expect there to be some executive board or central authority governing the Western Way. Yet the truth is that it has no church, no pope, no “king of the witches,” despite claims to the contrary. Instead there are disparate movements and groups that take its path and bear its seal, some of which do not associate together very happily. All those who wear this seal can recognize their fellow travelers, and though human pride and bigotry or fear and uncertainty may mask this recognition, it is somehow always apparent, indicating the common kinship that binds together the Western Mysteries.

The Western Way indeed has had many societies and associations that have taken the place of the mystery schools of ancient classical tradition, but these organizations have never governed the Mysteries themselves. During times of persecution they have operated in necessary secrecy. Some have been enlightened and humanitarian in focus, while others have been merely self-serving coteries for the fashionable occult dilettante. The good schools have seeded the world with ideas and concepts around which life can reconstellate in harmonious ways, but many of them now seem rather creaky and aged as new forms and disciplines carry forward the Mysteries. In our own lifetime, closed spiritual disciplines and inwardly ruminating esoteric groups have been largely discarded in favor of open seminars, public rituals, and personal meditation. The sacred arts have become accessible through books that range from helpful and informative guides to ludicrous attempts to confer initiation or enlightenment in a week’s time.

One of the secrets to learning the sacred arts is that though we can read, study, and practice on our own, we need others to act as catalysts to our sacred education. Much confusion can arise from solitary work when it is neither checked nor witnessed; our commitment can falter when our enthusiasm flags. While the true guides are our spiritual contacts, allies, and helpers, we who are learning to walk between the worlds need others to walk beside us, fellow travelers who may have walked the way before us, who can act as sounding boards and mentors.

The Western Way does not advocate a retreat from the real world. Western esotericism has always integrated the spiritual and material worlds into one unit: The way of the sadhu, sannyasin, and monk has always been a specialist one. Though the shaman and magician have taken Hermetic retreats in order to be solitary for short periods of meditation and communion with spiritual allies and guides, they each return to engage the world. We need a group of peers to help us explore the road and at least one mentor so that our path doesn’t remain merely theoretical and bookish.

The time for dynamic reappraisal has come. We live in an era in which we do not have to be secretive in order to keep the sacred arts alive. Now, as never before, the world is engaged in a great rediscovery of its spiritual heritage, and though few are aware of their part in this process, more are learning and seeking. We believe that we know everything, that the world has been cataloged and explored. Nothing remains but to seek the mystery of ourselves and our place in the sacred continuum of life. Having lost any sense of spiritual perspective, we turn once more to the sacred arts of the shaman and magician and to our inner journey.

The product of this journey is the recovery of our own traditional wisdom, often revealed by symbols during dreams or insights received through meditation. The time is approaching for the symbols and systems to be regenerated by an influx of new yet ancient material arising from within the group soul and hereditary memory of ordinary people. The work of recovery has already begun on many levels and within many disciplines. Of course, we are not all equipped to become shamans, mystics, magicians, healers, or wise women; yet by virtue of living our lives in the West, we are inheritors of the Western Way. While there will always be special mediators, we can now take personal responsibility for our inner path. The practices included in the following chapters offer the means of contact with the principle archetypes and spiritual forms of the Western Mysteries.

This book does not set out to convert anyone to any particular path, but it may be that what we have written will reveal your own path to you or show you in a clearer light the path you have already been walking. Because so many people today have fallen away from or never belonged to a tradition, understandings that were once common can no longer be assumed. We hope that if you are already following a defined path, this book will help to increase your commitment to it or prompt you to consider how well your path is meeting your needs. We hope that if you are struggling to clarify your path, you will find the clarity you seek perhaps not as a result of reading this book but maybe in reaction to it. We ask you to incorporate from it whatever is personally useful in order to individualize the material in the practices while respecting the specific instructions of each.

Chapters 1–3 address the beginnings of the Western Mysteries, those first stirrings of the religious impulse that led our ancestors to focus their attention on the elements: the earth beneath their feet, the sky above them, the stones and trees and rivers that were, to them, living beings capable of independent action and thought and with whom they shared the inheritance of their Mother Earth. The Western Way holds many of the secrets of our kinship with the earth. As chapter 2 shows, the earth guards the knowledge of who we really are and can confer the keys of our true heritage.

In chapter 4 we make the journey to the Otherworld. Those who have traveled the road to and from it have formed their own place within the borders of our world. They are the “secret people” who build and maintain the inner realm in the heart of every land (278) and who stand at the center of the labyrinth, looking backward and forward. With them we follow the movement from tribal consciousness to individual consciousness. After chapter 5, having reached the center of the labyrinth, we pause to assess our progress before beginning the outward journey, where we will see how native and Hermetic traditions flow into each other.

Our native tradition is still very much a living force whose guardianship passes on, as it always has, to the next generation. You, the readers of this book, are its new guardians at a time when we seek a closer affinity with tradition. It is your generation that holds the threads of the great tapestry making up the Western Way, and it is for you to continue the weaving of the pattern of tradition.
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Fig. 2. The lintel stone at New Grange in the Boyne Valley, Ireland. Marking the opening to a pre-Celtic passage grave, the stone is carved with interwoven spirals that remind us of the labyrinthine path we must walk in the pursuit of wisdom.



Notes on the Practices in This Book

Please read this section before attempting any of the practices in this book. A recording of some of the practices, along with two practices not available in print, is available from the Foundation for Inspirational and Oracular Studies (for address and Web site information, please see the resources section on page 397).

Each of the practices in this book includes its own instructions, but a few general remarks here may be helpful to the inexperienced practitioner. We believe that the Western Mysteries are a living path, not a theoretical concept, and that you, the reader, have a right to experience the journey on this path. As with a good cookbook, every exercise here has been tried and tested. The provenance of the techniques varies: While our own work within the Western Mysteries has provided us with their basis, we have drawn liberally on oral tradition, written lore, and others’ experiences for their substance. We have tried to be broad in our choice of material—the Western Way is diverse, combining pagan, Christian, and kabbalist with priest, witch, magician, and other gentle souls from a range of New Age groups. The exercises have been designed for a single practitioner who has little or no experience, but each is adaptable for use in groups and can be “stepped up” judiciously for those who know the ropes. Though some practices have prerequisites of sorts—exercises that should precede them—generally no attempt has been made to order the practices. If, however, they are performed in the order of their appearance, a logical progression through the Mysteries will emerge.

Unless otherwise stated, all the practices can be performed while seated comfortably in an upright chair at a time and place free from interruption, so take your phone off the hook and warn your family that you are not to be disturbed for an hour. Of course, some of the outside exercises, especially at sacred sites, are likely to be fraught with interruption. Remember that although it is difficult to tune into a sacred earth center in the midst of the tourist season, it is still possible, given a modicum of common sense and a great deal of concentration. Regardless of your location when performing the practices, be aware of the importance of quiet, rhythmic breathing and physical relaxation. Without these two essentials, which are often stressed but seldom applied, the results of your performance will be negligible.

The meditations in this book can be handled in two ways: You can read through the instructions and memorize them before beginning each practice or you can record the instructions and perform the practices while listening. Pathworkings, as meditations are often called these days, stem from the kabbalistic method of working upon the paths of the Tree of Life and should not be confused with the guided imagery techniques used by psychologists. The meditations given here are based upon traditional pathways that will bridge you with the Otherworld. Guided imagery meditations, on the other hand, are mostly invented scenarios. The more often a path is walked, the stronger it becomes. If you decide to record the meditations, remember to leave sufficient pauses in between parts of the text where you may need to visualize or engage with the material. The technique of pathworking is easily learned; it is like listening to a story, only you are the protagonist. Instead of seeing yourself as on a television screen, look out through your own eyes at the scenes before you; be there with all the clarity of your visual powers instead of simply observing yourself doing something, which can indicate that you are not in alignment with the meditation. As the esotericist Dion Fortune says, “What you contemplate, you touch. What you enter into in imagination, you make yourself one with.” (166)

Immediately after meditating, and indeed after each practice, write down your impressions. Like dreams, they will escape otherwise. Having a record of your work is a useful check for the future, when you may wish to branch out into other areas of exploration. But though your notebook is a companion and reminder, remember that it is not holy writ. You will eventually reach a stage in which you won’t need to take notes; you are instead living the Way. Until then, however, allow the practices to expand your understanding of the sacred continuum of which you are a part.

Repeat each exercise several times. Apart from noting your realizations, you will also discover how you react and change. The more you walk the path, the clearer it will become.

Many who begin esoteric work or a meditation practice that involves the exploration of the Otherworld will find useful the following basic rules of travel. We will expand upon them later, but these pointers will enable you to practice safely and without fear:


	Seal off your aura.

	Retain clear motivation and common sense on whatever level you operate.

	Establish clear boundaries between your ordinary life and your meditational practice by using words or signs to both open and close each session.

	Use your clan totem as a passport to other realms and call upon spiritual allies, guardians, and guides to accompany your otherworldly journeys. Keep good connection with them and ask their help when you need it rather than taking all steps alone and unaided.

	Do not expect fear distractions and terrors; do not follow them or become entangled with them.

	Respond courteously to those you meet on your travels. Discern whether or not they are present to speak to you. Remember that in everyday life, not everyone you meet on the street wants to give you advice, nor would you wish to ask it.





Meditation is a means for you to explore your inner world, which borders the Otherworld (see chapter 4). The reality you meet in the Otherworld is consistent within its own boundaries and if you observe its code, you will be safe: Follow the way set down for you, respect the guardians, and be alert for landmarks. Meditate with serious intent, but keep your sense of humor. If you take a wrong step, if you meet with something you don’t expect or are reminded of some terrible past event in your life that is painful to contemplate, don’t panic. Meditation tends to bring up aspects of our personality that we have not fully integrated, but remember that the theme of the Mysteries is “Know thyself.” Learn not to run away but to face up to your shortcomings; if you start bearing responsibility for your personal development, your spiritual growth will continue steadily.

Remember that your experiences will be unique from anyone else’s, so while it is sometimes helpful to compare notes with fellow travelers on the path, it can be confusing and detrimental to your progress to attempt to speak about your findings to someone who is not involved in similar work; everyone must experience for him- or herself the realizations implicit on the path. However much you love other human beings, you cannot attain enlightenment on their behalf; they must find their own way, make their own metaphor, and engage in their own realizing.

We each aim to potentize our individual capabilities and perceive more clearly our relationship with the spiritual evolution of our planet not out of a desire for self-aggrandizement, but in order to coordinate our bodily, psychic, and spiritual vehicles, enabling them to be effective instruments in the work of planetary service. This pattern of service underlies the work of the Western Mysteries and should be considered by those who have any qualms about exercises that may seem self-centered. To know yourself is the first task. Any measure of control you gain over yourself has a positive effect on the world around you.

In meditation it is useful to have some kind of device to mark the start and close of your practice. Such a device can be helpful in avoiding confusion between physical and spiritual consciousness and in establishing both mental adjustment and right intention. Here we offer some suggestions, but if none appeals to you, you can come up with your own; they will doubtless work much better for you than adopting ones that are not comfortable to you.

To start a meditation, imagine that you are a pilgrim about to pass between the worlds. Say the following:

I stand at the door with staff and pack,

May God [or the gods] protect me there and back.



Protecting yourself in this way does not necessarily indicate that you expect devils and dangers, but instead shows that you undertake your inner journey with intention—which is probably its most important requirement. You can substitute the name of your spiritual protector and incorporate your personal or clan totem (see practice 1, Finding Your Clan Totem) in the following chant:

From light to light,

From this world to the Otherworld,

Through the thresholds,

In the name of [your protector],

I come bearing the [your own symbol or totem].

To return from meditation, you can repeat your entry chant with the intention of returning to where you began or, as you strongly imagine your personal symbol, you can modify the first line of the second chant to:

From the Otherworld to my world

To begin and end a meditation, many people employ the simple device of opening and closing a pair of imaginary doors or curtains.

Regardless of the method you use to start and close your practice, it is important at the end of any exercise to consciously close off from the rest of your life the esoteric work you have done. This is commonsense psychic hygiene that is often neglected, but if you have ever tried to get a good night’s sleep after going over your accounts or having a flaming row with a friend, you will understand the importance of this step. A quick sealing-off gesture made with intention takes only a few seconds and is preferable to leaving your psyche running like a car engine.

For each exercise, follow the instructions carefully and use your common sense. Journey with the same street wisdom you would employ in daily life. Any technique that develops little-used abilities can be initially disorienting; expect a certain upheaval of consciousness in the first few weeks and accept that you are new to these experiences. Any technique also can wreak havoc when practiced by those who consider themselves experts on everything. For a fine example of this, read Franny’s experience of the Orthodox Jesus Prayer in Franny and Zooey, by J. D. Salinger (518). As a general rule, you should practice each exercise until you understand how it works. The Western Mysteries will wait, so be patient with yourself and take time to master each technique. There are no instant results and no “right” answers. You alone possess the key to each exercise, for without your participation, the practices are worthless.

As a follower of the Western Way, you should focus on becoming aware of your own potential as one who opens the way, who walks between the worlds of spirit and matter, who inherits and wields traditional wisdom within the human scheme of existence, and who lightens dark places within the human consciousness. The point of these practices is not to lift you from the planet, but to help you discover how your realizations can enable your spiritual vocation as a human being.

As you become more deeply involved in inner work, so will you begin to sensitize your being to the workings of both inner and outer worlds: Life lessons will come up more frequently as you participate in the earth’s own subtle changes and disturbances. This may be disconcerting at first, but gradually you will learn to cope with the kind of inner pressure that sometimes builds. Minor headaches are to be expected from time to time in this work. If you are ill, depressed, or otherwise under the weather, leave the practices alone until you feel better. Because they are intended for practical application in your everyday life, if your daily living is under pressure and your circumstances are emotionally fraught, then the exercises become a burden that you can do without. Likewise, be aware of using the Otherworld, your inner landscape, as an escape from life’s traumas. Be aware of the hazards of doing too much. If you are pushing both your outer and inner selves, your physical vehicle can become quite depleted in vitality, resulting in a paper-thin etheric body that can offer little protection. The only cure is regular rest, relaxation, and a complete break from inner work. Read harmless novels rather than improving literature, watch television, or do the gardening, but don’t step up the inner work.

Do not attempt these exercises if you use mind-altering drugs. Hallucinogens may seem to offer a quick route to enlightenment, but rather than providing a real shortcut, they more often result in short-circuiting the system. Whatever your path, the truth is the same, and you can get there only under your own steam. While medicinal drugs can, to some extent, correct imbalances in the body that result from inner disturbances, they often do not penetrate to the root cause of the illness.

We owe a debt of gratitude to those who have helped us in our testing of each practice and technique over a long period, and to our other supporters, both outer and inner. But even more, we owe a debt to those who have walked the Western Way before us and have left signposts along the road for us to follow. By working with these vital images, it is possible to trace the pattern of the maze inward and then outward again toward the future.

Walking the Western Way can be a lonely business at times; nevertheless, there is a genuine companionship among its travelers that transcends time and space. The landmarks on the path and the guardians whom you encounter along the way have been recognized by and known to others before you, as they will be again by those who come after you. We wish you a happy and empowering journey into your heritage.


1

The Old Religion
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The cult-man stands alone in Pellam’s land . . .

he can fetch things new and old . . .

the things come down from heaven together

with the kept memorials.

—DAVID JONES, ANATHEMATA

In the old days when we were a strong and happy people, all our power came to us from the sacred hoop of the nation, and so long as the hoop was unbroken, the people flourished. The flowering tree was the living center of the hoop and the circle of the four quarters nourished it.

—JOHN G. NEIHARDT, BLACK ELK SPEAKS

Rite and the Foretime

“Once upon a time, there was no time, and it was then that . . .” This is the traditional opening of a Breton storyteller’s tale and it immediately places the teller’s audience in another realm of existence. It is to this “once upon a time” that we must go to find the first traces of the Western Way, for to start our story within recorded history would be to leave out the most important of beginnings. It is in this “no time” that we find the Otherworld—a dimension where the gods still live in the inner landscape of our spiritual home. The Otherworld, the Western equivalent of the Australian Aborigines’ Dreamtime, is neither a memory of the past nor a remnant of some golden age, but instead a living and eternal present in which past and future meet and mingle.

In part 1 of this book we move within the world and work of the shaman, the original walker between the worlds. Shamans and their lineal descendants are the keepers of the native tradition, working within the primordial framework that has evolved from the earliest levels of tribal consciousness. The upsurge of interest in native tradition has tended to focus the events and beliefs of the Foretime in a spotlight of reverential awe. Present-day Pagans who have reconnected with the native tradition and drawn upon it for their inspiration sometimes adopt a rosy or romantic view of shamanic rites and the practices of the Foretime. They may forget that life in the Foretime was difficult, and that spiritual practice was not a self-improving pastime, but rather a necessary way of life. Magic was not separate from everyday life; it was part of it: Features of the universe had not yet been departmentalized as supernatural, normal, or scientific. Life in the Foretime was infused with the numinous nature of gods and spirits who were acknowledged daily. Animism was the first religion, the Old Religion.
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Fig. 3. One of the earliest images of the shaman, the prehistoric antlered figure from the cave of Les Trois Frères in southern France



The Western Way has evolved from tribal, animistic consciousness. Symbolic truth is as true now as it was in the Foretime, yet the means of that truth, conveyed by image and symbol, myth, song and story, has changed as the consciousness of humanity has evolved. The language of metaphor is the first language; the subtle conveyance of meaning through the allusions of song and story is the first brushstroke of image and symbol. At any one historical cross section of linear time, symbolic truths are revealed by the metaphors that resonate with the prevailing consciousness of the time. While it is now very difficult for us to read and understand the images executed upon cave walls by our ancestors in the Foretime, for people at the time of their creation, the meaning would have been plain. The development and evolution of human consciousness provides the motivation in the Western Way; it is the impulse that sets upon the path those seekers, whether shamans or scientists, who are determined to find the unifying factors in physical or outer life and spiritual or inner life. The capacity to understand and equate these factors is dependent upon the level of consciousness brought to bear on this search.

Our first steps upon the Way are taken within the native tradition, in which tribal or collective consciousness prevails. Out of the tribe emerges the shaman, who engages with the deepest otherworldly wisdom in order to translate the symbolic language that informs the next step on the evolutionary road of the spirit: individual consciousness. By recognizing, meeting, and identifying with the numinous gods and spirits, and by synthesizing this experience and transmitting it in an appropriate form to the tribe, the shaman educates the people. Not all take the step to individual consciousness at the same time. It is the result of an evolution that takes many generations and is partially achieved through the presence and work of the shaman and a growing body of initiates who have already begun to effect the transition within the tribe.

The native tradition of any country takes its people on this long journey from tribal consciousness to individual consciousness, just as its Hermetic or esoteric tradition attempts to lead people from individual consciousness to cosmic consciousness, in which evolved humanity will perceive its collective responsibility (see fig. 4).

The task of spiritual traditions, both now and in the Foretime, has been to hasten this evolutionary process through whatever means they have at their disposal. Their varying success can be gauged by a quick mental assessment of your own life experience to date. Consciousness can evolve only at the pace of those who are slowest to develop, however. Even in the third millennium there are atavistic aspects of tribal consciousness that the Western world is still struggling to throw off as it wrestles with regional differences and extreme forms of nationalism and racism. Ancient fears of merging with, surrendering to, or being invaded by unfamiliar concepts, alien cultures, or different religions result in a kind of fundamentalism that causes spiritual evolution to become petrified.
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Fig. 4. The evolution of consciousness



In the Foretime this evolutionary search for individual consciousness was begun by means of contact with the mineral kingdom and with the earth’s vital energies, which led to an understanding and personification of these energies with god forms. The earth itself was a numinous spirit, a sacred living being. The native tradition has never abandoned, forgotten, or neglected this immediate and familiar relationship with the earth. It remains an important means of understanding the universe. Upon this firm foundation the Hermetic tradition was able to perceive the relationship between the earth and the macrocosm that motivates the universe, and to identify the operation of each within both elemental and sophisticated god forms, as we shall see in part 2.

Those who today turn with renewed respect to the native tradition for their inspiration seek to work with the essential seed ideas and ancient knowledge of the Foretime, discarding forms and practices that are inappropriate for the modern world. This is done primarily via the Otherworld journey (see chapter 4 and practice 8, The Two Trees), in which the primordial wisdom yet lives. But before we can follow the way of the earth and the gods, before we board ship for the Otherworld, we must enter the world of the Foretime, the “once upon a time” of our ancestors.

The nineteenth-century poet “A. E.” wrote:

There is an Everliving in which past, present and future are one, and when we brood upon the past it may be that our intensity brings us to live in that which we brooded upon. It is not only in vision that we revisit the past; our hearts may sink into it and know what others have known. (514)

To “know what others have known” is never easy, and when we make excursions into the prehistory of the Foretime, we need atavistic sensitivity in order to see with the eyes of our ancestors and perceive with their consciousness. Imagine a time when feeling and sensation were a means of perception: when people shared a common consciousness and communicated in subliminal ways, as sensitive to changes in weather as animals are, aware of the seasonal round, and so deeply connected to the land that there could be no disconnection from it. These were the Firstborn; the terms Neanderthal and Homo erectus are but convenient hooks on which to hang old bones. All cultures have had their Foretime—indeed, some traditional societies are still living through theirs—and what is written here may be true of many periods of time that existed when landmasses, which we know today as continents, were connected and when present national divisions had not yet evolved.

The first intimations of the sacred were a subtle blend of many understandings—among them, of the earth energies whose currents crystallized into natural features of hill, stream, and tree; and of the ever-present power of the ancestors before the ancestors. It was a nameless, sensuous evolution at first, little more than a realization of what made stone something other than wood and both something different from flesh or bone. The immobility of stone and the quick, liquid gushing of water took on individual characteristics and qualities. Fire, air, earth, and water were the elder brethren of humankind, energies to be recognized and greeted with respect and the elementals of life that endowed the earth with power.

It was in the Foretime that these elementals were named and recognized. Before developed concepts of deity, the earth was already understood to be female—the Mother, the one who brings forth, the provider. The sky was discerned to be male—the Father, the one who rains and thunders. Eventually, the names and the images combined to formulate the seeds that would grow from meaningful metaphor into the gods. The ability to bestow names, together with the art of visualization, distinguished the shaman from the rest of those in the tribe. The first stirrings of imagination are perceptible in an individual’s ability to create a “picture” in his head. William Golding’s The Inheritors (187) gives insight into the consciousness of the Foretime and the way in which such pictures were tentatively shared.

In the native tradition of the Foretime, place was of the utmost importance. Unlike today, when people may draw upon the spiritual sources of cultures that are not their own, native tradition was generated from the land and customs of a specific location. Further, rather than communicating with transcendental spirits, shamans were in contact with spirits related to hunting, agriculture, fishing, the earth, sun, moon, and stars. They looked to the symbols that appeared in the natural world as guides to action and as resonant metaphors of the spirit world.

A modern Australian Aboriginal woman of the Pitjantjara tribe helps us to understand this sense of belonging to a particular place when she says that the moles, warts, and skin discolorations on her body are the same as the marks left by her ancestors upon a particular rock at her birthplace (422). Although we still acknowledge the importance of our place of birth, experience the frisson of power at a sacred site, or even yearn for some remote place that we feel is our spiritual home, very few of us in the West intimately know the network of influences at work on a site that has been continuously occupied over many generations. The natural features of such a place take on characteristics that are familiar and friendly to its inhabitants, eventually coalescing into spiritual forces: the genius loci, or spirit of the place. Today, ancient spiritual forces can still be encountered at old wells, on hills, and in woods. Though few people still make a wish, or tie a prayer rag from a branch at these places, the genius loci remains.

In the Foretime the tribe was a unit; its members, an extended family, were focused on maintaining themselves and surviving. To be part of the tribe was to be one of the family; to be cast out was almost certain death. To be subject to the tribe’s customs, laws, and privileges was to participate in the tribal consciousness that had been built up over many generations until a group soul began to operate. This group soul subscribed to a common symbolism and understanding that was upheld by domestic custom and transmitted through the traditions of ritual behavior. Ritual is a method of formalizing and therefore remembering things, a way of codifying the functions of humanity within a spiritual sphere of reference so that the deeds and responsibilities of ancestors can be transmitted to the tribe. It is a way of connecting everyday reality to otherworldly reality so that Otherworld beings can witness changes in our world, or so that we can witness the powerful changes of the spirits.

Tribal consciousness, concentrated in the here and now, was concerned with the body’s magnetic relationship to the earth and with the mingling of the earth and the ancestors. This focus is reflected in tribal rites such as the cult of the severed head, the veneration of ancestors’ bones, and the ritual of pouring the blood of sacrifice upon the stones (64). The recurrent rhythms of life and death were the tribal reality, and from these stem the ancient historical or religious promptings that still sway our opinions today. The early encodings of tribal ritual are yet with us, sometimes enshrining irrational and aberrant beliefs and other times giving us access to the group soul and potent wisdom of our people.

Because these rituals are based in earth, it might be easy to deride their efficacy for our own time, but we must remember that “[t]he heavy matter through which we move is not the antithesis of cosmic consciousness but its densest and most inert expression.” (511) The first stirrings of consciousness may appear crude and barbaric to us, but within the context of their times they were the valid attempts of a people to relate to the realities hidden behind appearances. They are the foundations of spiritual belief.

At the heart of the Old Religion was animism, the belief that every thing as well as every living organism has a soul. The term Old Religion has been used in diverse contexts, in some instances by those of one group who wish to define themselves in relation to those of a group that has descended from them. For instance, in countries where Catholicism was outlawed after the Reformation, members of the Catholic Church applied this term to their belief system in order to differentiate it from Protestantism; likewise, present-day witches use the term with regard to their own ancestral beliefs. In the context of this book, we apply the term Old Religion to the earliest native animist beliefs. The Old Religion here covers the vast period from the Foretime right up to and including the beliefs of the Celts, who welded their own practices onto older native patterns.

Such is the variety inherent in the Old Religion that we cannot trace every single factor in its makeup. Some of its earliest forms come down to us as folk customs and prayers, as simple ways of acknowledging the tasks of life rather than as formal expressions of worship. We can understand this by looking to the traditional sayings and prayers collected from the islands and Highlands of Scotland by Alexander Carmichael in the Carmina Gadelica (78). No aspect of life is too humble to have its own special saying and blessing—from smooring (covering) the fire at bedtime and blessing the seed corn for sowing to invoking against the evil eye and offering charms for travelers. The woman who weaves the cloth on her loom, ever aware of the vital interdependence of the animate and inanimate, sings:

May the man of this clothing never be wounded,

May he never be scathed.

The Carmina Gadelica, collected in the late nineteenth century, gives a clear impression of how even household gear and weapons participated animistically in their users’ lives. The particular blessing for each everyday activity could not be omitted without inviting danger, and rhymes and songs were sung to ease ongoing work. In orthodox Judaism, prescribed blessings of thanksgiving are still recited when performing daily actions. Even today the protection of saints, angels, and fairies is still sought. Places of accidental or violent death have been memorialized not in stone but in songs of lamentation and sad remembrance. Of the dead themselves there is little mention because their realm overlaps the realm of the living. The gateway is always open to the world of the ancestors, and they live potently in story and song.

The first forms of deity thus arose from recognition of the genius loci, which was the first germ of the idea of a god or gods. The second germ grew from the cult of the ancestors. The dead were both buried and cremated in the Foretime, but if burial was called for, the preparation for entombment was carried out with great care and exactitude, even to the inclusion of food and personal equipment in the tomb, as though death were but another form of life, which was exactly how it was understood. The ancestors—those who had gone before—were considered the go-betweens from the Otherworld, which was itself a continuation of this world. In life they had helped establish the fundamental shape of tribal existence by acting as links in the chain of tradition and by transmitting tribal wisdom. Reverence for ancestors is by no means extinct today. Many still celebrate the great festival of the dead on Halloween or on All Saints’ and All Souls’ Day, notably in Mexico, where candles are placed over ancestral graves, and in other parts of the world, where it is customary to offer news of the family to the deceased (65).

In the Foretime the deeds of ancestors were related to the next generation until eventually some of these individuals grew in stature to resemble gods or goddesses. Sometimes such retellings show how the behavior of the ancestors helped to codify tribal laws and precedents. The Irish historical chronicle the Book of Invasions sets many such precedents: the first adultery, the first fire kindled, the first fair assembled. These are all activities in which the ancestors participated in the tribe’s distant past, memories encapsulated and sung (321). These early tales seldom feature ancestors experiencing happy family life, but instead are rife with violence, chaotic relationships, and bloody slaughters. In the Welsh Triads, bardic mnemonics in which the ancestors and their deeds are celebrated in threes, we read of the three famous shoemakers, the three amazons of Britain, and the three unfortunate assassinations (602). Such tales provided a way for members of the tribe to share in the exploits of the dead who did not die.

Though everyone had ancestors who could be contacted and who could give aid, it required a specialized member of the tribe to interpret the realities of the Otherworld. In the shaman, the priest, the walker between the worlds we find the third germ of the god idea and a beginning of formal religious practice.

Walkers Between the Worlds

Every one of us is an earth walker; however, only certain people—the psychics, the mystics, the dreamers—are called to perform the shamanic function. In our society we exclude such people from the circle of community life out of fear or ignorance; for us they seem to have no useful purpose. Yet in the Foretime a tribe without a shaman was a tribe without a spiritual representative. Someone had to be able to go to the thresholds of the worlds and transact the tribe’s spiritual business with ancestors, spirits, and gods.

The shamans were the first guardians of the Western Way, the first keepers of tradition. Although the word shaman belongs properly to Siberia, it is more applicable to the Old Religion than is witch, magician, or priest, for the shaman fulfilled many roles: keeper of tribal lore, healer, prophet, diviner, and ceremonialist as well as ambassador to and interpreter of the gods. A shaman was born, not made, and was trained or guided only by another shaman. In an initiation, the shaman candidate went to an isolated place and, often near death from rigorous ordeals, made his or her first formal encounter with the Otherworld to meet a protector or mentor and the tribe’s ancestors or totem. If this initiation was successful, the candidate returned to the tribe to be inaugurated into the shamanic function by the elders (318).

The shaman was literally a walker between the worlds, one whose attunement to both tribal consciousness and the gods was so fine that he or she could slip between the hidden parallels of life and death, between this world and the Otherworld. The shaman affected the quality of the group soul on levels not immediately appreciable to normal consciousness. His or her vision informed, shaped, and changed the tribal unit. If we look to the ages after the Foretime, we can find mystics of many religions—the Christian Saint John of the Cross, the Jewish Nahman of Bratislav, and the Muslim Rumi—who carried the group soul forward through their silent witness and intimate contact with the spiritual realities of their faiths and through their intensive meditation upon the symbols of their religions in ways that made these images strongly evocative for others. The shaman’s role was even more crucial because his or her personal revelation shaped the tribal consciousness and formulated and named the gods. As Joan Halifax explains in her book Shamanic Voices:

This special and sacred awareness of the universe is codified in song and chant, poetry and tale, carving and painting . . . it gives structure and coherence to the unfathomable and intangible. By “making” that which is the unknown, the shaman attains some degree of control over the awesome forces of the mysterium. (223)

It was upon the shaman’s revelation and visualization that the Old Religion was built and from which subsequent god forms and spiritual practices were derived. While tribal members had only a vague notion of the threshold dividing the worlds, the shaman not only could divine through observation of the spirits of nature and of elemental forces, but was also supremely sensitive to the will of the ancestors, the first gods. The first stories of the gods arose from a weaving of the relationships among such animistic powers.

The shaman also maintained a close relationship with the tribe’s luck, the ancestral totem. Certain Highland clan chiefs in Scotland still retain their clan’s luck today: The MacLeods, for instance, possess the Fairy Flag, an otherworldly banner with the power to protect the clan from peril (424). The form of the tribal totem varied: If the tribe depended upon an animal, then an animal skin or horn might be worn by the shaman in great ceremonies. Or the totem might take the form of a stone or implement to be wielded, an emblem of the office of shaman or tribal ruler. The stories attached to the tribe’s luck were bound up with the beginnings of the tribe itself and can often be traced within the genealogies of certain families.

In the Foretime, the shaman was responsible for the spiritual balance of the tribe and the tribal ruler concerned himself with its daily governance. Sometimes the functions of shaman and ruler were combined in one person or family, which led to a close identification of that family with otherworldly entities or the gods. In this we see how some kings were said to descend from gods—the peace kings of Sweden from Freya, the Saxons from Woden, and the emperors of Japan from the sun goddess Amaterasu—while others were believed to have descended from animals, such as the Macfies, who were descended from a seal woman, and the French Lusignan line (whose later descendants became kings of Jerusalem during the Crusades), who were descended from Melusine, a water goddess or mermaid (137).

In some senses the shaman was also an early form of herald, bearing the arms or symbols of his tribe on its behalf. Armorial emblems or coats of arms representing people or groups of people can act as a substitute for a person, even after his or her death (424). Because we are all intimately related through a handful of common ancestors, we each have some share in a tribal symbol. Although we may not be eligible to bear arms, certain symbols or mascot images—the shaman’s animal ally and the animal familiar of the witch, for instance—crop up everywhere and are still powerful spirits belonginging to each of us. A technique for establishing such a shamanic or tribal totem is offered in practice 1, Finding Your Clan Totem. Clan totems like these, initiators into the Otherworld, are still powerful allies in walking the Western Way.

The shaman functioned not only as the spiritual representative or herald of the tribe, but also as its memory. Journeying between the worlds gave him or her a familiarity with both sides of reality. Most of us have lost the facility to pass from everyday reality into the Otherworld, but artists, priests, and initiates still have this ability. Analepsis, or the process of remembering and recovering forgotten knowledge—a technique used by poets, historians, mediums, and others—is, as you will see, an inheritance available to all of us who succeed our shamanic ancestors. While analepsis is skillfully discussed by Robert Graves in chapter 19 of The White Goddess (194), the following two examples show how it functions.

Just after World War II James Fraser, a cartwright in Beauly, Scotland, told in such detail a recurring dream in which he witnessed the Battle of Blar-na-Leine that his listeners did not doubt that he had seen the fray. However, this battle between the Frasers and the Clanranald, in which nearly all the Frasers were killed, occurred in 1544. James Fraser’s description of the clansmen’s dress, equipment, and methods of fighting could be verified only by some obscure sources unavailable to him (424). If one of Fraser’s ancestors had survived that battle, could this be some form of hereditary memory?

Many theories have been put forward to explain this phenomenon, such as Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious (280), reincarnation memory (239), and access to the ancestors (424). Each of these hypotheses uses an idiosyncratic metaphor for a single understanding. If we accept the Otherworld as a reality that is always available and is not subject to linear time, we begin to see how analepsis may be one of the keys to the Western Dreamtime. A technique for developing far memory is given in practice 2, Analeptic Memory, at the end of this chapter.

A second example of analepsis concerns Alfred Watkins, the nineteenth-century antiquary who “rediscovered” ley lines, or those energetic paths connecting ancient sacred sites. He spoke of an experience in which he was beset by a “flood of ancestral memory” when he first saw ley lines etched upon the countryside (639). Such sudden recall can allow an age-old facet of our tradition to be retrieved and thereby enlighten our own time. Whatever terms we choose to use for analepsis—communications from beyond the grave or from another space rather than from ancestors or the Otherworld—we each possess the means to use this technique.

Nothing is ever truly lost, and this is the joy of the Western Way. Recurrent themes crop up in a seemingly isolated way in individuals and, when synthesized, these form a body of knowledge that has lain forgotten for centuries. The shaman ensured that such knowledge was not left to chance. Each tribal member’s initiation into adulthood was a collective version of the shaman’s own otherworldly initiation; candidates were introduced to the symbols, spirits, and totems of the tribe in a memorable ceremony. It might be said that initiation into arcane knowledge has now been transferred to the examination process at universities, and that students, as candidates, still set themselves apart for a certain period of time, seeking the required response. This is itself a shadow of an older form of lengthy training and memory testing in which the initiate had to recall lost knowledge, a process that was the preserve of the shaman’s successors: the druids.

We can see the bridge between the Foretime shamans and the druids if we look at the Irish Book of Invasions (321). Here we read how one chief druid, Mide, kindled the first fire upon the hill of Uisnech, causing the “indigenous” druids to complain bitterly because he was usurping their function. Mide then brought them together, had their tongues cut out, buried the tongues on Uisnech, and then sat upon them—a suitable parable demonstrating the power struggle between the old and the new shaman, and how the powers and knowledge of the old ones were appropriated by the new.

The druids did not simply arrive, fully fledged, with the Celtic invasions, but instead shared the function and position of the old shamans. As links in the chain of succession, the druids were the strongest guardians of the Western Way. Yet even in the classical accounts of druidism they do not constitute a priesthood as we understand it today. The words of Strabo, Caesar, and Tacitus (71, 586) give us a slanted view of a society that was at odds with Rome; these witnesses are concerned not with the religious character of a priesthood but rather with the political threat posed by druidic powers of council. Parallels have been drawn between the class structure of classical India and that of the Celts (503). Druids and kings were brahmins, aristocrats of Celtic society, following the usual association between the ruling and priestly clans. A druid ranked above a king and was attached to the royal household as both shaman and learned divine, being adviser, teacher, and prophet in one.

The Romans sought to extirpate druidism; yet, ever mindful of the power of a land’s genius loci and gods, they retained the native god forms for their own use and encouraged the overt similarities between native and Roman deities—just as, five centuries later, Pope Gregory the Great advised missionaries to convert old pagan sites in Britain to Christian worship in accordance with the locally established genius loci and interpenetrating geodesic axes (511; see also chapter 2). The power of the aristocratic shaman may have been crushed or temporarily diverted during the Roman occupation, but Rome did not succeed in suppressing the group soul of the people. Nor did it quell their systems of law-giving as established by the druids or ever penetrate or conquer Ireland, where, as the ancient literature shows, druidism and all its functions remained intact.

In the Irish story “The Siege of Druim Damhgaire,” Mog Ruith, a West Munster druid, dons a bull’s hide and the enchennach, or bird dress, and soars above the heads of the opposing army to bring back details of the troops’ disposition. This is clearly an early example of astral flight, with his costume resembling the standard shamanic dress for such activities (388). In another tale the king of Ulster’s druid, Fingen, looks at people’s illnesses and injuries and gives them remedies (388). And in the Táin Bó Cúalnge (588) the royal woman Ness asks Cathbad, a passing druid, “What action is auspicious for this hour?” He prophesies, “It is good for getting a king on a queen.” Seeing no other male handy, she takes him to bed with her on the spot. Here we have an example of the druid as both shaman, prophet, and progenitor of kings. Besides these functions, the druids acted as judges, administrators, and philosophers. While Continental druidism may have developed differently, we begin to see that the role of shaman was subject to specialization within druidism. No “colleges of druidism” emerge from the evidence, however, though children were sent to a druid to be fostered by his wife, raised with his children, and taught his craft.

We are told that Ireland liked Christianity so much that it converted quietly and without fuss when, in actuality, Christianity adapted itself so well to druidic elements that it was accepted without question. As the missionaries of Ireland set out to convert Scotland, Wales, and northern England, elements of druidism were incorporated into the new faith, giving Celtic Christianity its own distinct flavor: that of native tradition Christianity.

At the coming of Christianity in Ireland, many of the specifically nonreligious druidic functions fell to the poets, or fili. In Ireland we see that instead of an all-purpose shaman, there came to be a number of specialized experts: the brehon, or judge; the seanchai, or professional storyteller, historian, and genealogist; and the poet, who had the equivalent of a small library in his head. The knowledge of each of these experts was marked by an equivalent to our university degrees of bachelor, master, and doctor. While each of these learned men and women shared the shamanic function of walker between the worlds and each was concerned with the passing on of traditional knowledge and deep learning, the poet retained the longest into the Christian era both shamanic and druidic ability (385).

Throughout the corpus of Celtic literature we come across poems in which the poet boasts the impossible. The Irish Amairgen says:

I am a hawk on a cliff,

I am a tear of the sun,

I am a turning in a maze,

I am a salmon in a pool. (389)

Likewise, Taliesin, the Welsh poet and priest, says:

I have borne the banner before Alexander.

I was at the place of the crucifixion of the merciful Son of God.

I have been in the firmament with Mary Magdalene . . .

I shall be until the day of doom on the face of the earth. (404)

In these boasts we see the seeds of analeptic memory at work, remembrances of other lives, times, and places, as well as an intimate acquaintance with the nature of the Otherworld. These boasts indicate knowledge gained in initiatory rites, hidden within metaphorical poetic utterance. These poems are often intense compressions of symbolic concepts that enter the understanding of the listener with the penetration of an invisible arrow. For the poet there is no distance between reality and metaphor, for he has experienced these conditions and states on his journeys in the Otherworld; he has embodied these qualities.

Poetic training was long and arduous, lasting at least twelve years and requiring the candidate to memorize the history of the race, the genealogies of kings, secret languages, the complexities of meter and prosody, and the laws and customs of the people. A poem was never invented; it was instead brought from the Otherworld by means of the spirit journey and was the result of personal experience—of being one with the nature of a bird or a fish, of sharing the revelation of a hero or a god. The poet’s initiation, like that of the shaman, was a journey through the labyrinth, and the mysteries met upon the way were codified and assimilated by the initiate. Like Taliesin, the Irish sage Tuan mac Cairell (388) experiences successive transformations into a deer, a boar, an eagle, and a salmon, at which point he is eaten by the wife of King Cairell and is reborn through her. Tuan was the sole survivor of the invasion of Ireland by Partholon many centuries ago and, through both reincarnation and memory, was able to survive to chronicle the events of passing generations for the benefit of later ages.

Though we are merely earth walkers, with training we may yet succeed to the heritage stored up for us by the walkers between the worlds. Druids and poets were polymaths as great as any living during the Renaissance. Indeed, they may be considered greater because they memorized their learning without reference to either books or writing. Our modern aids—the tape recorder, the CD-ROM, the notebook—are useful, but they have left us with lazy brains. Yet it is still possible to hone our senses and mental faculties, if not to razor-sharp druidic standard, then at least to a greater awareness of the Western Way and its treasures. The use of the creative imagination and the cultivation of analeptic recall can put us in touch with the Mysteries that are our heritage. Though the role of shaman, druid, and priest is scarcely recognizable in our society, we still have need for guardians of the Mysteries. Now more than ever, when the links are tenuous, do we need to become walkers between the worlds, finding the way over the threshold to interpret for our own generation the Mysteries we discover there. There are no longer shamans or elders to initiate us into these Mysteries today; however, we have provided one very old method of initiation in practice 8, The Two Trees, which will give you access to the Otherworld and to your own vision.
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