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I had been training for this night.


I stood barefoot under the big moon, looking up, feeling moonstruck right down into my bones. I knew that humans had done this same thing for millennia after millennia. I felt deeply that we humans had done this since we were able to stand up on our hind legs. I stood in the footprints of women before me. I was humbled.


Rationally, I recalled that archaeologists and sociologists don’t know how long we have been experiencing state changes through engagement with the lunar and earth energies, but it’s an ancient thing. This feeling is old. Really old.


I had bathed in salt and herbs and dressed in new clothes. A fire had been lit. Resins burned. Songs sung.


The priestess who I had worked with for the last two years washed my hands with water and then poured a little oil on my palms.


She said the words.


I answered in a tongue not my own but one I had learned the depth of the sum of. The words were of agreement. A set of serious vows agreed to.


I felt a flow of electricity in my bones. I was excited but I also knew the responsibility.


She held my gaze.


‘You are hers now.


‘You are yours now.


‘You are eternally accepted.


‘You have made the vows and all will be as you have agreed.’


I felt on fire, yet calm.


I felt I was radiating heat and calm and power.


I felt at home. I felt relieved. I felt so much love.


And I wanted to share that.


Outwards, ever outwards.


Stacey Demarco




The whole [of their] term being completed, it was lawful for them to marry, and leaving the sacred order, to choose any conditions of life that pleased them; but of this permission few, as they say, made use; and in cases where they did so, it was observed that their change was not a happy one, but accompanied ever after with regret and melancholy; so that the greater number, from religious fears and scruples, forbore and continued to old age and death in the strict observance of a single life.


– PLUTARCH ON THE 
VESTAL PRIESTESSES


Don’t explain your 
philosophy. Embody it.


– EPICTETUS, STOIC PHILOSOPHER
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WHAT IS A PRIESTESS?





I think the role of the priestess in both ancient and modern times can be misunderstood.


Most people would understand the modern role of a priest in today’s culture because in the Christianised West we have come to easily acknowledge a masculine figure being the intermediary to the monotheistic traditions of religion.


Back in the ancient world, though, both feminine and masculine roles existed as conduits to the gods. In some traditions the priestess – a representative of the feminine in divine – was necessary to be the conduit to feminine deity. In some of the oldest continual cultures in the world there are times when there is secret women’s business and the same for men, and these mysteries and places are not revealed to the other.


While we have some idea about the lives of priestesses from cultures that have limited recorded history, whether it be oral writing or in art, there is a huge swathe of the world in which while we know priestesses/shamanesses/holy women existed, archaeological records sadly haven’t captured much of their traditions. We can only guess at the mysteries and presume that in these cases we have some traditions that have been passed on to the practitioners of today.


What we do see in common is the idea of priestesses being leaders, catalysts and often healers or keepers of vital information. And so I will say that to me being a priestess, then and now, is centred around service to the community. 


Serious service.
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THE ROLE OF A MODERN PRIESTESS





The age of the guru is over.


I say this not to be provocative but to simply state that the days of blindly following a guru – often a male – and giving your power and sovereignty away to them is both unnecessary and absolutely counterproductive.


The role of priestess or shaman is one of service, not of standing up on a stage being admired and having your feet kissed. In fact, historically they were the others often set slightly apart from their communities in some way because of their special role, relishing their solitude and otherness and not courting adulation.


This life of service is not a life of servitude; instead, it is a life quietly leading, honing your skills and passing on what works. It is not about external power, but power and strength built from the inside out. True priestesses do not seek others’ approval, they seek to be a conduit of power in service. There is great humility in this and yet also a solid, quiet power that is unmatched. It is not a ‘power over’ but a ‘joining with’.


A modern priestess embodies her philosophy and shares tools and skills to make the lives of those she serves better. If someone tells you they are a priestess ask them to tell you how that title came about, then you can decide whether or not they have earned that title. It’s a jungle out there now. Observe.


For those of us who have been around a while we have certainly seen that there are spiritual fashions. It used to be angels then ascension or doing ceremony, and now strangely it seems folks are turning all pagan (and teaching it) when they are not. I feel it is dishonouring those who have taken years to train and learn to be who they say they actually are. Do not give your power away in order to become empowered. It is always buyer beware, caveat emptor, and it is up to you, the seeker, to ask the questions to satisfy yourself.


It is important for me to seek authenticity and pass on knowledge in deeply practical ways and model what I know and what was granted the same way to me. That seems truthful.


To give people a certificate that says they are experts in being a witch or pagan or in the magic of the moon means they do not understand the very nature of what those things are and where they have come from. Who is the recognised authority? Where is the respect for these pathways? Is the learning not endless?


I have my share of formal pieces of paper in frames, but never will they be to prove who I am in the pagan or magical worlds. I’ll let my actions tell that story loud and clear. I am not for everyone. Neither are you. However, I think by actively modelling to others what you say you are with ethics and service, with expertise and humility, you will reach those who need your leadership or assistance.


I have been researching, actively experiencing and teaching pagan spiritual paths for many decades now. My background is in business and professional writing so, just like many of you, I tried a rational way to find a path that would support me and enrich my life. I found teachers. Eventually good ones. My elders are a wonderfully mixed bunch of nationalities and beliefs. I travel extensively, not to sit by the pool in some resort but most often to immerse myself in a culture or way of life to learn in an open-hearted and respectful way.


Never with this attitude have I ever pushed to ingratiate myself with a teacher, ritual or way of being. It is my experience that true elders – not plastic shamans or gurus looking for their next pay cheque – are genuinely curious but watch you carefully and then choose to share with you . . . or maybe not. Learning from them takes time and you must be patient. It’s been my experience too that I have learned by listening, watching how they live and by their example.


True teachers in this realm show you what you need, demonstrate it when you are ready and do not hold back knowledge for effect or money. You earn their trust and respect and the process is often very slow – or at least it feels that way to us. They may push you to greater heights and depths, but you don’t become all seeing and all knowing because you did a few weekend trips or feel as though you can label yourself as a shaman/priestess/priest and so on. In fact, the label isn’t even in your thoughts. The experience, however, is.


They are not your friends, they are your teachers; therefore, they may exhibit strong boundaries on their time or process but this is presented in an experiential way, not in a ‘my way or the highway’ method. Caveat here: unless there is a safety reason.


There is no one way. 


Let me speak on this a little: if you find yourself furiously defending your way as the way, I would question why. I think robust discussion is healthy. This is one way we learn, but to shut down others who think differently is clear testimony to me that you are deeply unsure. If someone says they know their way is the way, run. Run, Forrest, run. In the path of the priestess this absolutism leaves no room for growth.


I remember returning from Bhutan, one of the most devout and authentically spiritual places I have ever visited. The beliefs are woven through every aspect of life, from ecology to government to sport. As a pagan in a strongly Buddhist country, the similarities between my beliefs and theirs was immediately noted, not the differences. My habit of picking up rubbish on a hike was seen and passed on to a monk we met. He gave me a card with a picture of the deity of the forest with a blessing saying that the deity had seen my valuable work. Good to know!


As I walked, the discussions with lamas both great and small, in famous temples and the most highly remote were friendly and joyful. After asking whether I was Buddhist (I’m not), they all quickly sought out information about the tenets of what I did believe and the harmony that could be found. So much learning. So much laughter. Such a warm welcome. 


‘Ooh! Who are you?’ asked one monk. ‘So many Westerners here in buses now but few make the climb to see us. Come, take my cat and share chai and let’s talk.’ Recalling the curiosity and ease and that cat make me smile even writing this now.


When I came home I began to reconnect on Facebook and the contrast was incredible. People posting statuses about their beliefs but not willing to discuss why in even the slightest way. People ego tripping about what they are and who they have trained with. People collecting Facebook friends to market to. People competing for clients. People confusing religious terminology and giving them their own often-strange meanings. Friends having others try and steal their work or having people push in where they don’t belong simply because of jealousy or fear of missing out – of what, I’m not sure. From where I stand right now I see very clearly the Western view of what spirituality has become: all show, little depth.


Witches were always considered to be the wise ones of the village. They could be relied upon for healing and good counsel. Very few leaders in ancient times made major decisions without first consulting the wise of their country or those who were able to translate oracles. Oracles such as that at Delphi were famous for hundreds of years and gave guidance to kings and those who would be kings.


Our problem, of course, was to find ways to continue or evolve our traditions during the long periods of persecution in later times. Happily, attitudes have changed somewhat in that we aren’t burned anymore and there is a noticeable resurgence in bringing back some of the old traditions and celebrations, particularly those that mark significant moments in our personal timeline such as cronings and birthings. For example, we are seeing the original pathways officially re-recognised in places such as Greece and new pagan temples built in Iceland.


I see this as a positive step and as such we need more leaders, those with good foundational training to undertake such roles. We need those who build inner strength from the inside out, which often makes them immune from the need to people please, to abuse and to seek more and more power.
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SERVICE, NOT SERVITUDE





I hear a lot about how tired folks are, particularly women. In nearly every Western country in the world women are still the primary caregivers of children and do the most domestic work within the home, even if they also have a job outside the home. In my home country of Australia the statistics, according to the latest Household, Income and Labour Dynamics Survey, looks like this: women are doing approximately 21 hours a week more than men in these unpaid tasks.


Additionally, the higher paid a woman is compared to her husband the more home chores she actually does! Yes, reread that. That unequal distribution of domestic labour falls into a pattern documented in a recent analysis published in the journal Work, Employment and Society. New mothers take on more housework than their husbands – and even more so when the woman makes more money than him, according to the article by Joanna Syrda, a professor at the UK-based University of Bath School of Management. ‘We see these top female earners as compensating in doing more housework,’ Syrda said, ‘not when women out-earn their husbands but when mothers out-earn fathers. So, parenthood seems to have that traditionalising effect.’


Syrda’s study used research from the Institute of Family Studies and examined the relationship between spousal income and the division of housework from more than 6,000 dual-income, heterosexual married couples between 1999 and 2017. Women with children reduced housework from 18 to 14 hours a week as they went from earning zero to half of the household income, but the analysis found that after passing her husband’s salary a woman’s home tasks increased to nearly 16 hours a week. In contrast, a man’s housework ranged from six to eight hours a week when he was the primary breadwinner but then declined as his wife out-earned him.


Wow! That is some kind of compensation women feel they have to make.


Hours are long for everyone, though. For many people mortgages are huge, debt looms large and worries are big. The lines are blurred between work and home with our devices being on and we become more available to all almost 24/7.


Then there is this seemingly worldwide epidemic of insomnia. While most people will at some stage have a sleepless night, more and more people have problems with not sleeping well or sleep being interrupted. There are obviously serious medical issues with not getting enough sleep, ranging from lack of concentration, eating disorders, unwanted weight gain, high blood pressure, increased possibility of heart attack, depression and decrease in fertility. So, naturally, sometimes when I suggest to Priestess Path students that being a priestess is primarily about service I can tell not everyone is taken with that idea.


They might say: ‘I’m exhausted, Stacey, I have so much to do and now you are asking me to do more for everyone else?’ or ‘I want to help others, but service? I’ve had enough of that,’ or even ‘I already feel like a servant, I don’t want to be ground down anymore.’


I hear you, but there is a difference between being of service and offering service – especially in a sacred way – and being a servant.


Now there is a lot of fashionable discussion out there about leaders being servants as a good thing, that putting people first all the time is the way to go. Personally, I think this is unbalanced and impossible to do in the long term without burnout. To give and give and give is unbalanced. It leads to resentment or a hardening of compassion even in the saintliest of people.Instead, I prefer the term sacred service and the idea of doing this for the common good.


What is the common good? Well, I love what the Stoic philosopher and one-time emperor of Rome Marcus Aurelius had to say in his wonderful journal Meditations. Marcus mentioned the term ‘common good’ tens of times in this text. In fact, he said: ‘The fruit of this life is a good character and acts for the common good.’ This means when we work on our own virtue or goodness we can work with others well and cooperate to form a  better and more harmonious society. The foundation, though, starts with us, and we extend ourselves in service for reasons of growing goodness rather than ego or some kind of twisted people-pleasing style of belonging.


When you dedicate to the witchcraft path it isn’t just so you can do spells and look cool wearing a pentagram. Yes, folks love the aesthetic, but the reality is much deeper than what it all looks like. You become a weaver of the worlds, a catalyst for change, a link with all that came before and all that will come after. Above all, you dedicate to being of ethical service.


We can indeed find a balance between the expression of our firm foundation and power with the role of priestess in service. Giving of ourselves in service means we want to serve with clarity about why and how.


There is no cloud of enmeshment in people pleasing, guilt or a feeling of resentfulness about what indeed we may get in return. We are in full control of what we give.


If we possess a strong foundation of personal power and are motivated towards the goal of sacred service then the burden is not a burden at all, but one of the key reasons we decide to lead and live.
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WHY WORK THE 13 LESSONS OF THE PRIESTESS PATH?
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	You can expect to be transformed by this pathway if you choose to be dedicated to the work.
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	You will build your strength and power from the inside out.
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	You can expect a sense of capability, sureness, flowfulness, courage, discipline and confident expansion. Things that used to bother you will not be on your radar anymore.
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	You’ll be able to handle difficult situations with greater ease and with a solutions-based attitude.
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	You’ll be less fearful about making mistakes and understand that failure is simply a step in success.
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	You won’t be so scared.
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	You’ll see and break old patterns that prevent you from being powerful.
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	You might just let go of who you were and be who you are.
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	You’ll be of service to something greater than yourself, and by doing so change the world.
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WHY THE PRIESTESS PATH?





I felt a while ago that the time had come for me to offer some guidance based partially on traditional priestess teachings to everyone who was interested and for those who felt they were ready and could benefit from it. I felt, too, that it didn’t matter so much whether people used the labels of ‘pagan’ or ‘witch’ or any other spiritual descriptor as long as they could understand the framework and be willing to actually take action.


You do not have to be pagan or a witch or even interested in these paths to benefit from these teachings. The Priestess Path is a year-long teaching of 13 lessons that will also weave and work with the eight major festivals of the wheel of the year as an energetic guide. The principles of stillness and growth and the power keys of self-knowledge, self-love, self-trust, self-care and leadership and more will all be examined and taught through the filter of the priestess. 


We will delve into the idea of mysteries. Not knowing, but exploring and doing. Observing. Thinking big. The greater good. All through the processes we might use when training.


This book isn’t a book giving a step-by-step guide on how to be a priestess.


Why wouldn’t I write exactly that book?


Well, first, there isn’t just one way, one tradition, one set of skills and ceremonies, and of course many aspects of magical initiatory pathways are indeed secret to outsiders. I wouldn’t rightly be sharing the intimate secrets of the training I received over years, especially without physically being there with you. Second, not all of the priestess training is relevant outside the tradition or magical context it is formed in, yet some of it is and it can be common to many leadership pathways.


When I first decided to write this book I wanted to create a practical guide in which you had the opportunity to co-create as we went along. I wanted to make it simple and useful to you even if you simply dipped in and out rather than read it and practised for the entire year.


Therefore, allow me to explain some of the important aspects to note.


Pagans often have a more egalitarian view of the role of humanity in the world in that we do not see our human species as something outside of nature. We see us, just like all the other living things, as a part of nature, not apart from nature. This is a key distinction to make, and it is one often at the heart of those paths that fall under the pagan umbrella and many indigenous earth-honouring practices.


From this central belief a lot springs forth. A belief that we are nature. A joy in deep observation of the natural world. A deep and abiding respect for the way the earth works – cycles of all kinds can guide us. A curiosity and awe that flows through our interactions with the world every day.


Which leads to . . . connection rather than connectivity. An antidote to the fast and shallow and a satisfying answer to the yearning many people have for depth. A flowful yet disciplined way to frame your year. A powerful humility about human beings’s place in the ecosystem but also the possibility for our greatness within it. And a feeling of care and responsibility for healing the damage we have done to the planet and to bring systems back into harmony.


For the purposes of this book I wanted to also have you consider one of the most well-known cyclic systems still used and, in fact, celebrated today. In the traditions of the ancient Celts and many parts of Britain, the year was broken up into eight seasonal festivals. These were festivals of earthly cycles, including the marking and celebration collectively referred to as the wheel of the year, and while you may not have heard of some of them – Lammas, for example – you would certainly have heard of Yule or the infamous Samhain, also known as Halloween.


I have included a guide to the wheel of the year in a section beginning on here. I suggest you mark or celebrate each celebration (I’ve included dates for both the northern and southern hemisphere) and try layering them over the work you are already doing. Simply start with the one that is coming up for you datewise when you start this book.


Each celebration has psychological themes that are calming and joyous for us to engage with. We experience in a real way the waxing and waning of light, dark, warmth, cold, fertility and fallowness, and of course life and death.


What I know for certain about following natural cycles closely like this is it is so rewarding over time. By honouring the cycles in these ancient but very deep ways we connect more deeply with being part of the whole. And besides that, the celebrations are fun.
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HOW TO WORK FLOWFULLY WITH THE 13 LESSONS





I have begun each lesson with mythos.


One of the great joys of my life is to tell, listen to and work with the mythos of the ancient and modern world. Any of you who have worked with me or even read or used my printed works know that there is almost always mythos present.


‘Mythos’ is a Greek concept that simply means ‘a story with a truth’. It’s not the modern idea of myth, which is ‘a lie or untruth’. I find it is often a deep and profound way to better understand life or to learn a lesson to make it better.


I can tell you to trust yourself, but you’ll remember that point much more deeply if I tell you through the story of Rhiannon and the horses. I can express to you how important it is as a woman to have a sense of sovereignty, but if I tell you about Pomona you’ll get it more deeply. I can tell you to think differently about fear through Ah Puch, to use your rational mind through Athena and to let go of your traumatic past through Kali, and you’ll remember the stories forever and so the teaching becomes a part of you.


With my love of mythos came associations and friendships with people who had mythos to tell and share. Often these are First Nations people or people who have a cultural heritage in which such stories are simply part of their landscape. As is culturally right, only stories that are allowed to be shared are shared. Of course, some of the stories are shared only and especially between members of that culture because this strengthens the bonds and spiritual framework of that culture. At all times we must respect cultural guidelines on this; we should never steal or appropriate stories. We should never pretend these mythos are ours alone and we are the owners, when naturally we are not. The appropriation of stories is one way colonisers showed violence over the colonised. Language was stolen and often outright prohibited, and this included the passing on of oral traditions of mythos.


Some stories are shared with trusted people who are not culturally part of that community, and these people are asked to hold those stories to themselves in trust. Some stories are for everyone to hear, happily and generously, and these often change with repeated telling.


Then there are the mythos that change slightly due to locality. If we follow some of the Polynesian mythos that start in Tahiti and sing across the waters to Hawaii and eventually through to New Zealand we experience similar deity names starring in similar stories with similar places featured – all similar but not quite the same. To me this is testimony of the power and strength of the Polynesian navigators spreading their traditions and lessons as they sailed great distances from island to island. The stories changed partially due to the landscape and the eventual language changed. What is correct telling in Tahiti perhaps sounds wrong in Hawaii . . . but, of course, it is not.


The thing that some folks don’t understand is that mythos have morphed and changed over time and circumstance. Stories that started and were told began to be told differently when, for example, a conqueror came with a different view or certainly when a monotheistic religion came across them. It is very common for strong female deity or figures in mythos to be turned into a villain or even a horrendous monster of the story. Look into the changing role of Morgan le Fay in the Arthurian myths for a good example.


As most of you know I always suggest going to the original source when studying mythos but also to understand what was going on at the time for there to be an interpretation such as the one you are seeing. I also suggest people read mythos like this out loud or learn the story to be able to tell it accurately orally to someone. This is how most mythos was passed on in ancient times, and still is in places now. By doing this you’ll see how powerful the desire or urge is to embellish it as your own, and you’ll see how meaning can change simply by the way you perform it or what you include or omit. For example, telling the story of the hero Perseus killing Medusa is one thing, but to include how Medusa became a monster to start with changes the story somewhat.


I think it is important when working with mythos to understand that there can indeed be many versions of the same story, and to tell someone that the version of the mythos they tell is a mistake or they are wrong is sort of irrelevant. Don’t get caught up in that. Instead, it is more useful to understand why the mythos may have had a change in expression and what was closer to a first telling.


The very nature of mythos is that it does morph, that it is indeed alive and is often meant to be used as a guide to behaviour – a guide to a certain truth – even now. Isn’t it an amazing expression of humanity that we can learn from the wisdom of stories created millennia ago?


The next step in each teaching is walking the path, which is an explanation and exploration of the lesson itself. It should give you a clear idea about what the lesson is and what it can do for you.
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