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Mark, your best stance is probably to be amused by it all, and then do whatever your guides guide you towards. Just avoid being defensive – they are used to being Persecutors who set up defensive Victims, so hold yourself above all that. Stay centered in love, and humour, and openness and honesty. And enjoy your new status as a heretic priest!


Gill Edwards (RIP), author of Living Magically, Stepping into the Magic, Pure Bliss, Wild Love, Life Is A Gift and Conscious Medicine
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Now that I have, I am grateful beyond words.


I love you from the bottom of my heart.
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Prologue


Roughly fifteen years ago I had a nervous breakdown. I was a Church of England vicar at the time and had to be signed off work and put on a course of antidepressants with counselling. The demands from both the church and myself (my own projected self-expectations) where just too great and I was falling apart. Also my marriage was failing big time. My kids are the gemstones of my life, but I’m afraid their mum and me were simply incompatible. So it all crumbled and I (recklessly) let my heart out to a member of the congregation, a woman! I guess you can imagine where this all ended? When we are messed about, hurting and frightened, we do crazy things.


About seven years after this, and well after the relationship had come to an end, I decided to “confess” it all to my bishop. As a result I had to resign.


Though self-indulgent, I find the reflecting upon and writing of my own story to be one of the most therapeutic and psychologically beneficial pursuits in life. I thoroughly recommend it to everyone. The process usually begins when I’m running in the morning, as if the rhythmic jogging loosens and churns up the clay in my mind and allows the contents to be processed bit by bit. It’s like taking a metaphorical mesh bottomed garden sieve and plunging it deep into the soil of life, gently sieving through all the various elements, pondering, gazing, harmonizing, reassessing and eliminating as it moves through the wire net and falls back out to fertilize and benefit the flower beds below.


It’s a process of both pain and pleasure, of discomfort and discovery, for you end up with two different products (apart from all the newly sieved soil that falls back on the garden). You are left with both muck and magic, chunks of large, sharp and seemingly dangerous rock, and among them tiny nuggets of glittering gold and perhaps even the odd diamond or two.


I’ve left both the muck and the magic within the diary you are about to read. The reason is simple; you can often only find the diamonds when you’ve been honest about the crap. And you need to see this as an authentic and honest telling of my story; otherwise you will end up with nothing more than a half truth which is, in effect, an untruth. 










Foreword


Seems to me everyone – and I include myself in this – are caught in a vain and constant striving for perfection. We strive to be perfect, as if redeeming ourselves in the eyes of our maker, omitting to acknowledge that our maker, whether you call the primordial generator of life Existence, God, Tao, or Whatever, has, so to speak, made us as we are: a composite of yin and yang, dark and light, messy and miraculous – because that’s the way we’re meant to be.


Accepting this relieves layers of undue stress instantly. And as far as I can see from my own personal process, and from having worked or been in touch with millions of people around the planet in various states of distress over the past few decades, releasing stress as we go along to prevent accumulation is paramount to attaining and sustaining health in the mind, in the body and in our relationship with existence.


In any case, would the maker, no matter what you called it, nor through which framework you addressed it, expect us to be perfect, other than in the perfectly imperfect, or imperfectly perfect way we already are?


Would the maker expect anything whatsoever? I don’t think so. The maker isn’t a person. I suggest the maker doesn’t default to humanoid habits like expecting things. The maker merely is. The maker merely ‘makes’. Presumably it’s precisely for this reason it squeezes and contorts itself, via the long and arduous process of evolution, into forms like ours in the first place: so it can experience these very human sensations - through us.


It’s us who project these human qualities, we who anthropomorphise the maker, simply because, unless engaged in some sort of ongoing process of daily meditation (in the broadest sense), whereby we’re able to regularly transcend the merely human level of cognition, we know no other way to make sense of the ineffable. Indeed I believe the biblical notion that God made man in His own image was meant in reverse: man-made God in his own image.


Nonetheless on we go wasting inordinate amounts of crucial vital force fighting with ourselves for not being perfect.


Despite our aspirations, so unremittingly compounded by a media and advertising industry that depends for its existence on persuading us to keep buying products or experiences that will make us perfect, the truth is, no matter what we buy, no matter whether shoes or facelifts, we’re all flawed, we’re all with our inner mechanisms broken in myriad ways: we’re all works in progress.


If healing is to be achieved, if we’re to grow into anywhere near the fullness of ourselves, the process must be instigated, not just once, but continually with a near as possible honest self-appraisal and acceptance of these flaws and glitches.


What Mark does here, with admirable courageousness, is lay himself fully bare and disclose his own flaws and glitches, not in a mawkish or confessional way, not seeking forgiveness or acceptance, but in order to inspire the reader to do likewise.


He invites and encourages us to make peace with the inevitable string of failures and messes that occur in every life, rather than mask them for shame, or to fit in to the general mesh of masking, obfuscation and lies that commonly passes for currency in society’s intrinsic warp and weft.


In this world of pretence and artifice we need as much help finding our authenticity as we can get.


I’ve had the privilege of spending time with Mark and whether seen through the prism of Christianity, Druidism or just basic humanitarianism, he’s certainly a fitting exemplar of the priest archetype, but more importantly is a genuine man of God.


It shines from him as a visible light.


He’s clearly here to serve us all in helping us grow into the unmitigated fullness of ourselves in all our fractured power and glory and so facilitate a more harmonious world for everyone.


I’m honoured to be the one he’s chosen to blow the trumpet and invite you to share the same privilege of spending some time with him in this wonderful book.


Stephen Russell - The Barefoot Doctor










Introduction


Reality shall set you free.


I’ve never forgotten those words. I think it was the hilarious writer Adrian Plass who re-interpreted the famous words of Jesus in such a way, or was he quoting someone else? It doesn’t matter. The fact is that “reality” is a much more vivid word to help understand the phrase than “truth.” Truth can so often come across as a forensic and intolerant word, conjuring up images of those sour faced bin bag Christian protesters who stand on the roadside shaking their fists as Gay Pride enthusiasts march past. Their black plastic dustbin liner clothing is often painted with large white words forming vile sentences about truth, heresy and hell fire.


Reality is indeed a much better word than truth. Reality shall set you free. Reality is about what really is, what really is true. Truth can so often be something you try with all your might to believe, but deep down you know is a pile of crap. It hurts; it seriously hurts the soul to cling to stuff that is not really you. And it’s dishonest; it’s living a lie. Many religious people try so damned hard to believe the truth because they think it will set them free, but instead they erect dirty great prison walls around themselves. The fact is that such “truth” does not set you free, and when you come to see this, then (ironically) you have been set free.


So is this book about freedom? Well yes in a way it is, though that’s just the beginning. It’s about a life set free and how such freedom (won in a most unpleasant manner) can lead to the most awesome adventures, as long as you stay within the fragile yet blessed place of authenticity (reality). This is a book that follows what is a messy and, at the same time, magical journey of a priest who was asked to resign from ministry after he made a confession to do with something which haunted him (the full story is told in my book The Path of the Blue Raven chapter six).


I decided not to be too worried about the nit picking conventions of pen-craft and simply let each moment speak for itself, so I have literally followed my own progress over the course of a year. There are high points and there are low points. There are “ah ha” moments of pure magic, and there are transformative discoveries. There is also much expressed inner debate and confusion. I wanted this book to offer similarly broken, confused and fallen people a little light, a little hope. I want to encourage all those beaten up by their projected self-expectations to stick in there and believe that all things can work together for good. I want this book to bring a sense of hope and grace to all those who, like me, have made mistakes, suffered falls and made bad choices that fill the heart with regret and shame. Believe me, I’ve made some serious mistakes in the past, and I have suffered the consequences of being honest about them to those who were in control of my life. Yet the simple fact that I was honest about them unlocked the prison doors of my psyche and set me free.


I want the following pages to encourage and inspire self-honesty within your life situation for I have discovered how liberating an authentic and open life can be.


Painful? Yes.


At times disorientating? Yes.


Frightening? Yes.


Sacrificial? Most definitely.


Yet also liberating beyond measure.


Finally, for the words ahead to make sense you’ll need to be aware of a few points:


Alongside my battered Christian priesthood I am a Stage Magician (illusionist) and a member of a Druid Order (a nature based spiritual tradition). My goal has been to discover a way forward that honours each of these three strands and sees them as complimentary rather than oppositional.


Also the year that I recorded for this book was 2009, which I chose because it immediately followed one of the most depressing and traumatic years of my entire life. I “went to hell and back” in 2008, due to the impact of my resignation and consequent pressures that stemmed from that decision. So I started a diary in January 2009 to try to process and make sense of what was happening to me. As it turned out 2009 was also pretty horrible. At times I felt totally crushed by the weight of it.


However, it’s now five years later and many things have changed in my life situation. So, during the editing process I felt I had to remove various elements. I simply couldn’t leave in every aspect of the story because there are people to protect. I’ve removed many of the references to other individuals and have left my own closest ones almost completely out of it.


On top of this, because of my deep belief in the need to be honest about my faults, much of what I’ve left in may come across as unnecessarily childish. I realise there is a risk of being misunderstood, but I want my readers to feel the utter despair (even though you have to sometimes remain only partially aware of what, or who, caused that despair). As I’ve already said, I want to show how diamonds can sparkle and glitter the most brightly when they lie within the rubble of life. It’s the only way. There’s no point pretending, and there’s far too much pretence in the spiritual/religious world. Sugary books claiming that life is perfect and you can constantly live on a bed of roses are no help to anyone, period!


Finally, I make many references to my other books and use some ideas, phrases and terms from them. While it’s not necessary to have read any of those books to understand this one, it is probably helpful to know the following:


The Gospel of Falling Down


Part of the thesis of the above book is that each of us have two inner voices; what Jungian psychologists refer to as the ego and the self, and what some spiritual teachers refer to as the False-Self and the True or God-Self. Within the book I refer to them as the Little-Me (ego) and the Divine-Me (self), and I see the Little-Me as the voice (or “collection of voices”) which tend to rule our thoughts and are basically self-protecting, attention seeking, praise demanding and defensive. Whereas the Divine-Me is the deeper, wiser and usually unnoticed voice of wisdom that exists underneath all the mental clutter of the ego’s noise. In the book I gave a few exercises that enable people to get in touch with these different aspects of our characters and, when people do, it can be a massive revelation. I also talk about the natural dialogues I’ve found myself involved in, usually through my writing, when the two voices seem to correspond. I included some of these dialogues within The Gospel of Falling Down as examples. Since the point when I first recognised these voices I’ve become more and more aware of what I call the Divine-Me. When the Divine-Me is expressed within this book it will be through an italic font.


The Wizard’s Gift


The Wizard’s Gift book is a parable of the inner voices I just mentioned. It is a novel about a suicidal man who meets a wise old wizard within the very forest where he attempts to end his life. The consequent story is his gradual getting to know the wizard and learning from his wisdom. It concludes with some thoughts about the “Inner Wizard” or the “Wizard Within” as a reality that we all possess. It is the same voice as the Divine-Me.


Another important point, which is implicit within both the above books, is that the magical gift of this wise inner voice is often revealed within the mess, muddle and brokenness of life.


The Path of the Blue Raven


Rather than giving a summary of the above book it will make much more sense to quote something from it:




I’ve always believed that one of the church’s primary functions is to do with embracing the fallen and dispensing grace. However the truth is that while priest Mark Townsend never had a problem with offering grace to other messy souls he just couldn’t seem to do the same for himself. In the end the mess and unhappiness from his own journey proved too burdensome to be able to continue as a priest.


Consequences follow actions. It’s one of life’s most basic laws. We reap what we sow. This is one major reason why I refuse to hold on to the petty grudges and feelings of hostility towards those who’ve hurt me. Revenge is like drinking rat poison in an effort to kill the damn rodent. Venom, let loose, will only end up poisoning us.


But I didn’t need rat poison to hurt me. I had a habit of turning my anger and pain inward. So back in 2007 I decided to do something very risky, to put my money where my mouth was and unburden myself not to another anonymous counsellor, family member or friend, but to someone within the ecclesiastical world whose opinion I would have no option but to take note of. I needed to be brave enough to share all my shit and mess with this person and not only that, do whatever he recommended. That was my condition to myself.


I was about to move to a new post within the church but my heart told me I needed to do something before I could feel free to be Installed. It all has to do with that word authenticity again. In order to be made the new Priest in Charge, I would have to go through a ceremony where, among other things, I would be required to submit to the authority of both the bishop and the Queen (church and state). The bishop would end the ceremony by giving me his blessing for my future as someone who shared his “cure of souls.” Both my previous Installation ceremonies were under my previous bishop’s reign.


Well, my heart simply would not let me go through all this until I’d looked my bishop in the eye and allowed him to see the “real Mark.” I knew that I would need to make something of a confession to him, and tell him about all the mess and muddle of the previous few years. There was literally no other way. I do believe in transparency, especially within the context of such situations as this. The problem was that one particular part of this mess was “big stuff.” Sure, I’d talked it through (and even made confessions) many times before (even to the church hierarchy) but this man was my new Father in God. I simply could not stand before him, feel his hand of blessing on my head, and know that my sorry story was a secret.


I sought councel from half a dozen or so trusted friends in dog collars. Only one of them thought I should do it. The rest said that, while my “mess” was something that probably a quarter of the clergy of the land had (at some point) made, there was no point bringing up the past when it could threaten my future. I disagreed. A future would be no future at all if it were not authentic. I needed to risk everything in order to gain freedom. The freedom might have also included a new post in the country or it might not.


Thus I found myself sat in front of my bishop making what was essentially a confession about my past. I cannot tell the whole tale here for it is not mine alone to tell. However I can say that some of it was to do with a relationship I’d gotten into with a married woman. By that time it had been over for almost a couple of years but it still haunted me.


To this day I am deeply ashamed of what I did, and am truly sorry for the obvious pain I caused. But we humans are a mixture of light and dark. And when life gets hard, and dreams are shattered, we can react in foolish and selfish ways. I was messed up and allowed myself to get attached to a sympathetic soul, but it was wrong and I take full responsibility for my actions, which is why I never ended up moving to that new post.


The long and the short of it is that I was asked to resign for a period of three years. I can’t pretend it wasn’t a bombshell.


I’m not writing any of this because I have any blame towards anyone (apart from myself). The reason for allowing this part of the story to have a place is so that the rest of the book rings true and is authentic. My mistake all those years ago, and my decision to let my boss know about it, changed the very shape of my future.





Extract taken from Path of the Blue Raven: From Religion to Re-enchantment, (published Nov. 2009 buy O-Books).










January


It’s a new year, thank God! Now I can at last slam the door on the last one. Bang! I need to hold it tight, lean against it and stop any of the poison creeping through. I imagine it trying to find a crack, like some noxious green Gotham City gas that’s found its way to the air vent. If a year could be personified then 2008 is Jack Nicolson’s Joker dressed as an old fashioned puppet master, complete with a marionette figurine on strings. And who is this effigy? Me of course. And up above my head dances the laughing green-haired-psycho slamming me into one calamity after another.


I can visualise the other guy coming out of the dark, the man who thinks he is a bat. There he is and he’s holding a sharp bat handled blade. Swish! Bye bye Joker!


The door’s closed. The strings have been cut. Last year is gone, and here I am ready for a fresh new year and a chance to win a little happiness.


Okay, so I just exaggerated a little. Last year was dreadful but it was not all bad. I learned many invaluable lessons too. And a new year brings with it a fresh sense of hope. I just wonder what this year will bring for me and my family. It feels a whole lot different to this time last year. How on earth we got through it I’ll never know, but we did.


* * *


Nothing’s permanent. Everything is constantly changing, developing, mutating and being transformed. And all this change and necessary growth is painful. It requires many deaths. There is no other way. Life, death and re-birth is nature’s on-going cycle of creation, destruction and re-creation. We can’t halt the process just because we don’t like it. In fact, when we get in the way of nature, she fights back.


Today the last branch of dear old Woolies closed. For a hundred years we’ve had Woolworths in our towns and cities. It’s almost as established as the dear old Church of England. What’s happening? More and more businesses are throwing in their hands every day. It’s an economic melt-down. Is that all part of nature fighting back? Is there some deeper reason why we are waving goodbye to so much of what we’ve known? Are we so overgrown in our bulging, pulsating cities that the only possible way forward is a severe pruning back of dead wood? Have we attempted to re-build Babel as a strange post-religious temple to the gods of secular capitalism? And has the tower begun to crumble under its own colossal weight?


* * *


It’s only the first week in the New Year and already I’m faced with a probable controversy. I wrote a strong but genuinely well intentioned letter to the local press just before Christmas. I was upset by the remarks made by the Pope that were interpreted as him drawing a parallel between homosexuality and the destruction of the rain forests. Today’s newspaper has dropped through the post and there it is, the top headline, staring at me from the floor. They turned my letter into a front page article:


Ex-Vicar Slams Pope’s Anti-Gay Message


The article continues:




A North Herefordshire clergyman, who uses magic tricks to spread his religious message, has spoken out in defense of gay priests as a row caused by the Pope’s comments on homosexuality rumbles on.


As gay groups and activists reacted angrily to Pope Benedict XVI’s claims that saving humanity from homosexual or trans- sexual behaviour must rank on the same scale as protecting the environment, Rev Mark Townsend expressed dismay at the end of year speech to staff at the Vatican.


No stranger to controversy himself, Mr. Townsend, who gave up his job with the Herefordshire Diocese to carry out spiritual work with the aid of magic, explained that some of his best friends are gay Catholic and Anglican priests. “I thank God for the ministry of every one of them, and I make this point because, should either the Roman or Anglican church ever succeed in eliminating all gay men and women from the ranks of the clergy – well, I’m afraid large areas of the church would cease to exist, for there would be no-one left to serve them,” he stated.


The former team ministry leader, who was vicar at Leominster Priory Church for eight years, makes it clear the views are his own, and not those of the Church of England or Hereford Diocese.


“I do not speak for them. I speak as a flawed and imperfect ex-vicar, with pagan leanings, who still loves the church but hates its exclusivity,” he said.


He believed Pope Benedict did not intend his remarks to be ‘re-expressed’ the way they were. “But even if you water it down, to see homosexuality as such a threat to the institution of the church boggles the mind,” he said. “What a ‘wonderful’ message from the world’s most prominent church leader!”


The UK Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement called the Pope’s remarks “irresponsible and unacceptable.”


Mr. Townsend said: “I have been a priest for 10 years, and over the course of that period, have had the privilege of getting to know some truly wonderful clergy, Roman, Anglican and Protestant, and an enormous percentage of them are gay. I have been taught by them, trained alongside them, worked with them, been absolved by them, laughed with them and cried with them.”


“Surely our founder, the one whose birthday we have just celebrated, taught that love, rather than judgement is the way?”





I bet that goes down like a lead balloon! It reminds me of last year when a very tongue in cheek letter of mine ended up with my receiving a hierarchical phone call and a demand for a letter of apology to an offended Christian couple who’d written a complaint about me. Okay it was a silly letter, but understandable bearing in mind the circumstances. I’d been attacked in the local newspaper three times over one of my books. A fundamentalist Christian had complained that my book was dangerous heresy. I politely replied, showing respect for his opinion. He wrote another attack. Again I replied politely, and he responded with yet another attack. So I wrote this: “If Jesus ever decided to come back to earth he’d probably take one look and say ‘Screw the church’ and go down the pub for a real conversation.”


The next thing I heard was an episcopal voice on the phone saying that he’d received a complaint about me and that I must apologise by letter. He also said, “Mark the church is the bride of Christ.” I felt like saying, “Well in that case maybe Jesus wants a divorce,” but I bit my tongue instead.


* * *


Peter Owen Jones’s new BBC television series has begun. It’s brave and breath-taking! This eccentric vicar’s TV appearances are one of the very few public portrayals of the Church of England that give me any hope for the future of British Anglicanism. But I wonder how long he’ll get away with pushing the boundaries the way he does. I’ve been looking forward to this ever since I first heard about it. I thought his previous series Extreme Pilgrim was one of the best pieces of religious broadcasting ever. It was open, gutsy, exciting, spiritual, dynamic, realistic and thoroughly human.


What’s astonishing about the first episode of Around the World in 80 Faiths is the undeniable fact that so much natural Paganism still makes meaning all over the world, even within strictly monotheistic cultures. There were examples of both Christian and Islamic communities that have clearly continued some of their pre-monotheistic Pagan practises, and even found ways to incorporate them into their current religious culture and practices.


* * *


I have three funerals on at the moment and was particularly moved by a visit I made to a family yesterday. The widow told of how her late husband’s only concern was with regard to who would officiate at his funeral. He and his wife had ceased to be religious after their children had grown up, but they always remained open to spiritual things. He knew that the “done thing” was to have the local vicar officiate. The other option would have been a humanist, but that would rule out any prayers or hymns.


The widow said, “Then Victoria found you, Mark, our answer.” [Victoria is the funeral director] I can’t express how humbling and awe inspiring it is to still be used in this way. I hope I never stop thinking of this as the most awesome privilege.


An ingredient that contributes much to my ceremonies is the Druidry I’ve been immersed within. The Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids has given me so much over the last couple of years. Pagan Druidry adds what is lacking within regular Christian worship and practise; a deep love and reverence for nature, a recognition and appreciation of the divine feminine, an earthy and dramatic use of metaphor, symbol and ritual, and much more.


I’ve begun a new pattern of prayer too but don’t be misled by the use of the term “new.” It’s not as if there was an old pattern. My regular prayer routine began to fade shortly after my resignation in June 2007. Throughout last year I took regular trips to the forest to sit, contemplate, whine, and occasionally listen to the “voice within,” but as for formal “prayer times,” not interested. Church rarely saw me either. However I do feel the time has come to plug myself back in to some daily rhythm; not a proscribed dogmatism, but a gentle setting aside of a few choice moments as a spiritual heart beat for the week. I’m using my friend Rev. Tess Ward’s beautiful book The Celtic Wheel of the Year. This book is a treasure chest, drawing upon both Christian and Pagan sources. So far so good, I’ve kept it up really well, but then it is only the 7th Jan.


* * *


I just dropped my gorgeous kids at the school bus stop. How lucky I am to have them. They teach me so much, and are so different to how I was as a boy. A right little “so and so” I was:


[Ding dong!] ‘agggggggggh, what have you done now Mark?’


That was the sound of my mum who, about thirty-seven years ago opened the door on her eight year old son. He’d been playing with his chemistry set again. Why the hell did they give those things to kids back then? There I was, chimp’s grin across my face, hands burning like a flaming torch from Raiders of the Lost Ark. I’d soaked my hand in methylated spirit and set it alight with a match. I realised that if you kept your hand flapping, the wind would cool your hand as the spirit burnt off (before scorching the skin). I did get hurt a few times with my silly games but it was fun.


What a contrast to the control freak I turned into.


* * *


I’m walking down The Grange, a lovely park area near the church I used to be vicar of. I love my morning walks. Not long ago I spotted a raven couple down near the river. Funnily enough I was by some standing stones when I saw them. Since then the two beautiful black angels have occasionally appeared, croaking and flying acrobatically across the sky. I hope I see them today. There are always plenty of crows but these magic black ravens are rare and awesome. It was a raven vision that inspired my last book.


The rest of the feathered tribe is loud today, audibly decorating the otherwise silent dawn with an array of happy voices. I love the way nature speaks. More and more I find the Druidic way of appreciating the divinity of the natural world so appealing.


I blessed my home yesterday, with a Druid ritual. I’ve done home blessings before but they seem to come from the perspective of places being somehow “dark” until you claim it for the light, as if the house is both being blessed and exorcised at the same time. I find other sacraments similar, like baptism. In fact many do see baptism as a mini service of deliverance. The baby is somehow cleansed and brought into the light. I’ve never viewed it in this way. To me a baptism is a marking out of whatever already is true. My Druid home blessing was, likewise, a celebration of the gift of the space (which is already good) and a blessing of the Great Spirit upon it. Naturally there are also notions of protection within the rite but not with the heavy dark and light dualism.


* * *


I’m beginning to feel a little more settled in my unsettledness. Faith, let’s face it, is a slippery business. Trying to hold on to it with certainty is like trying to hold onto a bar of soap in a bath. Faith is riddled with doubt, confusion, at times despair, and has the inevitable smattering of hypocrisy.


The church is still (at least partially) my spiritual family (though they, Christians, scare the crap out of me at times). I’m even preparing to perform as a magician at a couple of Diocesan Conventions this year; the first is only a few days away [shudder!]. It’s for the Diocese of Rochester. I’ve been invited to perform a magic show as their final entertainment. It should be fun, but before that I’m off to do the same thing at a church in Birmingham, at the parish of St. Francis of Assisi, Bourneville. My friends from Theological College are in ministry there. Peter is the vicar and his wife Paula is the Reader (as well as being one of the most well respected theologians in the Church of England). She taught me Old Testament at theological college and was fantastic. We hung off every word. Her lectures were passionate and engaging.


* * *


I’m down The Grange again. The orchestra is in full swing this morning. Birds of every variety make music to the dawn and humanity’s mechanical music compliments: the distant grinding of lorries on the busy bypass and a car pulling into a driveway close by. The coarse, yet wondrous crow’s caw, the soft coo coo of the wood pigeon above my head, cushioned beneath a blanket of sound from the smaller tweeting birds; the tits and finches. Birds have a powerful divinatory significance within modern Druidry. My own soul-bird, the raven, is seen as a magical creature, symbolic of spiritual transformation. For centuries these carrion eating birds have been associated with the corpses of the battle field and thus have an interpretation similar to that of the tarot death card –the dying of a past aspect of your life and re-birth into a completely new life.


Now the great Priory’s bell gongs eight times. It reminds me of the eight years I was its vicar. This is the very building where I’d lean over the altar rail to distribute communion and (more importantly to me) kneel down to bless those who’d not been confirmed. I miss it. A lump comes to my throat as I think of the great privilege of being a priest for people, real people. Part of the job today means being a priest of an increasingly irrelevant institution, but there’s still much importance involved in parish ministry; holding families and individuals through tough and tearful times, being there to bless and welcome new life into this world, and helping make some sense of life for those who have all but given up!


I swallow, dislodge the lump, and whisper a prayer of thanks to the Great Mystery who’s moved me on to deeper things, magical truths and more privileges of serving this fragile world. No longer do I have to suffer the futile games of the institution.


* * *


I went out on the town for a few beers tonight and bumped into a young crowd who were watching a lad do some sleight of hand magic. He was good. They saw me and asked me to show them something but I pointed at the guy and said “he’s your magician.” But then even he demanded that I perform. So I did a few effects. I have a rule here: always encourage, never put down and never show off. Share the magic and leave it with the audience. Don’t snatch it back when you finish as if it’s your possession. Magic was there before you arrived and remains there after you’ve gone. Your role is simply to uncover it for them.


* * *


I was thinking about revenge today, mainly because I’d had a chat with a very angry and aggressive woman; someone who takes no prisoners. One rule I hope I always manage to stick to is this: never deal out “like for like.” Though the temptation will at times be intense, it will only be returned with even greater force. Hatred only breeds more hatred. Bless don’t curse. Curses contain a sinister sticky substance that stains the curser as much as the one being cursed. Be honest. Yes, say if something has hurt you, but do not retaliate with vengefulness. Let love be the inner guide. Fear is the poison of the soul. It manifests in violence, either literal violence or violent thoughts, and both can kill.


* * *


I’m back down The Grange again and I just noticed a mass of sprouting shoots. Mother Earth is already preparing her spring time flower festival. Who can claim poverty when we have such riches under our feet? I don’t think I need much more than this right now.


* * *


I’m preparing a funeral for a man of nature, a man who spent his whole life in ecology and conservation with a particular interest in birds. He did not follow a religious path. His dear wife wants to reflect his passion for nature within the ceremony and needs it to be honest and authentic. It will be a ceremony at the local woodland burial site. This is what I have decided to say as part of the introductory words:




This ceremony, though nonreligious, will be deeply spiritual, and Peter’s warm and generous character will shine through it all. Whatever we think or feel about the spiritual world it surely cannot only be locked away inside a book or a building. So today we meet outside, under the canopy of the sky; within the natural temple of the woodland, among the fellow devotees of the birds, rabbits, deer and all the other creatures of the forest.





* * *


I’m sitting in a beautiful holy place, the church of St. Francis of Assisi, Bourneville, Birmingham. I just nipped into the side chapel and found myself genuflecting in front of the tabernacle. Looks like the Catholic spirit is still alive inside me!


I’ve always had a soft spot for St. Francis. It’s not just his creation-centred tradition that makes me buzz; it’s the fact that he was so counter-cultural, even counter to the church’s culture. He said “bugger progress, bugger selfish ambition, bugger success, bugger hierarchy, palaces, career clergy, huge cathedrals and so on.” Well maybe he didn’t quite put it that way but he was sure that such things were of no real importance. He knew that true freedom and thus true soulfulness was not about climbing ladders of achievement but by falling from those ladders and abandoning oneself to providence.


Peter, the vicar here, is a great guy. I do admire the grass roots parish clergy. I still think there are many heroes among them. They have more and more demands yet continue to give sacrificially.


Prayers have just begun in the side chapel and I’ve heard my name being mentioned. I’m here to perform my full evening show. My heart still beats in time to the Anglican heartbeat. I still breathe in the Anglican spirit. I just can’t seem to find God in the creeping exclusivity that is taking over so much of the Church of England.


* * *


I feel so inspired by my Druidic encounters. I no longer subscribe to or feel moved by an Almighty God up there, only knowable through the blood of his son. I am no longer convinced by the story, the all-powerful and all-male monotheistic God who sits alone, separated from His creation, with the flawed followers below all struggling and striving to gain his approval. This is an image of a God who sends his son to bridge the gap in blood!


I just don’t buy it anymore. I’ve not rejected the whole Christian story for there’s much beauty within it, but the classic fall/redemption model is defunct in my opinion. However, to me Jesus is still a powerful symbol of the good-ness and god-ness of all people. He was a bringer of light and his gift was to give people back to themselves, rather than set up a human/divine exchange system. He loved people into the kingdom by demonstrating the deep love of the divine, which is unconditional and ever flowing. The angry God who demands a price (a blood bargain) for our sins just does not make sense.


To me, Spirit (he, she, it) exists in and through and with and around all people and all creation. Over the millennia various cultures have tapped into this divine current and sought to express it in a multitude of ways, usually reflecting the landscape and culture of its origin. Faith grows out of the land that births it and nurtures it. If not a pantheist I am most certainly now a panentheist for I see deity in all things.


So, can I still also hold onto my Christian identity? I believe I can, for the beauty of the Druidic approach is to see all systems as valid. Reading the mythologist Joseph Campbell has helped me greatly in this respect. He helps us to see that religious faith is not only quite natural but is also basically mythological. Myth does not mean falsehood; in fact it means the reverse, truth. Myth is truth told in story form. Myth expresses truth by metaphor, ritual and symbol. The Christian myth is what keeps me from abandoning the world of Christianity altogether.


* * *


I love bringing magic into people’s lives. I do not see myself as a magician who makes magic, so much as a magician who awakens people to the magic they already possess. I waken the sleeping Merlin who lives inside us all.


Yet my magic is changing. I’ve noticed how (illusion) magic has the capacity to awaken people to inner (real) magic. I’ve noticed how the opening up of the intuitive and enchanted mind-set encourages the occurrence of synchronicities. I’ve witnessed it happening more and more. Sometimes when I’m performing, I can stop doing the tricks, sit back and watch the magic take place without any help from me. Maybe this is why divinatory tools like the I Ching and the Tarot work for so many people. I’ve been fascinated by tarot for years. This year I hope to learn much more about their magic. Someday I want to write a hero-myth based on the characters of the major arcana.


I hope my spiritual wanderings don’t mean my close friends in the church disown me. I still have many within ministry. I am their brother. I hope they will always see me the same way, no matter how far I stray. It’s been tough explaining it to some of them.


* * *


Peter Owen Jones’s second programme has just been on, Wow. The man is doing so much good. At last the general public can watch a Church of England vicar truly opening up to the wonder outside not just Anglican but Christian doors. He’s a brave guy.


I’m now sitting in another church where I’m about to perform. I can hear the parrot fashion chanting of the Apostles Creed. Creeds were, I guess, part of the necessary containment imposed upon early Christianity. But I can’t help seeing them as one more nail in the church’s coffin of irrelevance. Creeds kill creativity. The minute we impose such limits on God/dess we’ve de-deified him/her for sure. How can a God be limited by the mere human beings who invented their religion in the first place?


* * *


I’ve been invited to be godfather to my two new twin nieces. What an honour. Of course I will say yes. I once conducted an outdoor baby naming ceremony while I was still a curate. It was magical and non-religious, yet they appointed godparents to the children. It’s still a very good institution, the godparent. It’s a beautiful thing when respected.


* * *


I’m back at The Grange. It’s very early and I can see a near full moon. It’s to my left as I sit. No wonder the ancients saw her as a goddess.


Today I’m visiting two extraordinary women who work within the world of global spirituality and mythology. The way I came across them was highly synchronistic. I’d been looking at my publisher’s website forum and noticed an American site called spiritualwriters.com. It was asking for submissions, so I decided to send off some information on my books. The site’s owner liked my work and the ethos behind it. She then suggested that I made contact with one of her friends (somewhere) here in the UK. She said I’d be very excited by her work. I looked up her website and found it fascinating. It was all about world mythology, the subject I’d been immersed within. I thought to myself I have to visit her and see the exhibition, but I had no idea where in the UK she was based. I imagined it would be London or some other important and progressive city hundreds of miles away.


I did some internet searching and finally came across details of the postal address for this amazing work. It turned out to be Kinnersley Castle, about seven miles from where I live.


* * *


I’m sitting in my car at a cemetery, preparing for a funeral at the woodland burial site. I can see the family and know I’m going to cry when this is over. Funerals are always emotional, but when you see a little boy who’s lost his dad it breaks your heart.


I was once told not to get emotionally involved at funerals or during the preparation of them. What a stupid rule to teach. It goes without saying that you ought to be able to keep some sort of control, but how can you not get emotionally involved? We serve by making ourselves vulnerable. We hold and heal and make sense by feeling and empathising (at least in some small way) with the families where they are. I’ve sat with a dying boy, his family all around, tears streaming down my face. The little lad was holding tightly to the wooden cross I’d given him on a previous visit. It was a heart-breaking situation and his family did not want some detached and forensic man of religion. They wanted a pastor who cared, who felt, who loved, who knew what pain is like and was not afraid to show it.


A man I have always admired (in fact a priest who gave up his own ministry because he could not face taking any more money from an institution that treats gay people the way it does) once began a deeply traumatic funeral service with the following words, “Isn’t God a shit.” Of course he was not actually holding God responsible for the death, but was expressing what the family themselves had expressed to him. It’s what being a priest is about.


* * *


I feel so honoured. I’ve just been invited to dedicate the new Priory church window in honour of Ron Barrington the dear ex-church warden who, with his wonderful wife Ann, was always so supportive of me when I was Team vicar of that church. He died from a serious heart condition. Sadly it’s the same day as my two new nieces’ baptisms, the ones I’m going to be Goddad to, but I am so touched that I was invited. I miss Ron.


* * *


President Barack Obama has just given his presidential inauguration address and rarely have I been so captivated and astonished by a speech. My prayer for him and his family has been replicated by folk all over the world in different ways: “May God protect them!”
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