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Preface


Identity and the Quartered Circle is a book I wrote for people interested in deepening their self-knowledge within a spiritual context. Although I developed this path in a Wiccan neo-Pagan context, these ideas have a wider application. Anyone who examines their personal identity will find interesting questions here. Who am I? Why am I here? Where did I come from? Where am I going? I ask these questions over and over to help the reader come up with the answers. The answers rarely come easy.


To make the journey clearer, I incorporate the arts: journaling, sketching, collage, crafts, chanting, drumming, dance and storytelling. The arts bring us closer to ecstasy in a familiar and safe way. We do not have to excel in any artistic endeavor. Our work need not be published nor performed outside our homes. We only need to give the effort necessary to craft our truth so we can see or hear it. We can have fun with the projects. Or we can keep them simple and move on to the text.


Why include the arts? Most of the material in this book comes from nearly 20 years of teaching Pagan spirituality. Teaching adults requires creativity. No one wants to hear the ‘sage on the stage’ droning on and on as if the subject is more important than the students. It never is. People come to classes with years of experience in being human. They have even more experience being spirits, though they may not know it. The arts give us each a chance to express our truth, examine our assumptions and create different visions of who we are. The arts mirror us as creators.


Furthermore, good teachers come to class prepared to discuss ideas. They tell stories. They challenge students to explore new material with personal meditation and journaling and then find their own stories. All of us dream up songs, dances or rituals to celebrate our learning. We recreate myths and make magic in ritual. We paint, draw, sculpt, sew or whittle. We do what we can, and step out farther to try something new. The result may not be great art, but we remember what we learned when we work new ideas into our own creative projects.


Consequently, this book asks you to stop reading and do something with your ideas. Get out of your head. Use your body and heart to understand your soul. I ask you to play along with the artistic process even if you are certain you aren’t creative. Enjoy it. Have fun. Try new things. Then go back and read some more. This is a book to chew on, not to race through. When you finish, you may well know more about yourself than you expected. You certainly will know more about the circle and its quarters in modern Paganism.


No one needs years of study to start reading this book. The first chapters introduce you to the most basic ideas as if you never heard of them. The rest builds on the beginning. You should be able to figure it out as you go along, even though I keep deepening the study and broadening the cultural connections about circles and quarters and identity.


On the other hand, people who have been practicing various Pagan faiths for years will find the book moves from familiar subjects into some deeply healing and esoteric studies. This book is a challenging course by the time you get half way through it. Yet the book is only the beginning. It is about you, the infinite circle and its divisions.


There is much more to the Pagan path, but Identity and the Quartered Circle limits itself to subjects related to moving energy in a circle or a spiral, understanding the divisions of the circle into halves and quarters, and then meeting the spirit beings associated with those notions, all in our search for identity. To begin with the simple ideas about circles and self, then to move all the way to the deep complexities of sacred circles and spiritual personifications is enough for one text.


This is a journey that I have taken myself. I still learn more about circles and quarters of circles every time I work on this book or teach a class. Sometimes I read a passage with a jolt of surprise. I forgot I knew that.


So perhaps I will write other books that embrace the Gods and Goddesses, investigate spell work and magic, or design rituals for the wheel of the year and phases of the moon. For now it is sufficient to see how the circle we cast on the earth echoes in the sky and resonates with the seasons. For now it is enough to feel the ebb and flow of these energies move through us and harmonize with our lives as we grow, mature and die along with the seasons and the moon. When we understand that is who we are and why we are here, then it is clear we arose from All Being and mean to go back there. Our return is possible once we understand we disappear with winter and the dark moon but return with spring and rise with the new moon. When we embrace that truth, then that will be the time to think about ‘What’s next?’


DLA October 2012
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Chapter 1


In the Beginning


In any spiritual journey we begin with ourselves where we are, who we understand ourselves to be, and how we believe we connect to the beings around us. In truth, we cannot begin anywhere else. The journey studied in this book through Web Wiccan Consciousness is no different. To learn to relate to the Elementals, Gods, Goddesses and Powers we must know who we are. The journey I offer here is an examination of self through the lens of the arts, ritual, and magic. Art, ritual and magic are intimately connected to us. Their path takes us through the circle and its division into four equal parts. Those parts or quarters are identified with the four directions, the Elementals, and Guardians of the Watchtowers. At the end of the journey, we find ourselves changed. We have become more aware of who we are through the sigil of Web Consciousness.


What is Web Wiccan Consciousness?


It is the Pagan awareness which has grown out of our own spiritual quest over half a lifetime. Together with my partner and friends, I began studying Paganism in the 1980s. Around 1994 we established the Web PATH Center, a Pagan teaching and healing circle which offered a spiritual community to people in Central New York and others through the mail and later the internet. We offered classes, first in Wicca I: To Know the Magic, an introductory course that takes about 40 hours of class time to complete. This was followed by Wicca II: To Will the Magic, a class in ritual, healing, ESP and ethical magical interventions. Wicca II has grown to include 50-60 hours of instruction and class projects. Wicca III: To Dare the Magic came next. Wicca III is a daring venture in emotional healing, psychic skills and personal transformation through storytelling, performance and ritual. Class instruction and performances run between 80-100 hours. Finally Wicca IV: To Keep Silent was born. Having only had enough students to teach it twice, Wicca IV takes five or six onsite weekends over a year and a day with homework projects, independent study and online discussion. The focus is internal, meditative and contemplative.


Having finished teaching these cycles, I have taken a leave of absence from the classroom to write about these seminars. The workbook materials we used are all original works. I thought to distill them into a book so more people could experience their power. Instead I have expanded them, using a different approach than most other authors. This book, Identity and the Quartered Circle addresses the student’s personal quest for identity, creation of sacred space and the exploration of the four directions: north, east, south and west. In this book, we begin from the introductory lessons of the apprentice and challenge ourselves all the way through to the advanced experiences of the adept. In essence, the reader sees the ordinary ritual of circle casting evolve into our use of circle casting as a door to transcendent mystic experience.


As I began to consider this project I remarked to the Ditch Witch, a highly trained adept herself, that Web Wicca had morphed to an eclectic spiritual tradition barely recognizable as Wicca if one were to evaluate it by the standards of Gardnerians, Alexandrians or the Faerie Craft. She laughed in full agreement. Perhaps it is misleading to insist I still practice Wicca and am a Witch, but that is part of my identity and I will not relinquish that. Nevertheless, within the Web PATH I call on shamanic practices, yoga, Buddhism, the human potential movement, light workers, channelers, Reiki, the Tao, the Orishas, and even Christianity to expand my awareness of who we are and where we are going. Web Wiccan Consciousness is wide indeed. I hope you will enjoy the journey as much as I have.


Three Axioms to Live By


Our first axiom in Web Wiccan Consciousness is: All Being is interconnected. All Being: those we think are good and those we think are evil; those we believe are animate and others imagine are inanimate; those who appear human and those in spirit; those that are divine and those that are animal; those who live now and those who lived at some other time—ancestors and descendants, historical greats and the common folk. I perceive the connections among all these beings as a Web, thus the name Web PATH Center. That Web is an important sigil or symbol in my thinking. We build on that structure as we explore the self and other.


For most people, the separation between and among self and other seems real in this dimension, so real that transcendence beyond the duality of ‘them and us’ boggles the mind. Such thoughts draw us into a dream world of science fiction, fantasy and theoretical physics. Great truth resides in those dreams. We are ourselves and each other. We are woven into the energy and power of All Being. We are encompassed in the circle of life, not outside of it. Nothing, not one thing, is excluded from All That Is. If we can catch hold of this truth, we will stop feeling isolated. We will be us not me. The connection with All Being is a great healing gift for the heart. Understanding this idea requires us to release our illusion of separateness. We live on the edge of both unity and separation. Embracing this truth is difficult for the ego, but healthy for the soul.


The second axiom connected to the first is: All time is now; all space is here. When we first hear that phrase, our rational minds recoil. We experience the chronology of time every day as the sun moves across the sky. We know we are older this year than we were last. We know life ends in death after time passes for us. We know we complete a school year and move to the next grade, that we celebrate the seasons one after another. We know history. We see the change from an agricultural society through the industrial age to the electronic revolution. How could all time be concurrent?


The past, present and future are artificial constructs we as a planet have embraced to make our three dimensional reality, known as the earth plane, work. These truisms of time are bendable. We can psychically travel across their boundaries. We can step outside them, and do so whenever we participate in ritual or magic. We come back to them because they define the earth plane. Time provides comfortable boundaries. The boundaries are not essential. They do not apply in other dimensions. At this point in our discussion, openness to the possibility that all time is now is all that is required. We do not have to understand it, and perhaps we cannot comprehend it. We do, however, experience the oneness of time when we become our Selves.


Our rational minds react to the suggestion that all space is here in an equally disbelieving way. We know we can only be in one place at a time. Geography is defined. Nations may redraw their boundaries after wars, treaties and cataclysms. Nevertheless we know the Alps are in Europe. The Mediterranean Sea sits north of Africa. The Atlantic Ocean divides the eastern and western hemispheres. How can all space be concurrent?


Our perception of geography is a convenience for the cognitive brain which works at a slower vibration than the sacred mind. In ordinary reality we live as if we cannot be in two or more places at once. Our brains would be very confused if we found ourselves in Paris and New York at the same time. As our spiritual awareness grows, we learn that the constraints of ordinary reality can be bent by moving between the worlds.


People do appear here and there at the same time by separating the physical and astral bodies. The possibilities of dream travel and journey work taken to their deepest levels offer us abilities which the uninitiated term paranormal. Many people do not explore these possibilities because they fear other realms and paranormal experiences. That is a choice. It is not the only choice. Again we do not have to understand how this works, nor choose to experience the dislocation of time or space. All that we need is a willingness to consider the possibility without concluding people involved in these practices are nuts. We are perfectly sane, seeing both sides of the mirror at the same time.


The third axiom is that all work, magical and mundane, should be done after the soul is grounded. Grounding is a meditation available to everyone of every spirituality and religion. It includes centering, focus and connection with the heavens and the earth. People ground when they practice yoga, Tai Chi, and meditation. Soloists and actors ground before they step on stage. Surgeons ground before they make the first cut. Yet we are infrequently taught how to ground or even told that we should. I recommend grounding before starting the car and turning onto the highway. As a student, I ground before taking a test; as a teacher, before entering the classroom. Certainly one needs to ground before ritual, before magic, and before writing poetry. There are many methods, but here is a beginning.




Grounding Meditation


Sit quietly and be still in your body. Straighten your spine as if a thread were attached to your crown which draws your head upward. Breathe deeply from the bottom of your belly through your chest and shoulders. Count the breath in for four beats and out for six. Empty your lungs of all that stale air stored in the bottom by pushing your belly in on the exhale.


After half a dozen of these deep and cleansing breaths, focus your breath into your center (heart or belly as you wish). Breathe the fresh air into your body and then breathe out as if the air was expelled by that center. Take half a dozen centering breaths, enough to feel as if all of you emanates from your center outward.


When you feel balanced and centered imagine that you are a tree. Your torso is the trunk. Your arms are the branches, your fingers and hair the twigs and leaves. Visualize this as clearly as you can. Then, with purpose, breathe down your spine as if it is a channel in your tree trunk. Send roots out of your tail bone into the earth. Your roots move easily through your chair, the house, the basement, and strike into the earth with no impediment. Imagine that.


As you continue breathing, the breath sends the roots deeper and deeper into the earth. Feel the roots pass through the soil, from loose top soil through the subsoil, around rocks, mole tunnels, through sand and gravel, aquifers all the way to the bed rock. Feel the bed rock. Acknowledge its density, temperature and strength. Then send out root hairs across the rock to attach the tree to the crevices and cracks that are there.


Breathe this connection down to the rock with appreciation and gratitude. Then with the inhaled breath, consciously draw the strength of the rock up through the roots as a tree would draw nutrients and water through its roots. With each inhale, the strength and stability rises higher until it reaches the spine. Pause and appreciate that connection.


Then systematically draw the strength of the earth from the bedrock into the body, sending it down the legs to the toes, up the torso to the heart. Let the heart pump the strength of the earth through the body with the blood. It infuses every limb, every organ, every cell all the way to the tips of your leaves. Oh, I mean your hair and fingers. When your tree is completely saturated with the earth energy, let its power spout out of your fingers and crown like a fountain.


The energy shoots up into the air and then falls back down around you like a gentle shower, re-entering the earth. This energy soaks down into the earth and rejoins the roots. It connects with the energy drawn up from the bedrock and re-enters your body at the spine. You become part of a cycle of energy coming up through your spine, through your body, out of your head, back to the roots and up through your body, again and again and again. You are filled with earth energy, stabilized, strong and well.


Now focus your attention on the crown of your head. Imagine this is the crown of the tree or the top of its canopy. Open your crown to the sunlight and energy of the sky. As a tree draws in sunlight for photosynthesis, so you draw in celestial energies to feed and nourish you. The celestial energy sinks down through your spine, is pumped about your body by your heart, and then enters the earth through your roots to feed and nourish the earth. This energy works with the earth energy. Together they awaken your wisdom, make your thoughts clearer and more creative. You see yourself as more than you did before.


Feel these two energies rising and falling through your body in two streams. You have always been connected to the earth, the sun, the moon and the stars. You have not always been aware of that connection. Remember this when you remember who you are.





Grounding with the earth and the celestials can remain within you all day. This centering and empowerment can travel with you, keeping you balanced and safe. Or, when the work is completed, a class ended or a test taken, you can release the grounding before going on about your business. In that case, consciously retain whatever earth and celestial energy you need to be energetic and release the rest back to its source. At any time when the energy within is too strong, too buzzy or disorienting, place your hands on the ground and send the excess out and back to the earth. You may send excess celestial energy out of your hands arcing across the sky to cleanse the air and return to its origins. Remembering to keep what you need is important. It maintains both health and security. It fosters wisdom and connection.


Your grounding release does not need to be as detailed as your connection to the earth, though you might reverse the process step by step if your energy is running very high. A simple release, however, is usually sufficient. Note I DO NOT call this ungrounding. At no time do I wish to encourage anyone to disconnect entirely from the earth powers. We are always connected, though sometimes we lose the sense of that. Instead, release the extra energy you called in from the earth and sky in order to accomplish your day’s tasks. Keep your own energy always, and add to it as needed. Releasing the energy accumulated during the day—energy from the earth, the sky and other people—is an excellent way to fall into a restful sleep. That is of value to many powerfully psychic people who find a full night’s rest hard to come by.




Grounding Release Meditation


Again be still in your body. Breathe deeply as before, first as a cleansing breath and then as a centering breath. Be aware of the celestial energies moving in from your crown, down your spine and out of your roots. Slow the speed of that energy and draw it up from your roots with your inhaled breath. Feel it rise within you, leaving what you need in your legs, torso and heart. When you reach your heart, exhale with a powerful breath and send the excess celestial energy coursing up through your head, arms and out of your crown and fingers. Breathe deeply and give it another push with your breath, sending with it your appreciation and gratitude to the source of these energies. A spirit of thankfulness is appreciated by everyone.


Sit quietly again and assess your physical being. See where the energy seems unbalanced. What is too still? What hurts? What is too lively? With the breath move the energy around your body until you feel the same, back to front, top to bottom, right to left. Then deliberately slow the fountain spouting out of your head. Let the energy fall back down inside your body, seeing its level fall through the head, shoulders and arms, chest, torso, all the way down to the base of the spine. Pull the excess energy up from your legs and feet to the base of the spine. Before releasing the energy down your roots to the earth, check your body and its balance one more time. What do you need? Move some energy from the pool at the base of the spine to the places in need. When you are convinced you are well-balanced, release the excess energy from the base of the spine down the roots. Feel it descend in the same track the roots took when you struck them down through the earth. It may filter out through lateral roots and root hairs. That is okay. At the bedrock, send the remaining excess energy into the bedrock with deep gratitude. You are nourishing the earth with love and magic. She can use this to heal herself and others in the same way you were energized and healed by this experience.


Then with great gentleness, detach your roots from the rock. Draw them upwards with the inhaled breath, through the layers of soil, gravel and water. Return them through the house, back to your body. Stop and consider the gift you have given yourself, the change you have created in your energy. Know you can do this whenever you need to because you are part of the earth, part of the celestials, a body a soul and a spirit. Blessed Be.





The Book of Shadows


In class, I ask students to keep a journal of their work, a private record for the individual. Gardnerian Witches in England in the 1950s and forward called that a Book of Shadows. Gerald Gardner is credited as being the father of modern Wicca because he published information in the United Kingdom about the religious practices of covens in England. Whether or not the neo-Pagan or neo-Wiccan paths stemmed from his instruction or had an older antecedent is a matter of debate among well-meaning people who think they know. For our purposes, we need only know there is credible information on both sides of the argument. I like the name Book of Shadows (BOS). Using those words reminds us our thoughts and practices are personal and private. They are not always clear and reside in the mists of consciousness. Shadows are friendly things, attached to us by the light. There is nothing sinister in them. Even when we delve into the shadows of Jungian psychology, our shadows become allies. They are us. If you prefer to call your Book of Shadows by the name diary, journal or grimoire, you would certainly be the judge of what is best. Whatever you call it, you need one. In fact you may need two. A Book of Shadows may record rituals, meditations, research and essays about your spiritual path. A journal may catch the overflow of sketches, poems and musings which are not quite ready to be entered in the official record.


A Book of Shadows can be a loose leaf notebook. Create a graphic cover design and dress it up, because this is indeed a special document. The advantage of a loose leaf binder is in the flexible nature of it. Pages, subject dividers, artwork, all manner of things can be added and subtracted as we move along the journey. To a biographer and historian, however, that is exactly the problem with it. What is the true chronology? How did a person discover a new insight, and when? In the four-dimensional world of time and space those things can matter.


A BOS can be a chronological journal in a bound blank book. Some find the handwritten nature of the account to have magical significance. Dedicated crafters make their own books, paper and ink. Natural inks can fade badly, so some thought to preservation is necessary. A handwritten book preserves the chronology of the journey, but finding an entry and organizing topics is more difficult. Placing the contents on a computer file at the same time leaves the ‘search’ command as a vital option. Of course some contemporary Witches create an e-BOS on their computers and leave it at that. To them I say BACK UP! Keep hard copies and flash drives up to date. I suppose one could retrieve lost e-data in a meditation back through time, but why do it the hard way?


The folklore of the BOS includes the claim that a coven or circle of Witches had one book among them. When a new coven was hived off to become independent, the priestess or priest copied the original book to take to the new group. Some also claim the account was written in mirror reverse letters, runes or code. I suppose some were. Nowadays everyone keeps their own BOS in most circles. It is in the writer’s native language, often on the computer, and very personal. This is the 21st century. Life does not need to be that difficult, but if the mystery of secrecy appeals, ‘an that ye harm none, do what ye will.’


In your BOS, you may include answers to questions posed here, diagrams of altars, accounts of how you found your magical tools, how you cleansed them and if you consecrated them to your hand alone. People include descriptions of their ritual dedications, initiations and vows taken or refused. They may write about their state of mind, their visions and meditations surrounding those mile markers. They may record Goddess and God stories they have heard, or write versions of their own for future telling. They record the details of spells, magic and healing work they do, preserving anonymity where it should be maintained. A BOS, like any diary, can be hacked or read by prying eyes. Writing about someone’s illness requires sensitivity and a commitment to confidentiality.


I encourage people to include original artwork, collage, design, pressed flowers, herbs, songs and poetry—any and all things that give meaning to the student’s quest for wisdom and self. Chance encounters with strangers, odd coincidences, card readings and divinations, books that seem significant, an annotated bibliography of magical writing, websites and films have a place in the BOS.


A Witch’s BOS records rituals, psychic events, manifestations and ceremonies. Group rituals usually have a program or outline for the priest and priestess to use, if not for the entire gathering. Those belong in the Book of Shadows. Leading meditations and trances is an art. The induction for trance work and resulting visions are valuable additions to the BOS. Similarly, creating beautiful altars is another artistic endeavor. Pictures, sketches and descriptions help record the events. Ritualists build a file of ideas. They record meditations and invocations that were effective. These are valuable resources for future rituals. Even people practicing the craft in solitude benefit by keeping records of their work. We remember what worked, what is replicated and what is a one-time anomaly.


Do all Witches keep this kind of record? In all its completeness? No. I don’t even have all that pulled together in one place. I wish I did. I wish I had started at the very beginning and made my BOS as a handwritten record in a bound book to preserve how my ideas developed. I wish I had a loose leaf notebook carefully divided into subjects. I wish I had my computer files organized in one place and backed up that way. I do not. All of it is there in one way or another, but it is messy, incomplete and sometimes illegible. Alas. There is still time to get organized!


Each person’s BOS is individually kept and confidential. We share them only with a select few if at all. So buy a book, make a book, create a file on your computer, but begin with your first questions about identity and dedicate a BOS as a discovery journal which notes your progress from fledgling to soaring eagle spirit.


Identity


Being part of the universal web of consciousness gives us a doorway into the alternatives of time and space. To travel that web safely we begin with ourselves. In your Book of Shadows write down the answers to the questions below. Use your stream of consciousness, recording the first things which come to mind. Our answers to these questions change over time. The point is to begin.




Who am I?


Where did I come from?


Why am I here?


Where am I going?





When I taught high school English, I started the students out each year with those questions in the hope that at the end of the year after reading great literature, engaging in reports and deep discussions and writing about their thoughts and reading, the students would have an inkling of what the answers were for them. There are, of course, no right or wrong answers. These are deeply personal questions that reflect wisdom about our place within the Web of Life. That wisdom may change as we mature and evolve from year to year. Each place on the Web, however, is right and perfect for us right where we are. The challenge I ask the student to accept is that our wisdom will change and grow. How we describe ourselves today must not be the same as it was or will be. Else why bother with spiritual studies and Goddess-based ritual?


I often say at the close of ritual or ceremony ‘Remember who you are.’ It is to these questions I refer (in part.) Who am I? Where did I come from? Why am I here? Where am I going? As a ritual facilitator (i.e. priestess) I want the celebrants to enter into a deeper relationship with themselves, the Gods and Goddesses, the other people in the circle and with the ancestors and spirits who also attended. Remembering who we are involves all those questions and creates a great variety of answers.


These answers reflect our experiences, studies, beliefs and values. We will look at that in later lessons, but for right now, understand as deeply as you can: Who are you? Where did you come from? Why are you here? Where are you going? Be sure to put the date on your listing. Be as complete as possible, thinking of every role you play, every duty you have, every aspiration you carry, every dream you conceive, every past inkling you have uncovered. We will use them in a yantra which appears at the end of this book as a sigil of Web Consciousness.


Identity and Naming


In the civil rights movements of the 20th century, a great deal of attention was paid to the right to name oneself. I remember sitting in a workshop at a national convention of the National Organization for Women (NOW) with a group of women who agonized and argued over the appropriate naming of women of color. The conference organizers and other white women unwisely referred to them as nonwhite, as if white were the standard. We were quickly made aware that white women are a minority of women in the world. The rest of the women did not wish to be named as ‘other than white.’ The consensus in the meeting and one which has won out over time was ‘women of color.’ Yes, arguments were made that white is a color too and that the phrase sounded too much like the unacceptable ‘colored people,’ but the important wisdom of the meeting was that the women named themselves. It was part of their standing in their power. For the same reason, adult women of all ethnicities were challenged not to call themselves girls because it gave away their power as adults. That wisdom has not found wide acceptance even yet, but the ideas are still relevant. A female over 18 is a woman; an adult legally responsible for herself.


What we were discovering in the 1970s and that others had discovered before us is that the right to name one’s self is a deep and magical act. The names we accept or create are words of power. In the Genesis story of creation our archetypal mother and father, Eve and Adam, were told to name all the creatures of the earth and to have power and dominion over them. What and who we name becomes, in some esoteric fashion, ours.


So how do we name ourselves? Which of those names speaks to roles we fill and which speaks to who we really are? Which speaks to our core identity and which to the games we play? Those are important questions. Do not slough them off.


Here is an example. A woman named Sylvia who has three children names herself as a working mother, but then adds she is mother to Jason, Sam and Sally. Okay, that is more specific, but telling me that Jason is an 18-year-old football player headed to college on scholarship, that Sam is married and expecting his first child this winter and Sally is only four and will start preschool in January makes Sylvia’s statement much clearer. Add that she and her husband of 25 years both work in their own business running a pharmacy and that both of them are licensed pharmacists further defines how she is a mother working outside of the home, a professional woman and parenting her children in a two-parent household. None of the roles work independently of the others.


Sylvia then explains she is named for her grandmother Sylvia, her mother’s mother, and that the name means forest; she loves to wander the woods and identify medicinal plants in the woodlands. She makes potions and salves and provides these to her family to keep them well and in balance with the natural world though she does not attempt to sell them through her pharmacy.


Sylvia is much more than a working mother. She needs to find words that summarize what she does and who she is. The ones she chooses will be very informative for her and for the rest of us. Our identity is revealed in how we name ourselves as much as it is revealed by what we name ourselves.


Once you have written your answers to the questions: Who am I? Where did I come from? Why am I here? Where am I going?, review your descriptions and see what details are needed to make those descriptions uniquely yours. Include your given name, surname(s) and sacred names. Cite their meanings and how they came to be yours. Look at them carefully and note new insights into your identity that your names give you. Then sit with that insight, meditate on it and see where it leads. When you think you understand who you really are, open yourself to the next chapter.





Chapter 2



What the Experts Say


Think of the work completed in Chapter 1 as a pre-test in identity. This chapter examines what some scholars and psychologists have written in description of our identities and how they change as we grow. We do not often credit the differences in us, vainly trying to ‘always be the same.’ We are not. Certainly our personalities change and develop with brain and body maturation. Sometimes our character gets stuck in worries at a stage of development which we might otherwise have passed through had it not been for grief, violence or trauma. Taking a look at how various people have described human psychology can reveal some of the difficulties we can choose to address through therapy and spirituality. Nothing about us is set in stone. We can heal at all levels. Healing is one of the purposes of this life journey. In other words, healing my mind and emotions is one of the reasons I am here—both healing myself and learning how to heal others. Most of us find the same purposes in our quest to understand why we are here.


When we get through with the examination of expert opinion, we will again consider our big four questions. Who am I? Why am I here? Where did I come from? Where am I going? These are deeply spiritual questions. The answers to them are wild and magical. As they find their initial answers to those questions, many people seek a naming ceremony which declares their power to the community, family, clan or spirits because they have found new levels of self in this journey. The point in taking a magical name is personal. The name comes from the Goddess. Our search for it is a significant part of our awakening. In the Web tradition we are sent to seek it out ourselves. No other person names us.



Erik Erikson (1902-1994)


Erik Erikson is known for his work in identity formation and the eight stages of identity which we travel from birth through adulthood.1 He was born in Germany. Ahead of World War II he immigrated first to Denmark and then the United States. Interestingly enough, he combined the work of his original teacher Sigmund Freud together with his studies in the U.S. where he observed and considered the ideas of the Oglala Lakota about human growth and development. His eight stages are: infancy (trust issues), toddler (autonomy), early childhood (initiative), middle childhood (achievement), adolescence (trying on roles), young adult (intimacy), middle adult (mentoring), older adult (synthesizing/evaluation).


Erikson provides a good jumping off point for discussion, though we need not accept his ideas or anyone else’s as the final word in human development. Erikson described eight stages from the cradle to the grave. An individual might need healing in any of these stages even though their chronological age is that of an adult. Unresolved soul lessons might require therapy or spiritual intervention to repair lack of trust, self-image or confidence. This interpretation given below of Erikson’s work reflects how I use the information.




Infancy: Trust: Does the home environment create security? Is the universe a safe place? An adult who feels at risk more often than not may benefit from discovering where that insecurity started. A parent may wish to focus on reassurance for their infants. All of us benefit by understanding our life cycles and place in the universe well enough to know that we are safe and secure. To the degree that sounds impossible, we find our need for a deeper spiritual grounding. The journey inward can open up our fears and place them in a healing context.


Toddlers: Independence: Did the child learn how to make decisions and how to conform? Finding a balance between what one wants and what society requires is important in soul growth. An adult who finds themselves at odds with authority all the time or is unable to cooperate under ordinary circumstances might wish to return to their terrible twos to find out why their soul still screams ‘No!’ even when the logical answer is ‘Yes!’ A spiritual practice that balances free will with convention can open up our oppositional behavior so we can see inside of it. Having both freedom to create one’s path and training in how to play well with others balances the soul.


Early Childhood: Initiative: Could the child initiate play, make friends, follow personal preferences or were those connections made for her/him? An adult’s self-esteem starts with early efforts to reach out toward others. Adults who suffer from shyness and a lack of confidence may benefit from a retrospective about their early childhood. Working with friends in a Wiccan spirituality that allows them to launch a ritual or class squarely on their own can help build both experience and confidence.


Elementary Grades: Achievement: Was the child encouraged for work well done? Was the child encouraged to progress in a nurturing and positive home and school? Adults who underestimate their talents may need to rethink their standards and self-assessment. Negative messages about their intelligence, creativity or accomplishments received in grade school stick with the soul. New messages can replace the old ones. Meditation and affirmations about our abilities begin the spiritual healing of old wounds.


Adolescence: Peer Groups and Mentors: Was the teen mentored to develop ethics, to make independent decisions and to form positive peer relationships? Adults who find it difficult to be different may still be peer driven. Adults who rebel against all conformity fight self-defeating battles at home and work. Adults who are willing to cross social norms into criminal mischief, lying cheating, and manipulation benefit from examining what the rules were when they were teens. We tend to copy what we learned then, but we do not have to repeat the mistakes of our peers and parents.


Young Adults: Intimacy: Does the 20-30-something adult know how to be nurturing, caring and loving with family, spouse and children? Can the individual be a reliable friend and coworker? Fear of commitment and neglectful parenting indicate weaknesses in forming intimate relationships. These soul lessons may connect with earlier ones in the area of independence, self-esteem and initiative. Parents who struggle with the difficulties of child rearing and adults who break commitments to friends and organizations may benefit from reviewing their history with promises—those kept and those broken. Are they repeating old patterns? Are they grieving earlier betrayals? Rebuilding personal boundaries may be both a psychological and spiritual journey.


Middle Age: Creativity: Does the 40-60-year-old know how to bring creative energies to the work place, to build positive traditions within family and community and to exert leadership? Adults who duck responsibility, who keep themselves too busy to build connections with people at work and lack friends have soul lessons in their ‘pending’ file about intimacy and the importance of peer groups. People who cultivate their identity as ‘loners’ and claim they are not in any way creative tend to feel dissatisfied with life. They may benefit from re-examining their adolescent peer groups and young adult relationships. If they felt disconnected from their peers then, the pattern may have followed them through middle age. Participation with friends and family in a spiritual community may open the heart to both love and creativity. Isolation is frequently a reflection of shyness and fear.


Older Adults: Assessment: Does the elder see value in the life well-lived? Does he or she have more hopes for the future? In the absence of a positive self-assessment, does the elder experience depression or despair? Older adults are among those often over-prescribed with antidepressants. Their bodies are more sensitive to medications and yet their age group is not well studied for drug side effects. Older adults may benefit by reframing their past to include accomplishments they discredit. Children who leave the nest and succeed even though they live far away are to be celebrated, not criticized. Financial need at the end of life may not be the result of poor planning. In this economic market, anticipating what might happen requires prophecy and clairvoyance. Self-forgiveness and forgiveness of others is a great leap in soul growth.





Journaling on Your Past


In your BOS or personal journal, tell your story of how you experienced one of Erikson’s stages of development. Who were the important people in your life? Where were you? What stands out in your memory? What did you need? What did you learn? What do you wish had happened? What sense do you make of it now? Remember to date your entry. Your assessment may change over time.


People who disagreed with Erikson’s theories from the perspective of women’s studies, African American studies, Native American Studies, and Asian Studies set out to describe other specific educational analyses popular in the 1970s and 1980s. Those alternative educational paths grew out of people’s efforts to understand their identity as a different culture within the culture Erikson described. So how does this work in Wiccan/Pagan Studies? Are we sufficiently communal to have meaningful differences with the mainstream which Erikson represents? I think not—not yet. But what do you think?



Discussion Questions


Is there sufficient difference in the neo-Pagan culture to set us apart from the mainstream values represented in our schools? How do you see those differences?


Is there a significant difference between our medical institutions and health care compared to our alternative therapies of herbals, Reiki and hands-on healing?


How can we combine them? Can we find medical doctors who respect them?


Do we participate in the economic institutions of our civilization including banking, investments and retirement systems? Why or why not, or in what ways?


You may want to gather friends or family members together to talk about some of these ideas. Perhaps you will help advance our Pagan culture in the 21st century as you consider the possibilities.


Carl Gustav Jung (1875-1961)


An Erikson contemporary, Carl Jung from Switzerland saw identity differently.2 He proposed that each personality has four key archetypes as components: shadow, anima, animus and self. In Pagan thought, this description takes on added importance because of the writings of Starhawk and others who are themselves psychologists and counselors working within a Jungian framework. Simply stated, the shadow self is the unknown, repressed, or latent part of our consciousness which is not readily accepted or accessible. Much of our magical working and healing targets the shadow self as needing exploration or resolution. The anima and animus are our male and females selves, aka our soul and true nature. The self includes All Being or God and reunites the fragmentation which both the soul and its human host experience on the way to self-knowledge. Indeed Jung identified multitudes of other archetypes dealing with personality, but that is material for another day. We will explore the shadow in Chapter 12 and the anima-animus with meditation in Chapter 6. Meanwhile, here are two questions for your BOS.



Journaling on the Archetypes


Do you think recognition of Jung’s four archetypes—the shadow self, the male/female dynamic in one’s personality, and the Divine presence in the soul—similar to what Starhawk presents in The Spiral Dance—is helpful in neo-Pagan practice? Why or why not, or in what ways?


Which if any of those archetypes do you find in your own identity at this point?


Date your thoughts about you and archetypes. They may change as you learn more.


Jean Piaget (1896-1980)


Piaget, the Swiss scientist, described early human developmental stages in four parts which can give Pagan children difficulty in school and adults difficulty in therapy because of its placement of ‘magical thinking’ (the opposite of cause and effect) as a preschool characteristic. Educators and counselors can fail to make any distinction between a child’s expectation of having their needs met automatically by loving parents or faery godmothers and a Pagan’s belief in spirit beings and faeries or a Christian’s belief in God and angels. Criticism of spirituality as a childish notion is a misreading of Piaget, but it dogs us nonetheless. My use of ‘magical thinking’ in what follows is descriptive and not critical of using magic or spell work to alter our lives.


Piaget’s four stages are these:




(1) Infancy Through Age 2: Sensory-motor development in which the baby takes in information through the five senses. The baby is most concerned about physical skills and makes little difference between self and other.


(2) Preschool Ages 2-7: Pre-operational development in which the egocentric stage peaks and falls off (No! Mine!). The child reacts, engages in ‘magical thinking’ as opposed to logic or cause and effect.


(3) Childhood Ages 7-11: Concrete operational development in which motor skills continue to develop. Logical thinking emerges but requires good mentoring, thought remains literal and concrete.


(4) Adolescence Ages 12 and Up: Formal operational development in which abstract thinking, cause and effect, symbolism, and abstract logic make sense to the individual and become available for daily use.





Piaget indicated these stages represent platforms in the individual’s education. The person may struggle with the transition to the next level before suddenly he or she ‘gets it.’ Once the mind grasps the new way of being it freely generalizes it to other areas of life. Thus, a person might spend the requisite years in a single stage of development practicing the skills which were learned rapidly when the mind was ready and prepared.


In other words, the child ‘gets it’ around age seven that the necessities of life are provided by Mom and Dad and the work they get paid for, but between ages seven to 11 they may not credit the need for one or both parents to leave and go to work and earn that money. They may need repeated mentoring until they understand ‘money does not grow on trees.’ In fact they may pressure one parent to be at home when doing so is difficult or impossible based on the responsibilities of their jobs. Parents wonder why the child tries emotional blackmail to keep them home, but the tactic makes sense from the child’s point of view.


With their first paper route or babysitting jobs around age 12 and continuing after that, the demands for work and the connection to their paycheck becomes clearer. Then the child may understand the connection between work and money, but still thinks Mom and Dad will come through with the latest and greatest electronic gizmos despite the economic crisis created by a layoff or rise in fuel costs.


When the teen is confronted with the realities of insuring her/his first car and paying for the gas, the penny drops! Depending on the maturity level and amount of mentoring they have experienced, they may or may not generalize their own economic struggles to comprehend the fact money indeed does not grow on trees in their parents’ world either. At each stage the youth practices skills to comprehend roles and expectations, but mentoring and consistency are key to understanding.


Think about your own history and Piaget’s stages of growth and write about yourself in your BOS.


Journaling about Symbolic Thinking


Assess yourself according to Piaget’s stages of development.


At what point did you develop the ability to think symbolically (abstractly)?


What is your first memory of that? How easy is it for you now? What do you think that means?


In your Pagan experience, is the ability to work symbolically or the ability to be specific and concrete more important to you?


Abraham Maslow (1907-1970)


Add to these ideas about personality development Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs3 and we have a full tool box of terms and concepts to explore human identity. Maslow’s theories can be understood, and most often are, as a broad-based pyramid in five sections:




The Needs of the Body. Our need for air, water, food, shelter, sleep, sex and excretion make the base of the pyramid.


Our Need For Safety: Our need for physical safety, personal protection and security for our property; adequate money and resources; predictable behavior from our comfort zone of friends, family, community; good health make up the second layer of the pyramid laying across the base.


Our Need for Nurture and Belonging: Our need for friendships, family, sexual intimacy, group connection or membership make up the middle layer of the pyramid sitting atop the bottom two.


Our Need for Esteem: Our need for self-esteem, confidence, achievement, and respect—both given and received—make up the fourth layer of the pyramid just below the apex.


Our Need for Self-Actualization: Our need for ethics, creativity, problem-solving, and freedom from prejudice, from bias, from manipulation, and the appreciation of facts/education/analysis sits on top of the pyramid.





As the soul grows, we achieve mastery over each area and provision for these needs becomes part of our lives. Maslow has us move from one stage as a priority to the next, realizing that although we never outgrow our need for the lower layers, they never take primacy over all else once we have transcended them. A health crisis, for example, may focus attention on the second layer even though the soul may be operating on the fourth or fifth layer, but a full regression to a need only for safety and nothing more does not occur, according to Maslow. I am not so certain of that, but he was.


For an adult to reach self-actualization (top of the pyramid) she or he must have resolved difficulties in acquiring physical safety, a sense of belonging, and esteem, according to Maslow. A person who is thirsty and hungry cannot provide for shelter needs ahead of food and water. A person who lacks adequate housing and security cannot seek depth in love relationships. A person who is unloved and an outsider cannot exude confidence and develop self-esteem. A person who has low self-esteem even though the other needs are met will not behave ethically or live free of external controls and will pass on a culture of fear and prejudice to the next generation.


This has interesting applications in understanding the Pagan community’s difficulty in creating alliances, working cooperatively and promoting common interests in a collective manner. Witch wars make much more sense if we understand they express the unmet needs of the people engaged in them. In her book Truth or Dare4 Starhawk discusses the nature of group development and process. She makes the observation that it is a natural part of group process for groups to break up. Certainly anyone who has started a Pagan group to celebrate ritual and build a community experiences this growth and ultimate disintegration from at least some of their friends.


Group dynamics can be an experience in frustration and disappointment. If instead we can ground and center ourselves sufficiently to offer love with an open hand which allows people to come and go, even if they leave in a huff, then we may survive and be able to reform the group so continuity is not lost. Understanding that people come into a spiritual community with their baggage helps us not be offended or hurt by their departure, even if leave-taking is done in anger. Leaving is not betrayal. Leaving is not rejection. Leaving is growth. When an individual or a group within a community no longer feels at home, it is time to grow. Leaving home is one way to do that.


From the language of family and sisterhood used in many spiritual communities, I suspect that folks want to jump right up to the third level of Maslow’s pyramid when they have not yet addressed their needs for physical provisions and safety. Frequently I am called ‘sister’ or ‘mother’ by people I barely know. Since I believe familial relationships need time to evolve along with trust and disclosure, the nicknames ring false to my ears. Trying to forge a family connection before its time can become detrimental if an adult is seeking rescue from past pain and loneliness instead of resolution. If we love each other and ourselves without expectations we can allow for variations within the community. If not, we fight.


A Pagan community can weather the departure of key leaders and teachers. Groups can successfully re-form themselves and continue on their mission. One of the values which assists in keeping continuity is that of encouraging people to develop self-esteem and confidence (Maslow’s level 4) and challenging them to continue toward self-actualization within a strong ethical framework. A large portion of this book focuses on the tools and concepts for ethical growth.


Not everyone who seeks to join a circle or coven shares a commitment to the Wiccan Rede or the Rule of Three. Disunity comes from people having different ethical values or from the individual being challenged on issues of safety or belonging from Maslow’s work. The combination of these differences vary with the individual. However, the spiritual teacher or ritual facilitator does well to remember someone busy in their life path in creating financial security or experiencing great financial distress may have difficulty seeing the larger picture of ethical spiritual growth. The emergence of identity from the morass of crises experienced in everyday life is a gradual process.


Journaling on Maslow’s Pyramid


Draw a triangle divided in to five layers and in your own words place the stages of development according to Maslow in the appropriate layers. Annotate them to fit you. Give yourself credit for your growth from where you started to where you are now.


The pyramid of needs helps answer two of our four questions: Where did I come from? Where am I going?


How then do we understand our soul development? Where do we get stuck? As an exercise in application, list your summary of Maslow’s layers in your journal and describe how you meet the needs represented in each layer. Be as detailed as possible so that you can ascertain your stage of development and challenge according to Maslow. Remember this is his theory. A theory, any theory, has its blind spots and flaws, as will our understanding of it. Use his ideas as a tool to further explore who you are. The layers beyond your current comfort zone give you clues about where you are going!


A second exercise in applying these ideas uses Erikson’s chart. In your journal, list his six stages of development. Describe what you experienced in each stage of development that supports or challenges the generalizations in the chart. Work with a broad stroke here or you will be writing your autobiography, which is not my intent in the exercise. Instead create questions to help you apply the patterns to your experience. Leave the later stages of life blank if you have not reached your middle or later years yet.


For example, what did you learn about trust and mistrust as a baby? Talk to people who were there, if you can. Let them help you remember. Or use regression in a meditation to recall how it felt to be a babe in arms. Look at old pictures. How have those lessons shaped your identity? This gives you a clue to where you came from. Do the same with all the stages you have passed through.


Understanding Power


One of the constants we all share is our interaction with power. Many people who have experienced oppression in their family settings, in education or religious institutions, on the job or in society resist the call to stand in their power. They believe power is evil. We all were raised on the old saw, ‘Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely.’ Surely power is a bad thing and being powerful will turns us into monsters! Students resist self-actualization because it makes them powerful. (It also makes them responsible but that is another discussion.)


Starhawk offers insight into the issue of power in her book The Spiral Dance.5 She cites three kinds of power: Power over, power with and power within. In the Pagan community at large, we are exploring these concepts of power in an effort to find another way to be. Power over is the model we see reflected in our institutions where authority is organized in a hierarchical manner. Everyone has a boss. The lines of power trickle down from the top. The people at the bottom have very little power. Because this is the dominant model of power, our places of employment, schools, families, nearly every group imaginable lines itself up after this model. It is orderly and familiar. Roberts Rules of Order depends on it. Conducting a class without a head teacher often results in chaos. Leading a committee meeting of the whole without a chair and agenda leaves us wandering around in the wilderness. Does it have to? No. But our concept of power, order and achievement leave us little vision for anything else. Still, power over can tend to encourage dominance by powerful individuals. The minority voice can be lost and with it their wisdom.


Power with is seen when people work in consensus. If we are all paddling along in a canoe, the people fore and aft steer and power the journey, but each paddler contributes to the common goal. If one of them starts to work against the synchronized effort, everyone soon sees a loss of momentum. Yet any one of the paddlers might choose to slow the process. The same thing happens when a committee works by consensus. Everyone needs to participate and chip in their energy or the goals are not reached. A consensus may not be reached readily, but if the commitment to working with everyone’s power with is genuine, the process is more important than the goal.


That is a soul lesson of its own. For example, if we cannot agree to hold a SummerFest or set up a concert series, then in consensus workings the issue must be tabled until we can agree on a course of action. Sharing power in that way does not integrate with our society. The demands of our political and financial institutions work on an up or down vote. Majority rules. Because that is the default mode for groups, any organization founded on consensus models must constantly make adjustments. What do we agree on? How can we build the required fiscal reports and planning from that? How can we fulfill the need for fundraising in ways we all accept? If someone agrees to the concept but not to the work and responsibility, where does that leave us? How long can we table this until everyone agrees? Is someone abusing the group process by stonewalling to get their own way?


The Web PATH Center attempts to work by consensus, but that has meant that the committee structure lacks efficiency and participation. There is in the rank and file a ready willingness to ‘let George do it.’ There are lots of good reasons for reasonable people to do that. They are, after all, busy providing security and nurture for their families at home. Many have not stepped into the challenge of self-esteem and confidence. Still, the value at hand is that we share power.


My partner Merlin worked for the New York State Department of Health in a program (WIC) devoted to the nutritional needs of women. Management attempted to be inclusive and gave lip service to the concept of working by consensus but, as they all discovered, if one person truly was not in agreement, efforts to browbeat the black sheep into agreement quickly disintegrated the consensus model, which had no deep roots and was under pressure to perform by state standards. Pretense prevailed when management claimed that consensus was reached with one in dissent. Well, that is not consensus is it? Consensus truly forces us to give up goals and agree that the people are more important than the program and the process is more important than the outcome. That is a struggle for people committed to sharing power.


I hasten to add we can share power with each other without being committed to consensus-based decision making. We can work hard to be sure that even the softest voice is heard and considered before a democratic decision is made. The U.S. Supreme Court models a piece of that value when they issue minority opinions. The Justices who agree and are in the majority sign on to the majority opinion. Individually they can add their own majority opinions to clarify their personal views. The Justices who disagree can write individual minority opinions or sign on to a collective dissenting view. I am sure feelings run high in these heady waters, but the voices are heard and on record for the future. Power is shared among the Justices even though there is a chief. Power is defended, argued, championed, wielded, and brought to bear on each other. But it is also a collective or community of equals. Shared power requires intelligence, strength and some political savvy. It is not necessarily all sweetness and light. The individual is asked to stand in her or his own power. If we are sincere in that, then the views of the dissenter are valued and publicized so they are not lost.


The third type of power Starhawk identifies is power within, or empowerment. The Web classes, shamanic journey circles and rituals all focus on empowering the individuals in this community to stand in their own power.


Think of the Magician card of the Tarot. If we look closely at the card we see the Magician has all the tools of the Witch at hand: the wand pointing to the heavens, the athame, chalice and pentacle on the table with a staff (large sized wand) on the table. He draws down power from above with his right hand and directs it to earth with his left. The power passes through him and empowers him as it creates transformation (magic) in the natural realm.


The truth of grounding, standing in our power, spell casting, the cone of power, psychic and shamanic workings, channeling, and automatic writing is found in empowerment by the crystal grids, ley lines and/or spirits. This is the stuff Pagan spirituality is created from. If we remain caught up in power struggles or in care-taking (the first two levels of power) we will never reach the transformative levels of empowerment. Reaching those levels is crucial to our soul development and the re-creation of the earth.


There are two understandings I hold as most important in all this psychological and educational theory. The first is that identity is multi-layered. Understanding this complex layering will become more pertinent and more challenging as we proceed through the chapters in this book. The reminder to look beyond the surface is important at every level of Wiccan study.


The second understanding is that identity is mutable. A great deal of psychological work insists that personality does not change, that it is genetically linked to our DNA. This view supports the triumph of Nature over Nurture. I disagree. Fortunately for the scientific Pagan, so do some current researchers. Sharon Begley wrote in the On Science column of Newsweek that DNA is not destiny.6 She cited two current researchers: Carol Dweck of Stanford University and David Clayton of the University of Illinois. Dweck bases her conclusion that personality is mutable and shaped by life experiences on observations and measurements of students. Those who have relevant course work and mentoring grew in their capacity to reach outside themselves, be self-reliant and cope constructively with challenges as opposed to students who did not take the courses or have the mentors. In other words, classes like those given at the Web in Wicca and Shamanism really do make a difference in people’s maturity and development.


Similarly, David Clayton studied zebra finches and found that unfamiliar birdsong stimulated brain responses resulting in new behavior. In rats, loving tactile mothers who groomed their babies had offspring whose brains showed inactive DNA related to fear and neuroticism. What we as humans experience as love and nurturing, hugs and genuine interest in each other decreases our mental reactions of defense, flight or fight. Can we then extrapolate that we in the Web PATH Center may free ourselves to create new ways of being by building community and repairing self-esteem and abusive personal histories? Is that not the essence of magic?


David Keirsey (1921-)


We have one last reference to consider before we reassess our journaling on identity. David Keirsey wrote two books with the titles Please Understand Me and Please Understand Me II.7 His work in the area of personality or temperament profiling provides a questionnaire to assist the reader in ascertaining their key tendencies. There is a 16-question test and a 70-question test. Keirsey was a faculty member at the University of California Fullerton and worked 20 years in public schools with troubled students. He trained other teachers to do the same. His organization extends this training to faith-based communities, corporations and others interested in better comprehending human behavior. He builds on many of the educational theorists including Carl Jung and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. Keirsey identifies four general types: Artisan, Idealist, Guardian and Rational with 16 combination roles from those.


Reading his work was helpful to me. I fit in as an intuitive thinker and rationalist with a strong emphasis on leadership, planning and development. When I first did those assessments, they resulted in a spontaneous soul retrieval of my Amazon Warrior Woman of the radical 1960s and 70s who had fragmented off under pressure from political struggles lost in the 80s. Her return was a deep healing. We will discuss soul fragmentation in greater depth later, but in making our initial personal claims of identity, it does us good service to remember we may be missing important components of our souls because of the traumas and challenges of everyday life. Those fragments change who we see in the mirror of our meditative reflections because of their loss and in their return. Soul retrievals can be assisted by a trained shamanic worker as a healing practice.


Journaling: A Reassessment of You


Now who are you? Give yourself a day or two to chew on these concepts. Talk about them with your friends or family. Then go back to the original questions and ask yourself again:




Who am I?


Why am I here?


Where did I come from?


Where am I going?





Add these insights to your journal.





Chapter 3


The Circle and the Snake


Everything tries to be round. So said Black Elk, the Lakota shaman.8 The sacred is expressed in the infinite pattern of a circle that continues around the path without end. The image of the snake holding its own tail—Ouroboros—has expressed the concept of infinity for people in cultures around the world. The word itself comes from the Greek. Plato used Ouroboros to describe the initial animal being that existed before creation as one without appendages or senses, swallowing its own tail. This divine animal was complete unto itself, providing its own nourishment, needing nothing. The origin of Ouroboros finds roots in Asia and in Egypt before the Greeks. The coiled serpent and dragon motifs are found in the oldest art.


Reclaiming Snake Images


What is this about? In part it is about veneration of the serpent for healing, merger with the Divine, and personal transformation. People in the Euro-American cultural traditions may struggle with serpent imagery. They find a reflexive shudder against snakes rather than enlightenment or healing. The positive aspects of the snake’s symbolism is important in Pagan traditions, enough so that we will spend time seeing how the wisdom circles around and spirals in on itself like Ouroboros. We begin that wisdom with familiar images of the snake in the electronic age and their origins which may not be so familiar.


In medicine we find the caduceus, a healing staff entwined with snakes. The model adopted by the U.S. Army prior to World War I included both snakes. Later the imagery was changed to a single snake. The caduceus staves were symbols connected to Roman Gods Mercury and Asclepius. Their story also reveals ascension to divinity and the power of transformation. A short history/mythology lesson might make that clearer.


Mercury is the messenger of the Roman Gods depicted with wings on his feet because of his swiftness. FTD florists have an image of him in their advertising. Rather than a bouquet of flowers, he carried the caduceus with two snakes in his messenger service for the Gods. In Greece Mercury is equated with Hermes who transported souls to the underworld at death and who served as trickster. In Egypt he was similar to Thoth. Their chthonic (underworld) qualities can also be connected to the energy of the snake which tunnels into rocks, caves and interior places. As trickster, the serpent appears in the Garden of Eden to con Eve into disobedience or enlightenment depending on your interpretation of the creation story. This aspect of Mercury as Sacred Clown who fools people into seeing the truth is as important as his work as healer and messenger. One trickster is not all tricksters. One healer is not all healers. There are links between these deities, but they retain their cultural identities. Nevertheless, the snake winds through all their stories.


Other Gods share this snaky theme. Asclepius is a demigod, the half human son of Apollo. Apollo is identified with the Oracle of Delphi, Pythios the Snake, whose wisdom is passed to the son Asclepius. Apollo is also the God of Health. Asclepius is born as a human infant on his mother’s funeral pyre, delivered by the God Hermes. Following the example of his divine father Apollo and of Hermes, Asclepius becomes such a great healer he revives the dead. Eventually, because his work withholds the dead from Hades, God of the Underworld, Hades has him killed. He was bad for business. However, Asclepius’ father Apollo, his divine champion Hermes and his revered teacher Chiron appealed to Zeus to elevate him to Godhood as the God of Medicine with his own cult and temples. He is given the symbol of the caduceus to hold in the heavenly constellations. Surviving statues of Asclepius in museums show him standing with a sturdy staff entwined with a snake. Later Ascelpius’ daughter Hygeia becomes the Goddess of Health. Like her father she appears accompanied by a snake.


In addition to physical healing, the snakes on the caduceus are the marks of sexual healing (rise of the kundalini) implied in the merger with the Gods which Asclepius experienced in his ascension. More about that later, but remember the connection between the history of the snake and healing. Hippocrates, the man most often cited as the source of western medicine, belonged to the cult of Asclepius. As an influence in western civilization, this story has wide application, including a place in the magical healing arts.


Where else does the snake appear in our cultural references? In the Old Testament, Moses led the Israelites through the desert only to be assailed by their complaints about the food and camping conditions. Jehovah listened to their complaints and apparently thought if they didn’t like the manna sent from Heaven then they surely wouldn’t like what he did next. He ‘sent fiery serpents among the people, and they bit the people’ (Numbers 21:6). Fatally so, it says. We don’t know what the fiery serpents were, but there is a poisonous red snake indigenous to the region. At any rate, once the people repented of their crankiness, Jehovah told Moses to make a brass serpent replica on a tall pole, raise it up and if the people would look up to the serpent they would be cured of snake bite.


That is indeed reverence for the serpent. The Israelites were all supposed to understand that Jehovah was the healing force. However Jehovah, as any competent God of Light and Dark, brought the snakes and the snakebite serum. I used to be bothered by the symbolism. Was it not inconsistent that in Genesis the old serpent is the villain who seduces Eve away from obedience to God but four books later, the serpent is sent to afflict the people of God until they repent, and then its form is the vehicle of healing? If we consider the circle as Ouroboros then the snake or serpent is the beginning and end of affliction and healing, of crankiness and gratitude, of the Mother Goddess and the Patriarch. Within the context of the circle, the contradictions make sense. ‘One thing becomes and another, in the Mother, in the Mother’ is a familiar chant loosely based on a song by Starhawk. The phrase helps us embrace opposites into the one.
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