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      “Filan and Kaldera have once again created an impressive and necessary work for the flourishing spirit-working Pagan community. In these pages you will find an immediate, earthy, social, and accessible way to approach this dangerous and risky alliance with the Spirits. This book touches on personal gnosis, historical gnosis, Neo-Pagan perspectives and sociologies, and discernment of messages in alluringly deepening ways. It also shares responsible and proactive ways of working with gnosis and revelation in groups and community to achieve whole and integrated spirituality with an ear to the ever interesting, ever bizarre Otherworld peopled with Endless Spirits. As a spirit-worker, I personally attest that this book is a must read!”

      GEDE PARMA, WITCHCRAFT PRIEST AND TEACHER AND AUTHOR OF 
ECSTATIC WITCHCRAFT AND SPIRITED

      “In recent years there has been a greater desire for deeper connection with the Gods within a polytheistic pagan framework. Talking to the Spirits is a practical manual for such work, particularly for those relying on their own impressions—personal gnosis—to fill in the gaps left by mythology, history, and established religions. In the same way, this book fills a gaping niche in the practitioner’s shelf. It is clear the authors have dealt with a variety of challenges in deeper spirit work as well as found suitable solutions, and the subject matter is covered in an impressively thorough manner.”

      LUPA, AUTHOR OF NEW PATHS TO ANIMAL TOTEMS AND EDITOR OF 
THEGREENWOLF.COM

    

  
    
      
        INTRODUCTION
      

      
        [image: image]
      

      Reclaiming Our Gods, Reconstructing Our Faith

      Of all the lies we have ever been told, this is the worst: that the Gods no longer speak to us. If they ever conversed with mere mortals, we are told, they have long since gone silent. And in any event, everything they had to say to us can be found in their holy book (although, alas, there’s some dispute on exactly which book that is). For our ancestors, Divinity was immanent, bubbling forth from rivers and springs, and whispering in the breezes that rustled through the cities and the farms. Our spiritual world is much more circumscribed: an inaccessible sacred casts a faint, chilly glow upon our profane lives.

      Stranded in that cold and lonely darkness, some seek to reestablish our ancestral relationships with the Divine. To that end, many have declared their allegiance to the Old Gods. But as these pioneers have sought to progress in their faith, they have often found themselves stymied by centuries of conditioning. To find our way back to that ancestral place where we walked with the Gods, we must relearn how to see the world as they did.

      
        HEATHEN (n): A benighted creature who has the folly to worship something he can see and feel.
      

      
        —Ambrose Bierce1
      

      When you go back far enough, everyone, regardless of culture or geography, lived in a world that was more alive than ours. The ground underfoot, the stones, the fire that cooked the food and drove off the darkness, these all had spirits—not just spirits in some other dimension who were “in charge of them,” but spirits in them, who could be spoken to and allied with. At the same time, larger powers existed who were in charge of their “children” and watched over them . . . and could add us to that flock, if we were willing. Gods weren’t something far removed from the physical world of flesh and soil and desires; the hundred Gods were only one step farther away than the thousand spirits. Between those groups was no firm line but only a gray area that often shifted depending on how much attention they were paying you at the moment.

      Before we can make the leap to understanding the hundred Gods, we must first understand the thousand spirits and develop a soul-deep feel for how spiritually alive our entire world really is. Once we have connected with the river spirit and the local city spirit and a few of our ancestors, and we understand how their existence is woven into everyday life—not a superstition but an easily accepted fact—we can then begin to understand how the Gods, too, are part of that everyday life.

      For as long as there have been empires there have been Gods of empire. Conquered nations were expected to make obeisance to the conquerors’ Deities, and the tributes of subject peoples enriched many a holy temple. These offerings and rituals were more akin to the American Pledge of Allegiance or Soviet military parades than to the Christian idea of worship. In honoring the empire’s Gods you proclaimed your loyalty—or at least recognized their military superiority. In building a great monument to your patron Gods you acknowledged their blessings, but also displayed your city’s wealth.

      But while people went to these public temples for public functions, for most, their primary spiritual focus was on the Gods of hearth and home. Local and ancestral spirits were more directly connected to the lives of their devotees and more ready to intervene in their daily affairs. Artisans, criminals, and farmers might have a special devotion to the patrons of their trades: fishers and sailors might propitiate both Poseidon and the nymphs who ruled over a particularly treacherous inlet.

      These spiritual arenas—the public and private—coexisted in relative comfort. You might fulfill civic duties at a local temple, drop a coin in the stream for a local spirit on your way home, then spend some quiet time with your ancestors before your hearth. So long as you posed no threat to the established order, you were free to believe as you chose. It was only with the establishment of Christendom—first as an effort to preserve the crumbling Roman Empire, then as a defensive coalition against the new threat of Islam—that the religious authorities set out to control private spiritual practice.

      Laws against malevolent magic are not unique to Christianity or to monotheism. What is unique to these traditions is how they define all other spiritual practices as inherently evil or, at best, terminally flawed. The mystical experience is either carefully delimited or rejected outright as demonolatry (demon worship) and sorcery. The idea of local wights is treated as silly; sentience, like souls, is a human phenomenon; and one should worship the Creator, not the Creation. It’s easy to assume that all religions see their Gods as equally distant and detached—but that is not the case at all. Consider Japan, where Shinto spirits can be found in the heavens, on the sea, and in your family’s outhouse! Dr. Gabi Greve, an art historian living in Okayama, Japan, writes about her experience with a toilet God.

      When we remodeled our old farmhouse, we had to do something about grandfather’s toilet. It was just a small pond in the ground, with two beams over it where you had to balance real hard while performing your job. Below you was the open sewer.

      The local carpenter decided to drain the sewage water, fill the hole up with earth and level it with the rest of the ground. But before doing anything to this smelling place, we were informed, we had to pacify the Suijinsama [water God] living in this pond.

      With plenty of ricewine (for the God and the humans) and purifying salt and a lot of mumbling prayers, the God was informed that his palace was to go and he would be relocated in a wet rice field further down. After the water was drained, a pipe was stuck in the hole before it was filled up, so that the Suijinsama who might have been left in the place would find their way out. This pipe is still sticking out to this day.2

      The polytheistic world features a plethora of Gods and spirits struggling with and against each other; there is no place where Divinity is absent. Within a monotheistic world, there is only the One. That which he declares holy is holy; all else is cast to the winds like chaff. If he is not to be found in bejeweled idols or verdant sacred groves, he certainly won’t deign to be found in a septic tank, a whorehouse, or a rotting pile of trash. And as the Creator grows ever more distant from Creation, those who grew up hearing there was only one God find it just as easy to believe there is none at all.

      This is the place many modern seekers after Divinity find themselves. They have rejected the monotheistic religion of their upbringing and many of its outdated rules. They have replaced the concept of the judgmental Father God with kinder, gentler divine parental models, but they have not yet questioned the prejudices and preconceptions that come with the teachings of a monotheistic faith.

      For some, their Deities remain so distant as to be nonexistent. Many replace the void left by God & Son with “archetypes” and other equally nebulous terms that add up to “symbols for psychodrama.” The idea that their imaginary friends might actually exist outside their own crania seems to them alternately silly and terrifying. Describing his own flirtation with this sort of idealism at Oxford, C. S. Lewis said:

      The emotion that went with all this was certainly religious. But this was a religion that cost nothing. We could talk about the Absolute, but there was no danger of Its doing anything about us. It was “there”; safely and immovably “there.” It would never come “here,” never (to be blunt) make a nuisance of Itself. . . . There was nothing to fear; better still, nothing to obey.3

      Others take a Newtonian approach: they seek to reduce a complex spiritual reality to its underlying equations. This has been going on at least since the Victorian era. Helena Petrovna Blavatsky sought the “Secret Doctrine” behind all modern religions. Aleister Crowley created tables of correspondence that mixed and matched Deities on Kabbalistic paths, stating “when a Japanese thinks of Hachiman, and a Boer of the Lord of Hosts, they are not two thoughts, but one.”4

      There are many good reasons why scholars and practitioners alike might want to examine commonalities of religious practice among different cultures. But this approach is quite different from the animistic worldview of pre-Christian polytheism. Scientific reductionism seeks to reduce the mysteries to recipes and rational explanations. Animism, by contrast, seeks a direct and personal engagement with the material world. The botanist may know that tree’s genus, species, and approximate age; the shaman knows that it favors offerings of yellow ribbons, tells great dirty jokes, and readily shares gossip about the goings-on within this particular patch of land.

      Many academic efforts to understand indigenous religions have fallen afoul of this. Mircea Eliade (and later Michael Harner) approached shamanism in a scientific fashion. They looked for the underlying mechanics of the religion, for things they could catalogue, measure, and reproduce. To a certain extent they (and others who have followed in their footsteps) succeeded. They introduced Western culture to iboga, ayahuasca, peyote, and other substances that can reproduce what feels very much like classical descriptions of a mystical experience; they explored the ways fasting, dancing, drumbeats, and other techniques could cause shifts in perception; and they sorted through reams of data to identify the most effective means by which these altered states could be induced.

      Yet this approach points to a great disjunction between the world-views of the shaman and neoshaman. The shaman is an entity within a living world, a being defined by interactions with other sentient beings both human and nonhuman. The neoshaman lives within a material universe, one that is essentially inert and where sentience is an exclusively human trait—or where, at best, human intelligence is seen as the apex of evolution to date. Tribal shamans are mediators and diplomats. They seek to protect the interests of their clan in a world filled with allies, enemies, and neutral parties. Many neoshamans, by contrast, come as colonists and conquistadors. The oil driller delves deep into Mother Earth in search of profit, while the neoshaman meditates on Mother Earth in search of wisdom, abundance, prosperity, healing, or other polite euphemisms for “personal gain.” The interior and exterior worlds are treated not as complex interdependent ecosystems but as resources to be exploited.

      Today’s modern neoshamanism is largely a celebration of the primitive. By taking on the titles and ceremonial rites of hunter-gatherers or subsistence farmers, neoshamans hope to rid themselves of civilization’s blinders and break through modern conditioning. Entheogens free them from logic while revelry frees them from inhibition. This evokes Friedrich Nietzsche’s description of the Dionysian influence.

      He has forgotten how to walk and talk and is on the verge of flying up into the air as he dances. The enchantment speaks out in his gestures. Just as the animals now speak and the earth gives milk and honey, so something supernatural also echoes out of him: he feels himself a god; he himself now moves in as lofty and ecstatic a way as he saw the gods move in his dream. The man is no longer an artist; he has become a work of art: the artistic power of all of nature, to the highest rhapsodic satisfaction of the primordial unity, reveals itself here in the transports of intoxication.5

      This view of shamanism often has more to do with romantic fantasy than reality. Those looking for “noble savages” living in peaceful harmony with nature are likely to be disappointed when they actually encounter indigenous peoples. The lives of nomadic, hunter-gatherer, or subsistence agriculture societies are anything but delightful and idyllic. They do not live in a happy world where cherubic animals perform Busby Berkeley routines and dispense homespun wisdom. They recognize their surroundings as animate and sentient, yes—but they are also well aware that those surroundings can turn on them with little notice. In their capacity as intercessors and messengers, the shamans of these cultures deal with enemies as often as friends, and the stakes are frequently life and death for shaman and tribe alike.

      More important, the Dionysian viewpoint fundamentally misstates the role traditional shamans play in their community. One undertakes the spirit journey not for intoxication but for clarity. The shaman’s world is not a free and unbounded one. On the contrary, it is constrained on all sides by restrictions and taboos. Their practices are not a “return to nature.” Rather, they attempt to make sense of nature, to intercede with the shadowy and frequently hostile forces threatening them and their community. Far from escaping order and rule, shamans help to establish them; they escape their society only so they can work for it as intercessors and arbitrators between the various realms.

      In our culture the Priests of Science and Lords of the Grove of Academe fill the roles the shaman fulfills in an indigenous society. Like our historians and intellectuals, shamans provide a framework by which their community members can understand the various phenomena that shape their lives. Their stories preserve ancestral knowledge and help ensure the survival of the next generation; they serve as boundary markers between the village and the wild places, between the tribe and the outlanders, between the living and the dead. While they may seem charming and primitive to us more civilized types, we might do well to consider another observation by Nietzsche.

      Wherever we encounter the “naive” in art, we have to recognize the highest effect of Apollonian culture, which always first has to over throw the kingdom of the Titans and to kill monsters and, through powerfully deluding images and joyful illusions, has to emerge victorious over the horrific depth of what we observe in the world and the most sensitive capacity for suffering.6

      If we are to honor the Gods as they once were honored, we must not be deceived. We must understand that they have never turned away from us; rather, we turned away from them. We must know them not only in the dim distant echoes of their long-ago words and deeds, but also in the minutiae of our daily lives. It is not enough to know the ancient stories; we must also hear and participate in the stories they are writing in the Here and the Now . . . and, most important, we must understand how to listen for their whispers once again.
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      WHY PERSONAL GNOSIS?

      
        I think religion/spirituality without personal gnosis is uninspired, boring, and desiccated, like a cracker. A really tasteless cracker. A very disappointing cracker. However, I happen to also think that personal gnosis without religion (some semblance of structure, tradition, method, ritual), is like peanut butter without the cracker—it’s ridiculously messy, difficult to hold on to, and can get kind of icky. Balancing personal gnosis with tradition is a critical task in order to maintain a living spiritual tradition.
      

      
        —Ruby Sara, U.S. Neo-Pagan
      

      This is the first question that needs asking, because some people suggest that the safest form of religion is simply following the rules, activities, and beliefs currently set down in writing, and going no further than this. With this worldview, there is usually room for discussing existing accepted dogma with an eye to putting it aside if it proves to be outdated, and for dissecting the finer points of how to apply the existing dogma to one’s life in a personally satisfying way, but there is little to no room for additional spiritual information. Is it safer? Definitely. However, we would argue that the goal of religion is not to be safe, but to facilitate a connection with the Holy Powers, and the Holy Powers are by definition not safe. They do not conform to our ideas and desires, and they have their own agenda that may not include our convenience and emotional comfort. Indeed, most renowned spiritual leaders have made it clear that if you’re too spiritually comfortable, you’re missing the point.

      We, the authors of this book, clearly acknowledge our bias that personal gnosis is an important and integral part of not only personal spirituality, but group religion as well. Any religion that does not recognize and acknowledge any contemporary gnosis is a dead religion; its rituals are skeletons preserved in museums, and its priests are grave keepers. Sooner or later, any spiritual practice followed sincerely will lead to personal gnosis. Seekers will recite the Qur’an until they find themselves transfixed before the presence of the Almighty; acolytes will look for Aphrodite or Ochun or Freya until she appears in some form. This gnosis may not be a literal vision or a voice (although we suspect those are more common than many imagine), but it will be a Knowing that will transform their lives. That Knowing, when it comes, will be impossible to describe and just as impossible to ignore. It will be shaped by the individual’s experience and what he or she brings to the table, but it will clearly come from something that is outside of and much larger than the individual.

      
        GODS AND THEIR SIDE EFFECTS

        Personal gnosis is the end result of asking your guides for assistance, or the answer to a problem, or a push in the right direction. It is the spiritual awakening that comes when you realize that this might be a two-way communication—you address the ceiling (or the Moon, or a candle, or a statue) and somewhere in the galaxy, Something hears. Not only did it hear, but it is talking back. It may not be words, like a conversation. You may have to be more alert than that. You may see a well-timed commercial on television, or find a friend calling you to ask about the very thing you seek, or the means to achieve your goal will begin to manifest around you. The words of a God are changing your reality, your perception, and your very soul.

        
          I encourage my students and clients to seek out gnosis. I give them exercises and experiences in hopes of provoking the cosmic “aha” that will help bring their spiritual lives into better focus. Gods deal with humans very personally, and they know your soul better than you do. They will twang the right string and get it to vibrate on such a level that it cannot be ignored for long.
        

        
          —Del, U.S. Pagan
        

        It’s been said that personal gnosis is the side effect of having a relationship with actual Gods. In Abrahamic religions, a personal devotional relationship with one’s Deity may or may not be encouraged depending on the sect in question—some sects prefer that all religious activity be mediated through clergy; others are more comfortable with people having a “personal relationship with Jesus” or whoever is most accessible to them. Even so, there is often an assumption—spoken or unspoken—that it’s not possible to make it a two-way conversation. The snide comment is often bandied about that “if you talk to the angels, that’s prayer; if the angels talk back, that’s insanity.” If questioned, some people will say that while certain special human beings were once able to hear God, that doesn’t happen anymore for a number of reasons (mostly having to do with how much more sinful humans are these days).

        That attitude has worked its way into modern Paganism, in that some claim that the Gods no longer speak to us for a number of reasons (mostly having to do with how technologically based and detached our culture has become). In spite of this, however, some people find that when they go to the trouble of creating a regular spiritual discipline that involves quality time spent with their Gods, they start noticing a sense of presence, and perhaps become aware of subtle guiding messages as well. Throughout the ages, one possible side effect of prayer has always been the potential for those prayers being answered in some way—which in turn leads to a deeper relationship, which in turn leads to more two-way connection with the Holy Powers.

        
          Personal gnosis has been crucial to my spiritual journey: it has often turned me round quite abruptly from the path I thought I was following and directed my steps in a different direction—repeating the process several times if I am too timid or too skeptical to make the change. As the years have gone by, I have learned to trust these experiences because they have always been proved, either in the short or the long term, to be important to my personal evolution, and to my relationship with the Deity I serve. Because of this, I am usually disposed to respect other people’s accounts of personal gnosis, unless I have good reason to mistrust either the circumstances or the individual.
        

        
          —Rose Alba, U.K. Pagan
        

      

      
        BUT ISN’T PERSONAL GNOSIS SOMETIMES WRONG?

        
          I believe that personal gnosis is a vital component of a mystical religious practice. Where there exist lacunae in our source materials, it is necessary to seek gnosis to repair our damaged understanding, but even if this were not the case, personal gnosis is still indispensible. One cannot have a sincere, living relationship with one’s Gods or spirits unless one is open to receiving personal gnosis in some form or another. However, no one has the right to demand uncritical acceptance of their personal gnosis as divine truth by the wider community. Certain messages are tailored for certain heads; not every being that shows up claiming to be a God actually is one; and even the best spirit worker will get their wires crossed some of the time.
        

        
          —Mordant Carnival, U.K. Pagan
        

        On the other hand, the big problem is, of course, how to determine whether a given person’s gnosis should be considered to any extent by any other human being in the world. This is where religious doctrine steps in, because one of its purposes is to give people guidelines when it comes to accepting the gnosis of a lone stranger or a different group. This is not a bad thing. It’s appropriate for people to look to their religious group (assuming they belong to one) for information about these things. In general, they don’t expect that source to be unbiased. What they do expect is that the group will have given careful thought and serious consideration to those questions. While one may disagree with the answers posed by the mainstream religion that one left, one may also have little respect for a religion that hasn’t come up with any answers to those questions or that brushes off inquiries as being the job of one’s personal spiritual discernment. That’s unsatisfying for seekers, and they will generally go elsewhere to find the answers they want to study. (Not to believe in an unqualified way, but to study and to compare with other answers. We’ll get further into that question when we discuss the problems of seekers.)

        Pagans spread themselves across the whole spectrum of the personal gnosis question, from the ones who feel that it should be given free rein everywhere and the ones who don’t trust it at all. Most are in the middle, acknowledging its benefits but worried about the drawbacks of discernment, as the following Pagans point out.

        The line between personal gnosis and delusion is a thin one. In my opinion, this is the reason that the branch of Zen Buddhism I have been reading about does not recommend active participation in the faith without a guide (someone who knows the pitfalls and can point out when you’re being delusional). It may also be the reason that the various traditional mystery religions still existing in Paganism are not fond of the way in which Paganism is commercialized for public consumption. Religion by and large teaches us to reach for God, however we define God. Our own ego will complicate this process in a variety of ways, and we may confuse the constructs it creates for actual spiritual experience. On a much more personal level, I feel that personal gnosis is a vital component of a variety of spiritual traditions, so long as it is balanced by a rational, skeptical eye. It is through personal gnosis that one reaches an understanding with an immanent, personal Deity. It is through personal gnosis that the individual accepts or rejects the various dogmatic parts of his or her faith, or forms new beliefs.

        
          —Raenshadoe, U.S. Pagan
        

        
          I feel that personal gnosis can be very important to personal practice, and even sometimes to communities, but that caution is necessary in approaching it. We as individuals, and as communities, need to have ways of discerning genuine spiritual knowledge from self-delusion so that our practices don’t become pure fantasy. Not everything that we get is going to be either true or useful, and it’s best to acknowledge that up front rather than kidding ourselves about how we’re special little snowflakes whose every subconscious whim has to be followed.
        

        
          —Erynn Rowan Laurie, U.S. Celtic Reconstructionist Pagan
        

        We also believe that discernment is important, and especially discernment regarding whether a given gnosis is relevant to anyone else, even if it’s true. That’s what much of this book will be dedicated to discussing. However, it’s crucial that Pagans understand the reality of the equation, which is that having Gods means having personal gnosis . . . sooner or later, for most people, anyway.

        Much of my opinion on the matter depends on the context and the manner in which any statements of personal gnosis are shared or discussed with others. On the one hand, people will have different experiences, different interpretations of the same materials, and a variety of other things that distinguish them from everyone else. This wondrous diversity is something that should be encouraged and celebrated whenever and wherever possible, and I believe this can be done in relation to a variety of matters in a respectful and mutually productive way. I also think that when certain individuals or communities tackle a particular issue and come up with answers that work for them through various channels of personal gnosis, this actually builds practice and sustains a spiritual community, so I think this is a necessary and even desirable process that should be encouraged.

        
          On the other hand, I have a very big problem with people who will not admit that something is their own personal gnosis rather than a thing that is part of a religious tradition, and they often suggest that it is in fact a part of some tradition rather than simply their interpretation of it. Almost as bad is the idea that any interpretation of a religious tradition is a valid one, and therefore any idea is as good as any other and is immune to critique. A further item of irritation in this category is the assertion that all religions, at some point, were “made up” based on an authority that wasn’t anything other than an individual’s whim, ultimately; and while this may also be true, it isn’t necessarily helpful or useful to say when attempting to justify why one’s opinion on a matter should be trusted.
        

        
          So, for me a great deal of my reaction to discussions of personal gnosis in general, and to specific items of personal gnosis in particular, very much depends on the manner in which something is presented and discussed. If the words “ but that’s just my opinion/experience/thought/interpretation/­suggestion; yours may differ” is not a part of the statement at some stage, then I’m likely to be at the very least suspicious, and probably less inclined to trust or put any credibility in the opinions and information that are subsequently offered.
        

        
          —Philip Bernhardt-House, U.S. Celtic Reconstructionist Pagan
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      DEFINITIONS

      If we are going to have theological discussions, we must first agree on our terms. Unfortunately this is often more easily said than done; consider the radical differences between the Jewish and Christian use of the term Messiah or the Catholic and Protestant definitions of the Eucharist. But despite these difficulties we must make the effort if we are going to address the serious but long-neglected conundrums at the heart of our subject matter.

      To that end, we are attempting to define and use terms as objectively as possible, rather than utilize them to insult someone else’s viewpoint. By speaking with various correspondents and comparing and contrasting their use of the terms with historical use, we hope to create a basic lexicon for current and future travelers on this path.

      Our definitions are not set in stone and should not be taken as the final word on the subject. As we reestablish the lines of contact with the Old Gods, we will inevitably face new questions and find ourselves examining once again our prejudices and preconceptions. And ultimately, as always happens with mystical experiences, we will find ourselves tasked with describing the indescribable and putting into speech that which transcends all language. Considering the many wars and conflicts that have arisen over abstruse points of doctrine, we should keep these linguistic limitations in mind.

      
        GNOSIS

        
          Simply knowing. Understandings gleaned by direct experience of the Divine in whatever form. These can be very dramatic and fill in large gaps in our knowledge, or they can be more subtle, simply enabling one to relate better to a known Deity or spirit.
        

        
          —Mordant Carnival, U.K. Pagan
        

        
          Gnosis is revealed knowledge, by intuition or contact with a Higher Power. Gnosis is not book learning; it’s another, equally valid way of knowing.
        

        
          —Jordsvin, U.S. Heathen
        

        
          Gnosis: spiritual knowledge, usually gleaned through experiential or meditative means. Gnosis is when you ask the Universe a question, and you receive an undeniable answer—even if you rationalize it away as being “your own inner voice” or “cementing a decision”—the moment you accept the inspiration you seek, you have achieved some form of gnosis.
        

        
          —Del, U.S. Pagan
        

        
          My definition of gnosis is, simply, spiritual or ritual knowledge and insight. This knowledge or insight may be about the self, the nature of spirit/Deity, the world, ritual, or other topics within the purview of one’s personal or group spirituality and practices.
        

        
          —Erynn Rowan Laurie, U.S. Celtic Reconstructionist Pagan
        

        During the early days of Christianity, followers of various beliefs within the community squabbled among themselves for primacy of position. One popular movement took its lead from the mystery cults that were popular at Eleusis, at Delphi, and throughout the eastern Roman Empire. Instead of pistis (π[image: image]στις), or faith, they relied on gnosis (γν[image: image]σις)—knowledge based on experience of the Divine. They sought salvation not from sin but from ignorance, and redemption came not from mere belief but from direct personal revelation. But, alas, those who favored faith won the backing of Constantine and his successors. By the end of the fifth century, their Gnostic competition had largely been reduced to a heretical footnote in the history of the True Religion.

        Near the end of the nineteenth century, a number of occultists became interested in the Gnostics. The most important occult thinker of the period, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, was particularly enamored of Gnosticism, believing it a direct link to the “ancient wisdom” that had been preserved since time immemorial by the “Secret Chiefs.” Her devotees and detractors alike followed her lead: G. R. S. Mead translated numerous Gnostic texts, while Aleister Crowley named the central ritual of his Ordo Templi Orientis the Gnostic Mass. Swiss psychotherapist Carl Jung devoted particular study to Gnosticism, recasting its doctrines and rituals as techniques for analytical psychology and self-integration. And this interest only grew stronger with the 1945 discovery of many long-lost Gnostic texts at Nag Hammadi and their subsequent translation.

        The various Gnostic sects had little in the way of dogma—indeed, dogma was shunned as a device of the evil “demiurge,” who was responsible for creating the material world and who closely resembled the Old Testament’s Jehovah. But they were united in believing that humankind contained a spark of Divinity, which, when they awakened, would be freed from its prison. In being awakened, they would return to the Oneness of the Godhead. This awakening could take place neither through reason nor faith, but only by a direct revelatory experience that transforms the Gnostic. This experience would free them from the constraints of time and space. The mundane world we perceive through our five senses was not something to be worshipped or even honored, but rather a trap from which only a select few might escape.

        But while the Gnostics saw the world of the senses as a pitfall keeping us from reality, most modern philosophy sees it as the only thing worthy of consideration. The idea of a “higher reality” is so much silliness and superstition, in their view. That which is Beyond All Words is beyond all meaning; that which cannot be weighed, measured, and quantified directly or through its impact on our world is of no importance.

        Using the materialist and/or scientific approach, one can describe the various sensations one has during a mystical experience and measure its effects on the mystic’s life through various tests. One can discuss how this mystic’s experience is shaped by various sociocultural and historical factors. One can give the mystic a thorough physical examination to check for signs of disease and examine electroencephalograms in search of any aberrations from the norm. But one cannot answer (or even ask) the most important question of all: During this experience, who is communicating with the mystic?

        Our usage of gnosis draws upon these various definitions but seeks to avoid some of their errors. We recognize the value of the Scientific Revolution and the scientific method; we are not Luddites seeking a return to some romanticized pretechnological Eden. However, we also recognize the limitations of science and reject the idea that it should be the sole method by which we seek meaning in our lives. But unlike the Gnostics of late antiquity, we do not believe that the material world is inherently evil. We do not believe that enlightenment, however one might define that term, is an escape into a blissful spirit world. Rather, we believe that suffering is the price we—humans and Gods alike—pay for sentience; if we want relief from pain and injustice, it’s up to us to make things better, with or without divine assistance. Above all else, we reject the idea that the Gods are inaccessible to us. Rather, we believe that they are immanent in this world and that they regularly communicate with the beings who reside therein.

      

      
        PERSONAL GNOSIS

        
          This is one person’s individual revelations, specific to that person and his or her relationship with personal Gods. Personal gnosis could consist of stories about the Gods and details about their characters, enmities, and familial relationships; it could be appropriate items for a harrow or altar; it could be a preferred offering. Sometimes guidance about one’s life path can come in the form of personal gnosis, such as suggestions for a course of study or a career change.
        

        
          —Mordant Carnival, U.K. Pagan
        

        
          Personal gnosis is spiritual knowledge that applies directly to one’s life and one’s own spiritual practice. Others may find it interesting, helpful, or informative, but unless they too have undergone some form of journey to hear said wisdom, it will remain an outsider’s perspective. I can explain how a certain shamanic journey taught me that all goods and services must be bartered rather than bought, and make a personal oath to live my life in accordance with my personal gnosis. Others who hear of this may do it too, but it will have a different meaning to them, and the experience will seem devoid of the drive that makes it easier for the gnostic to engage in it.
        

        
          The Universe, your Gods, your guides, and spirits all have different shards of information that pertain to myriad people. There is no promise that every person who goes looking finds his or her own little instruction booklet on how to manifest desires and always be happy, but more often than not a sincere request for information or assistance from the Universe (Gods, guides, spirits) will at least meet with some form of gnosis.
        

        
          —Del, U.S. Pagan
        

        Divine messages aren’t always intended for public consumption; most communications between Deity and the individual are strictly personal. While these messages may change your life and be of immeasurable benefit to you, they are not intended as directives to the community.

        So what might a God say to a mortal? Lots of things, including:

        Complaints: If you have been raised on a steady diet of positive reinforcement, you may not be ready for the experience of a God calling you out on your darkest secrets, or even just telling you that your present behavior is unacceptable. Alas, the Gods are often more quick to criticize than praise . . . and the fact that they are right only makes their words sting more. But once you get past your initial defensive instincts, you’ll find that they generally offer advice on how you can correct your failings.

        Declarations of Love: These are hardly so uncommon as you might think. There are many myths of Gods falling in love with mortals. Zeus, for instance, enjoyed his various paramours, and the Japanese royal family traces their descent from the Sun Goddess Ameratsu. You may not feel you’re worthy of such divine attention, but the Divine may beg to differ. These love affairs can be as complicated, ecstatic, and exasperating as relationships between mortals.

        Encouragement and Advice: Just when you’ve reached your breaking point, when you’re convinced you can’t go on, you may hear a voice telling you not to give up hope. You may suddenly see a solution to what you thought was an insurmountable problem. The Gods, spirits, and ancestors frequently intervene in our lives; it’s just that we often take credit for the ideas they inspired.

        Marching Orders: They may come to inform you that “you must do this” or “you must not do that.” Western culture places a premium on free will and freedom of choice. The idea of losing autonomy, even to a God, makes many uncomfortable. We have found the Gods are often less concerned with getting consent than with getting things done. We’ve also found that they will not infrequently place taboos or restrictions on their chosen ones. Both Raven and Kenaz have various “thou shalt nots” laid upon them by their spirits, as do most other spirit workers they know.

        Stories: The Age of Legends never ended; the Gods continue to craft myths today. They still use parables to get their points across, and they still regale us with tales of their past and present adventures and misadventures. These stories may be for our ears only, or they may be intended for public consumption. They may be mind-numbingly complicated or deceptively simple. They may be heartbreaking tragedies or side-splitting comedies. They may be told with flowery prose or with scatological obscenities. But they are every bit as important and relevant as any of the stories they told us in the past.

        Etcetera: The Gods and spirits are individuals with their own personalities. Our interactions with them can be as varied and unpredictable as our interactions with our fellow human beings—if not more so! We have a tendency to pigeonhole Deity into convenient categories—X is a “Love Goddess,” Y is a “Fertility God,” Z is a “Sacred King.” When you begin interacting with the Divine up close and personal, you will find they are far more complex and nuanced than that; they are neither archetypes nor stereotypes, but distinct and fully formed beings.

      

      
        UNVERIFIED PERSONAL GNOSIS (UPG)

        
          Unverified personal gnosis is personal gnosis not substantiated by other reliable sources, such as historical information, extant lore, or competent spirit workers.
        

        
          —Mordant Carnival, U.K. Pagan
        

        Unverified personal gnosis is when someone shares the information or assistance that person received from guides or guardians with others, especially when it pertains to the guide in question. If one were to shamanically journey to meet with a particular God and share information about such things as where the God was found, what he was doing, what he talked about, and what stories he told, since (presumably) only one person was on the journey (or several were but all were within one altered state of consciousness at the time), there is no immediate clear way to check the information for accuracy when it steps outside the published and known lore of a guide. Is Loki’s favorite meal macaroni and cheese? Does Hanuman feel uncomfortable being on an altar that has no space for or representation of Rama? The answers to these questions are considered UPG until more people have the same experience with the same guide.

        
          —Del, U.S. Pagan
        

        
          Unverified personal gnosis would tend to be something informational that is usually introduced, without the qualification of “my experience tells me” or “my research tells me” given beforehand (though sometimes it may), to indicate someone’s idea about a particular subject of contention or question. People do often say “my UPG on this is . . . ,” but they rarely (if ever) say “my UPG, based on my meditations and my research, is . . . ,” which gives me great cause for skepticism on many occasions. How it is possible to discern, if no such information is given, whether that person didn’t come up with a thought on the matter two seconds before he or she said the statement or typed it? While inspiration can strike that quickly, and such inspirations can be valid and useful, nonetheless the tendency I’ve found is that UPG is in the territory of “If I say this, then don’t even try to contradict me, because it’s my experience, and you can’t tell me whether that’s right or wrong, so shove off.” While I agree with that sentiment to an extent, at the same time, there’s an immense amount of preemptive posturing and statements of individual infallible authority often involved in making such statements, which I don’t think are always particularly useful in then having reasonable or rational dialogue. (And I would disagree vehemently with anyone who might suggest that reason and rationality have nothing to do with religious experience.)
        

        
          —Philip Bernhardt-House, U.S. Celtic Reconstructionist Pagan
        

        Unverified personal gnosis is the moment after the prophetic vision, when you’re still trying to digest what you’ve just experienced. Is that voice in your head a contact from the Divine or a sign of incipient insanity? (This is a big problem in a culture that equates nontraditional expressions of spirituality with thought disorders, and an even bigger problem for those living with mental illness.) Are you a prophet on fire with love for the Divine or just another fanatic convinced you have found the Truth with a capital T? Are you hearing the Gods or just listening to wish-fulfilling affirmations bubbling up from your subconscious?

        When dealing with spiritual communications, there are several ways of distinguishing between signal and noise. Divination is one particularly good method; it’s so important that we have devoted two entire chapters to it (see chapters 10 and 15). Casting yarrow stalks, reading tarot cards, exploring the flight of birds, or searching for other omens—all these can provide a neutral voice that affirms or contradicts your experience. And it is vitally important that you be open to disagreement. If you’re in contact with the Gods, their message will survive honest questioning and sincere doubt. Be very wary of any entities—Gods, spirits, or clergypeople—who caution you against verifying their statements for yourself.

        As you become more experienced, you will become familiar with your spirit contacts. You will be able to recognize the voice of your local landwight or Divinity just as you can pick out a friend amid a crowd of people. It will become more difficult for an imposter spirit to trick you and increasingly easy to distinguish between genuine messages and subconscious noise. This is the way possessions are verified in Vodou; if you know Zaka, Ghede, Ogou, or other lwa by meeting them at a few different parties, you’ll be able to spot a phony possession even if you’re totally head-blind.

        Familiarity with the person presenting gnosis can also be helpful. If we know a person is generally functional and trustworthy, and is also a real priest or priestess of Deity X, we are inclined to believe that individual’s claims about a message from X. This, alas, can be both good and bad. With enough research and determination, a skillful con artist or ardent but deluded person can put on a very convincing show. If we are truly skeptical, it hurts to have to say, “I don’t think that is a genuine conversation with X”—and I’m sure it hurts to hear it as well. It’s tempting to smile and nod politely instead, thereby reinforcing the delusion. Nor is any spirit worker infallible; it’s not unheard of for two priests of Deity X to disagree, sometimes vehemently, about the content of a message.

        Another way of testing the message is applying it to your daily life: try it out and see whether you achieve results. If Herne tells you to go to a hunting site and you bag an eight-point buck fifteen minutes after you get there, it’s a pretty good bet that you’ve had a genuine gnosis. If you don’t, that’s not necessarily a red flag—it could be that you learned some valuable lesson by sitting alone in the woods—but it’s not going to be as convincing to the masses. (And this may not be a bad thing. It could well be that this message was for you alone and didn’t need to be shared with the community.)

        One common rule of thumb used in many contemporary spiritual circles is “if the gnosis was good for you, it was real.” This can certainly be helpful in spotting spiritual parasites, impostors, and self-destructive delusions. But it may not be particularly reliable when dealing with actual contact with the Divine. The idea that all contacts with the Gods must be personally empowering to the individual is a modern one. A discouraging number of prophets and mystics have been martyred for their faith; many others have had their lives tossed into upheaval.

        When the Gods come into your life, they can be ruthless about getting rid of clutter. Sometimes the items they consider unimportant are among your most cherished possessions. People and things that you feel are an integral part of your identity may be ripped away from you suddenly and painfully. You may be tempted to label this process as spiritual parasitism, mental illness, or personal failure. It may be any or all of these things—but it may also be verification that you have been chosen by Deity. Those who have lived through this generally find themselves in a better place after it is completed, but that can be cold comfort as your comfortable existence is turned upside down.

      

      
        PEER-CORROBORATED PERSONAL GNOSIS (PCPG)

        
          Knowledge and understanding gained from personal experience of the Divine independently verified by several competent spirit workers.
        

        
          —Mordant Carnival, U.K. Pagan
        

        
          There are, believe it or not, quite a few people out there who have found ways to communicate with their guides. Some of them may have even talked to the same guides as you have. After a while, a pattern may emerge in which several astral journeyers return with similar or identical information with regard to matters ethereal. So although it may start out as a piece of information you have no way to prove, the more others agree with it and experience it for themselves, the more it moves from being UPG to PCPG.
        

        
          —Del, U.S. Pagan
        

        
          PCPG is UPG that is shared between several different people and/or corroborated with written documents. It is still functionally UPG, but gives more of a basis for saying, “I’ve experienced this; you may as well,” and for indicating the direction of a group.
        

        
          —Hrafn, U.S. Heathen
        

        
          PCPG would simply be the same UPG that another person or persons have arrived at independently. That “ independently” part is important—sharing one’s UPG with someone else doesn’t mean it’s peer-corroborated, necessarily, though that person may accept it as his or her own UPG.
        

        
          —Elizabeth Vongvisith, U.S. Northern Tradition Pagan
        

        
          I would define it as personal gnosis that has been discussed with other members of the religious community to which the individual belongs and, while not necessarily accepted by the whole community, at least validated as authentic by a number of them. I would even go so far as to suggest that peer corroboration of personal gnosis can be a method by which change is accomplished in a religious community or different branches of a religion formed. As an example, consider the Reformation split of Lutheranism from the Catholic Church and the current Episcopal schism over gay ordained priests.
        

        
          —Raenshadoe, U.S. Pagan
        

        
          Peer-corroborated personal gnosis (relatively rare, but certainly not unheard of) is when two people’s individual and subjective experiences agree on a particular point of practice, detail of imagery, or basis for belief. This is very different from someone agreeing with someone else’s idea—that can and does occur all the time. Usually the discerning of PCPG is accompanied in my experience with a sort of resonance or feeling of deep and numinous connection, not only with the original experience itself, but also the individuals, community, and Deities with whom the particular matter of PCPG is connected.
        

        
          —Philip Bernhardt-House, U.S. Celtic Reconstructionist Pagan
        

        Peer-corroborated personal gnosis may be a message or vision received by numerous people at geographical or social divides. It may also be a message or vision that is received by one person but found resonant or applicable by the community. The prophet has been honored; the words have been recognized as divinely inspired; the Gods have spoken to multiple followers to make sure the communication is received. While most instances of UPG are aimed at the individual, PCPG is a message for the faithful—or at least for those faithful who are ready for it.

        You will note the use of “corroborated” rather than “verified.” Gnosis cannot be verified like a mathematical proof or a scientific theory. Evidence that seems utterly convincing to you and your friends may garner only scorn from those outside your faith community—and from those inside it as well. Even those communications that are accepted as divine by large numbers of people are subject to skeptical questioning. More than a billion people recognize the New Testament as divinely inspired; an equal number believe the Qur‘an to be a direct message from Allah via the angel Jiv’reel. After centuries of armed and unarmed missionary activity from both camps, there is still no universal agreement as to whether Jesus was a prophet or the Son of God. Given that track record, you can hardly expect your message to meet with universal acceptance.

        Indeed, this can be one of the greatest challenges for those who have made contact with their Gods. Their message seems so clear, so direct and to the point; it’s hard to imagine how anyone could doubt it. And yet when you share your good news, you are met with skepticism, scorn, and hostility. We’ve provided some pointers for dealing with that in the next chapter. For now, the most important thing is to understand that you are going to meet with detractors. If you fancy yourself a prophet come to lead the adoring masses, you’re likely to be sorely disappointed. (Those who doubt this should explore the life stories of those prophets who actually succeeded in founding world religions.)

        We should also remember that peer corroboration is not infallible. Communities frequently follow misguided but charismatic leaders and reject sincere messengers. Delusions can spread as quickly as any other disease. In January 1692, nine-year-old Betty Paris and her eleven-yearold cousin, Abigail Williams, began falling into “fits” wherein they claimed they were being pinched, prodded, and tormented by “witches.” Soon other girls in their small village of Salem, Massachusetts, were afflicted with the same malady. To root out this evil, a Court of Oyer and Terminer was convened. By the time it was dissolved in May of 1693, nineteen people (fourteen women and five men) had been hanged, one had been pressed to death under heavy stones, and at least five more had died in prison.

        Dealing with personal gnosis requires us to walk on the razor’s edge of skepticism and faith. Blind obedience to every voice that pops into your head—or every claim of “divine inspiration” from a leader—will not help your religious development and may well get you into serious trouble. Yet sneering stubborn disbelief will prove no more useful when you find yourself the focal point of the meeting place between humanity and Divinity. Learning to trust the Gods enough to listen to them can be a Herculean task. Learning to trust yourself enough to reject an inauthentic message, from whatever source, can be equally difficult.
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      DIVINE DOWNLOADS

      
        [image: image]
      

      What Personal Gnosis Feels Like

      
        It’s the beating heart of my spiritual practice. Through personal gnosis I come to know my ancestors, the land spirits, the Gods. I learn things I could not know any other way. I sometimes get direct communication, but my signal clarity is poor, so I don’t rely solely on that. Information seems to come in a rush of synesthetic data; sometimes there are spoken words, but more often there’ll be a jumble of words, images, and sensations. Sometimes the initial inspiration will come to me out of the blue, a sort of “Aha!” moment, and then I’ll go to my Gods and ask for confirmation. Sometimes I get messages through coincidences or random events. I do a lot of urban magic, city magic, and I find that the city will often pass on messages from the Gods in various ways.
      

      
        —Mordant Carnival, U.K. Pagan
      

      Obviously, personal gnosis is going to be a little different for each person. The image that people usually get is of the heavens opening and a great voice speaking to them, as in a waking full-sensory hallucination. While this does happen to some people, it’s much more subtle for the majority of individuals. Sometimes it can be subtle enough to be more like a trail of breadcrumbs than a divine phone call, as Hellenic Pagan P. Sufenas Virius Lupus points out.

      
        If I get direct words or a “message from the Gods,” I tend to be somewhat suspicious. In my own experience, the Gods rarely speak directly to me; they often slowly and subtly nudge one in particular directions, or “show” rather than “tell,” but then these showings must be interpreted, and such interpretation can go right or wrong. I’ve had several visionary experiences of different Deities that have been beneficial to me in later practice. I’ve also had occasions when I was researching a particular question in libraries and other academic settings, and it seemed that the Deities in question subtly directed me to certain resources, often quite at random, which ended up being useful—opening a random volume in a twelve-volume set of books, for example, and then opening directly to the page that was necessary. (Very rare, but it has occurred on a few occasions!)
      

      I did have an experience once in April of 2005, when after my weekly Antinoan devotions, and after finishing the last syllable of the singing I was doing, there was a (literal) flash of lightning outside the window, followed by thunder. I took this as a good sign, but then was on extra alert thereafter for further “signs” that might lead in a useful (but entirely unknown) direction. I went into a bookshop, found a book that sounded interesting, and flipped through the index to see if Antinous was in it, and he was. I soon found out about a particular bit of information on some ancient devotees to Antinous in his holy city of Antinoöpolis that was entirely unknown to me or my colleagues and coreligionists at the time. I had occasion the next day to follow this up further at the British Library, and a particular date (May 10) emerged as a date of significance for these particular devotees. Because that date was only about a week and a half away at that stage, I was able to share this new information with my coreligionists on the relevant date, and it was greeted with appreciation and enjoyment.

      
        Personal gnosis can emerge in almost any situation, but for me, research, dreams, and discussion are excellent places to make such connections, which can then be tested and refined through a number of methods including experimentation, further contemplation, and additional research.
      

      
        —P. Sufenas Virius Lupus, Hellenic Pagan
      

      
        PERSONAL AND IMPERSONAL MESSAGES

        Information doesn’t always necessarily have to come as a personal message from Gods in order to be valid. Most ancient traditions have some sort of conception of a great transpersonal collection of information held on some otherworldly plane that could be tapped in to. Whether referred to as the Akashic Records or the Well of Wyrd (or even in its later limited and nonspiritual explanation as the collective unconscious), there have always been people who have claimed to tap in to it for knowledge of what has been, what is, and what could be. Poets, writers, and musicians are said to have a semi-direct line to it, especially when they are able to create particularly inspired masterpieces. Sometimes it can be difficult to figure out whether inspiration comes from the Gods, the Great Library, or some combination of the two, which is not impossible. U.S. Heathen Jordsvin comments, “I’ve gotten spells and answers to personal questions. Sometimes it comes directly from the Gods, sometimes from Great Dreams, as opposed to the ordinary ones, sometimes just quietly ‘knowing’ in a way that has to be experienced and really isn’t describable.”
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