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  Introduction




  An ashram in Industry, a yoga retreat in Island Falls, Franciscan friars in Kennebunk, two schools for shamanism and one that ordains high priestesses—these are just a few of the surprises I found while mapping the spiritual landscape of Maine. In my travels, I located non-mainstream religions, Eastern traditions, communities, schools, retreats, organizations, and sacred architecture. The result is a selection of interesting and unique offerings that are covered in enough depth to satisfy the spiritually curious and enable those who are seeking spiritual community to find the right fit.




  In a sense, by writing Exploring the Spirit of Maine, I created my own theological education program and designed it for the experiential learner that I am. My education called for considerable amounts of research, interviews, and location visits. The abundance of my findings far exceeded my initial expectations. I have researched Swedenborg, Spiritualism, New Thought, Unity, Bahá’í, Shakers, Anabaptism, Native American religion, Paganism, Shamanism, Buddhism, Sufism, Gnosticism, Ayurvedic healing, yoga, Rudolf Steiner, interfaith ministry, Metropolitan Church, Franciscans, and numerous other spiritually focused organizations. I have meditated with Sufis, Tibetan Buddhists, Zen Buddhists, Spiritualists, Gnostics, and Roman Catholics. I have participated in a sweat lodge, journeyed with shaman, performed ritual with Pagans, recited devotions with Bahá’ís, and prayed in community on countless occasions. Best of all were the conversations with over one hundred incredibly helpful people willing to share their time, knowledge, and beliefs. This compilation is by no means complete; there are churches, communities, schools, and organizations that I never found the time or energy to investigate.




  It is not surprising that during this process there were times when my thoughts spun with doctrines, deities, beliefs, theories, paths, prescriptions, and philosophies. Fortunately, those chaotic and sometimes exasperating moments were balanced with a supreme optimism arising from my contact with people who are deeply committed to their path and to being of service to humanity. Each of the forty-five churches, communities, and organizations in this book is possible because of the hard work of committed people, and their efforts should not be overlooked. I am in awe of their generosity, hope, vision, and dedication.




  Discovering Maine’s rich religious history was an unanticipated piece of my education. When I began researching religions, I was amazed by the deep roots the largely unrecognized religions of Shakerism, Swedenborgian, Unity, Spiritualism, and Bahá’í have in Maine. I have attempted to bring their heritage to light throughout those entries. In order to put that historical information in context, the following is a brief overview of Maine’s religious history in a very, very small nutshell.




  Though much has been made about Puritans in early New England, they never made much headway in Maine. Congregationalism, the faith of the Pilgrims, was the dominant religion. Its focus on individual responsibility and the autonomy of local congregations fit well with Maine’s rural geography and independent residents. This tradition lives on today at Bangor Theological Seminary, which was founded in 1814 as a Congregationalist seminary.




  Following the American Revolution, there was a proliferation of evangelistic religions that swept through Maine. The newcomers held revivals and camps where personal, direct contact with God was preached by ministers whose only qualifications were their desire to serve God and spread the word. Quakers, Shakers, Free Will Baptists, Methodists, and other Millennialists gained converts in Maine’s rural areas where they set up camps. The Shakers established two settlements in Maine, one of which is still with us as the only active Shaker community in the world. Meanwhile, at the other end of the spectrum, Unitarians, who discarded the Trinity and applied reason to religion, put down roots in Maine’s larger cities.




  The 19th century was a time of spiritual exploration and exchange of philosophies, beliefs, and visions. Maine’s history is ripe with activity from this period when it played a leading role in the development of new religious movements. Swedenborgians, Transcendentalists, Spiritualists, and people involved in the New Thought movement were influenced by each other and were active in Maine. Swedenborgian discussion groups developed into churches whose parishioners were often the wealthy and educated members of Maine’s communities. New Thought, a little known spiritual movement that spawned Unity and Christian Science, is thought by many to have originated with Portland’s Phineas Quimby. Three out of the four oldest Spiritualist camps are in Maine, and all three are still operating. The Transcendentalists were a major influence upon Sarah Farmer, who brought the Bahá’í faith to Maine in the early 1900s when she began a school/retreat that is currently growing and recognized by Bahá’ís the world over.




  The largest change in Maine’s religious landscape that needs mentioning, but is not covered in this book, is the huge influx of Roman Catholic immigrants that flooded into the state starting in the 1840s with the Irish escaping the potato famine, and of particular significance to Maine, the arrival of French-Canadians from the 1860s through the 1890s. Their history in the state is well documented, and delving into it was beyond the scope and subject matter of this book.




  Once again, Maine is experiencing an exciting time of religious change and exploration. Many of Maine’s residents have found Buddhist, Hindu, and Sufi paths that suit them and are pursuing those practices with commitment. Paganism and shamanism are ancient belief systems that have resurfaced as serious spiritual paths. Maine’s oldest people, the Wabanaki Confederacy, who have been here for more than 10,000 years, are continuing a renewal and reclaiming of their traditional beliefs that began in the 1960s. Recent years have brought new immigrant populations from the Near East, southeast Asia, Africa, and eastern Europe. Though some of the newcomers are Christian, they are largely Buddhist and Muslim.




  There is a movement toward honoring the wisdom found in traditions not usually associated with American religion. Meetingbrook is both a Zen Dogen and a Christian Hermitage. At Unity Church, parishioners use the traditional Hindu greeting gesture Namaste during their services, and nearly half of the membership at the Swedenborgian Church in Portland identify themselves as Sufis. The teachings at the Maine Gnosis Center draw from all of the world’s great religions, while many retreat centers insure through their diverse programs that everyone feels welcome.




  Denominations are less segregated as they come together to work for common goals and toward greater mutual understanding. Maine Council of Churches is an ecumenical organization that plays a leading role in the state by uniting congregations around the issues of environment, poverty, and restorative justice. All faiths are invited to Interfaith Maine’s events and dialogues that broaden perspectives and break down stereotypes. Interfaith chaplains are ordained at the Chaplaincy Institute of Maine, and the student body at Bangor Theological Seminary is no longer exclusively Christian as learners come from a wide variety of traditions.




  It is an inspiring time to be a spiritual seeker. Wisdom from the world’s faiths is easily available; there is a multitude of opportunities to deepen one’s faith; and from what I have witnessed in my travels, there is a path for everyone who is sincerely looking. Though intolerance of religious differences seems to be on the rise in many places, the people I met were open-minded and curious about the beliefs of others. Nearly everyone expressed a deep, and sometimes urgent, concern for the state of our world, and they are committed to its healing through a vision of unity and the practice of compassion, prayer, and above all, service.




  Having graduated from my own educational program, I will take the opportunity to present a small lecture on money and time. There is not a single church, community, or organization in this book that is flush with money. Most exist on a shoestring budget and the commitment of their stewards. I found in my everyday conversations that many people are reluctant to spend money on spiritual pursuits and believe that things pertaining to religion should be free, on a donation basis, or offered for a minimal charge. Many of the organizations also believe this and offer programs well below costs to make them affordable to everyone. While that policy is commendable, it creates an energy-draining, ongoing need to find funding. There is a rich spiritual life in Maine that offers a wide range of options for community, education, reflection, and service; but its existence is dependent upon people willing to make a meaningful commitment of money and time. This can entail a painful evaluation of priorities, but if every spiritual/religious person who is able would pledge to make a wholehearted commitment to one group or cause, the short-term result would be to insure the vitality of our spiritual communities and organizations, and in the long term, result in a deep social, political, and religious transformation.




  Writing Exploring the Spirit of Maine was a wonderful education for me, and it is my hope that readers will use it as an invitation to grow. It provides the resources needed to:




  

    	expand one’s worldview by exploring unfamiliar religions, belief systems, communities, practices, ceremonies, and celebrations




    	rejuvenate the spirit and rethink old concepts by returning to school




    	reflect in retreat and in places of sacred beauty




    	transform spiritual drive into service and community.


  




  Thank you and enjoy!




  Karen Batignani


  Summer, 2005




  


  





  Inspired Alternatives: Religions




  Bahá’í




  Paganism




  Spiritualism




  Swedenborgian Church




  Unity Church of Greater Portland




  


  





  Bahá’í




  “The religion of God is for love and unity; make it not the cause of enmity and dissension.”




  “Close one eye and open the other. Close one to the world and all that is therein, and open the other to the hallowed beauty of the Beloved.”




  “Ye are the fruits of one tree and the leaves of one branch.”





  —Bahá’u’lláh




  Years ago religious scholars debated if the Bahá’í faith was a cult, an Islamic sect, a religious movement, or the newest world religion. Presently, the Bahá’ís claim a membership of five million members in 233 countries, encompassing more than 2,100 ethnic groups and tribes, and it can no longer be considered anything but a world religion. Born in 1844, during the Millenarian movement that proliferated among Shi’ite Muslims, the Bahá’í faith swept through Persia and has continued to attract followers throughout the world with its visionary prophecy of promised peace in a world unified by one God, one race, and a universal culture.




  The prophecy is from the teachings of Bahá’u’lláh, who Bahá’ís believe is the most recent incarnation in a series of divine messengers, or manifestations of God. Their doctrine of “progressive revelation” is the most distinctive aspect of the Bahá’í faith. It states that humanity is guided through spiritual evolution by Divine Educators who arrive in each age to lead them to the next stage of development by addressing their collective level of maturity. Bahá’u’lláh taught that the messengers are perfect reflections of God, and though they appear in different times and places, they are all of the same essence. Abraham, Krishna, Zoroaster, Moses, Buddha, Jesus, and Mohammed were all divine messengers who arrived when the world was in a period of darkness and stagnation to address social issues and point the way to the next stage of spiritual growth. Bahá’ís believe their religion is the next evolutionary phase of the world’s major religions of Hinduism, Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam. As a divine manifestation, Bahá’u’lláh came to usher in a period when spiritual adolescence would give way to adulthood, and to establish the path to world unity under one God.




  Bahá’u’lláh made clear that a unified world would not come without considerable pain. He wrote, “The signs of impending convulsions can now be discerned, inasmuch as the prevailing Order appeareth to be lamentably defective. Soon will the present-day order be rolled up and a new one spread out in its stead.” His prophecies warned of political, social, and religious catastrophes that would signify the failure of the old world order and be requisite for a new world order. Momentous destruction would signify the rolling up and away of a failed world, which in turn would create dynamic growth as a new world unfurls.




  The new world order of Bahá’u’lláh’s vision is utopian in its scope and quite radical considering that he was writing from the mid-1860s through the 1890s while imprisoned. He stressed women’s rights, universal education, representative government, religious freedom, racial equality, and harmony between science and religion. The adoption of Bahá’í principles would lead to a federation of states of the world. Borders and national identities, while existing and valid, would be subordinate to a global identity. Unity would be reinforced through a universal language and standardized currency, weights, and measures. Free trade would be genuine and wages equitable based on a worldwide scale. Mass travel and global shrinking would bring people a new awareness and respect for cultural differences. In this new world, everyone would be employed in meaningful work. Income disparities would be moderate, relieving the rich of their idleness and the poor of their dependence. Agriculture would serve as the backbone of the world’s economy, creating environmental sustainability. Consultation and cooperation would replace competitive modes of management.




  Most Bahá’ís believe the prophecy will take hundreds, if not thousands, of years to be fulfilled. (Bahá’u’lláh foretold that another divine manifestation would appear, but not before one thousand years.) Grand ambitions for a better world take efficient planning, and Bahá’u’lláh left a detailed roadmap for the Bahá’ís to follow. It is a formula for social action that combines selfless service, socially progressive ideas, high moral standards, and prescribed administrative principles. The faith stresses the need to put greater emphasis on collective responsibility rather than individual responsibility while maintaining self-love and releasing self-interest. They consider collective social action imperative for the survival of humankind. It is not an easy road to follow.




  The call to collective action can be advanced only by disciplined individuals, and the Bahá’ís are expected to adhere to a demanding moral code. They follow the ethical standards found throughout the major religions as they believe in one God, one religion. In addition, intoxicating drugs, alcohol, gambling, gossip, and backbiting are prohibited. Unmarried people and homosexuals are expected to remain celibate. The primary purpose of marriage is to have children, and parents must approve of the union in order to support and strengthen the family unit. Divorce is allowed after a “year of patience” during which institutions of the faith offer support to the troubled couple. Partisan politics are not allowed as it creates divisions, and all are required to respect and obey their governments.




  Bahá’ís take their moral code seriously, and offenders are subject to sanctions that lead to banishment from community activities and administrative rights such as voting. The sanctions are enforced only after a period during which members offer guidance and when the person remains noncompliant. Several examples of infractions worthy of sanctions are drug and alcohol use, marriage without the parents’ consent, and living together outside of marriage.




  Bahá’í doctrines complement the major world religions. The soul can grow only through a relationship with God, which is nurtured by prayer, meditation, and scripture reading, as well as by practicing morality, self-discipline, and service to others in daily life. There is no concept of original sin, as people are understood to be primarily good, with peace being a natural and normal state for humanity. The Holy Trinity is conceived as God, the primal will of God, and the divine manifestations of God. God is transcendent and unknowable. Souls continue to exist after the demise of the physical body and guide the living from beyond. Heaven is closeness to God, and hell is separation from God. They do not believe in reincarnation, though there are hints that other dimensions exist.




  The Bahá’í faith originated in Iran out of the Babi movement which was founded by the Bab, meaning “the Gate.” On March 23, 1844, the date that Bahá’ís mark as their inception, the Bab proclaimed that he was a Messenger of God appointed to announce the arrival of another Divine Messenger. Playing a role similar to that of John the Baptist, the Bab foretold of someone greater than himself who would lead the world to a new era of peace. The Babi movement spread quickly and, by some estimates, had as many as 100,000 adherents within the first five years.




  The movement’s rapid growth is attributed to the societal upheavals that were rocking nineteenth-century Iran, but more so to age-old Shi’ite Muslim beliefs. The majority of Iranian Muslims were, and are, Shi’ites or Twelvers. Twelvers believe the rightful succession of Mohammed’s authority derives from the descendents of his daughter Fatima and his son-in-law and first cousin Ali. This line of succession halted abruptly with the mysterious disappearance of the Twelfth Imam (successor). Shi’ite teachings state that he exists in a supernatural state until his return as the Mahdi, or messiah, to affirm Mohammed’s message and bring an era of justice, peace, and harmony. The year 1844 marked one thousand years since the disappearance of the Twelfth Imam, and some Shi’ites were anticipating his return.




  In this period of millenarian fever, the Bab not only announced the coming of a new divine prophet, but also proclaimed himself to be the Mahdi, igniting the wrath of the established Shi’ite clergy. The Shi’ite clergy were the powerful caretakers of the office of Imam until his return as Mahdi and had much to lose if the Babis were not contained. They convinced the government authorities that the Bab was a dangerous rebel, and in 1850 he was executed. During this brief period, twenty thousand Babis were put to death.




  Upon the Bab’s death, Bahá’u’lláh, who had been an early follower, took a leadership role in the Babi faith. His activities led to his imprisonment in the “Black Pit,” an infamous prison in Tehran. He wrote:




  

    “Upon Our arrival We were first conducted along a pitch-black corridor, from whence We descended three steep flights of stairs to the place of confinement assigned to Us. The dungeon was wrapped in thick darkness, and Our fellow prisoners numbered nearly one hundred and fifty souls: thieves, assassins and highwaymen. Though crowded it had no other outlet than the passage by which We entered. No pen can depict that place, nor any tongue describe its loathsome smell. Most of these men had neither clothes nor bedding to lie on. God alone knoweth what befell Us in that most foul smelling and gloomy place.”


  




  He was slated for execution, but family connections and fear of further upheavals freed him, and in 1853, he was forced out of Iran, living the next forty years in exile, imprisonment, and persecution.




  Bahá’u’lláh was exiled as a prisoner throughout the Middle East while continuing in his role as a Babi leader. After ten years of exile, Bahá’u’lláh gathered his followers on the banks of the Tigris River from April 21 to May 2, 1863, and proclaimed himself to be the Divine Messenger of God of the Bab’s prophecy. Some Shi’ite sects believed that the arrival of the Mahdi would herald the return of Christ, and thus as the Bab’s, or the Mahdi’s successor, Bahá’u’lláh was declaring that he was the return of Christ. The spot became known as the Garden of Ridvan, which means paradise, and the twelve days are celebrated each year by the Bahá’ís as the Ridvan Festival.




  Bahá’u’lláh’s religious teachings called for social and political reform, and though he had no political ambitions, he was a continuous source of agitation to authorities. He sharply criticized war, colonialism, taxing the poor for military purposes, theocracies, and proscribed roles for women, and dismissed as backward the division between science and religion, all of which were threats to the prevailing powers of the time. To rid themselves of his irksome presence and out of fear of his ever-growing number of followers, Bahá’u’lláh and his family were sent to the penal city of Acre in the Ottoman Empire in 1868, where they remained for twenty-four years until Bahá’u’lláh’s death in 1892. During this period he wrote prolifically, producing thousands of letters, tablets, and books that are the foundation of the Bahá’í faith and have been interpreted by his son ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and great-grandson Shogi Effendi.




  If persecution is a hallmark of powerful religious movements, then certainly the Bahá’ís and Bahá’u’lláh qualify. He survived torture, assassination attempts, forced travel through frigid weather, and years of imprisonment. The Bahá’ís have endured government and clerical persecution, including pogroms, since their inception as Babis. Thousands have been killed and imprisoned as apostates from Islam. The Iranian Revolution in 1979 led to outright state-sanctioned persecution and discrimination that denied Bahá’ís legal, property, and employment rights. Two hundred Bahá’ís were killed and hundreds imprisoned in the years following the revolution. Due to pressure from the international community, persecution has abated, though the civil rights of Bahá’ís are still largely ignored, and prejudice and discrimination are commonplace as their progressive social ideas are viewed as subversive. The approximately 350,000 Iranian Bahá’ís are not allowed to worship freely or organize, cannot pursue higher education, and are denied employment on the basis of their faith. Presently, Iranian Bahá’ís can apply for religious refugee status, allowing some of them to immigrate to the United States.




  People interested in the Bahá’í faith will find it unlike any other, starting with the lack of clergy. Bahá’u’lláh taught that the time for religious clergy had passed, and he laid out a careful blueprint of how the Bahá’í faith should be administered. The administration occurs through local and national governing bodies called Spiritual Assemblies with the Universal House of Justice serving at the international level. Nine members are elected to hold one-year positions in the governing bodies, and all laity are potential candidates. Ballots are cast in secret, and the people who receive the most votes are elected. The radical aspect of this process is that no one is allowed to campaign for office and there are no nominations; people receive votes based on their wisdom, integrity, and experience.




  The Universal House of Justice sits at the head of Bahá’í governance. It was designed by Bahá’u’lláh to be the major decision-making body after the deaths of his son and great-grandson, who were the guardians of the faith. The Universal House of Justice, which is located on Mount Carmel in Israel, is composed of nine men who are elected from National Spiritual Assemblies and serve five-year terms. In all other governing assemblies, women are fully represented, but it was proscribed that only men may serve on the Universal House of Justice. The followers have faith that the reason for this incongruity has yet to be revealed. The Universal House of Justice interprets Bahá’u’lláh’s writings in terms of issues that arise but were not foreseen and so are not specified in the Sacred Texts. Their decisions are unerringly guided, though their legislation can be repealed or amended to keep flexibility.




  In Portland, Bahá’ís gather as a community for weekly devotions. Each week a different member plans the gathering, which generally consists of recorded music or singing, and the reading of verses and the Bahá’í Tablets. The formal reading is followed by individuals’ offering their own prayers or thoughts. Social time or study groups follow devotions. Every nineteen days area communities meet for the Nineteen Day Feast, which consists of administrative duties, worship, and socializing. There are nine holy days that require the suspension of work and other obligations. Seven of these holidays are joyful and are celebrated in community with food, music, and prayer. The Martyrdom of Bab and the Ascension of Bahá’u’lláh are solemn occasions that call for quiet prayer and reflection. Rituals are not part of the Bahá’í faith so holidays generally call for gathering, sometimes gift-giving, eating, and music.




  There are currently seven beautiful Bahá’í Temples that are dedicated to “the unity of God, the unity of all his prophets, and the unity of humankind.’’ The temples are in Australia, Uganda, Germany, Panama, India (outstanding architecture!), Samoa, and in Wilmette, Illinois. The spiritual headquarters for the faith is at the Shrine of Bab in Haifa, Israel, often referred to as the “city of tolerance” as it is one of the few places in the Middle East where Christians, Jews, Muslims, and Bahá’ís live together in peace.




  The first Maine Bahá’ís settled in Eliot around Green Acre in the first decade of the twentieth century. In 1900, Sarah Jane Farmer, one of the founders of Green Acre, studied with ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in Egypt and came back to share the news of the “Persian Revolution.” (For more information, see Green Acre on page 137.) Though there is no written history for Maine, it is assumed that some Bahá’ís moved from Eliot to other parts of the state. When the Bahá’ís in the Portland area declined and aged in the 1960s, families were sent as “home front pioneers” to reinvigorate the community. Currently, according to the Bahá’í National Office for Public Information, Maine has 773 declared Bahá’ís and seven active Local Spiritual Assemblies in the following areas: Auburn, Eliot, Lewiston, Portland, South Berwick, South Portland, and York. Study circles and intensives are offered in a variety of towns and cities and may include a service project depending on the needs of the area.




  Bahá’ís are true to their teachings about embracing all races and ethnicities, and devotional gatherings offer rare opportunities to meet with diverse people in a state known for its uniformity. At the community gathering in Portland, expect to hear Persian, Russian, and Korean spoken and to meet with up to forty-five Iranians who are new arrivals in the United States or have been here for twenty years.




  Bahá’ís offer a unique religion with a beautiful and hopeful vision of humanity’s future. They are a thoughtful group who take their faith seriously and express an optimism that is contagious.




  Contact Information:




  The easiest way to find a Bahá’í community is to call the national headquarters. Within a week you will receive a packet of Bahá’í information and local contacts.




  Telephone: 1-800-22-unite (1-800-228-6483)




  Web site: www.us.bahai.org




  Information on study groups and intensives:




  Martha Martinez




  Northeast Regional Coordinator for the Training Institute


  NC@RBCNorthEast.org




  


  





  Paganism




  “And you who seek to know Me, know that your seeking and yearning will avail you not, unless you know the Mystery: For if that which you seek, you find not within yourself, you will never find it without. For behold, I have been with you since the beginning, and I am that which is attained at the end of desire.”




  —Starhawk


  Excerpt from her adaptation of “Charge of the Star Goddess”




  Maine Pagans fit well in a state known for its independent thinking and living. They are a diverse, self-reliant, and self-governing community that is found throughout the state practicing their religion in solitude, covens, groves, or loosely formed groups of the like-minded.




  The word pagan originally referred to “country dweller.” The term was used in a derogatory manner by sophisticated Romans and directed at rural people whom they considered to be backwards. In general, the original Pagans practiced a nature-based, polytheistic religion that recognized the sacredness of the Earth. Contemporary Paganism is based on the “Old Religion” with modern adaptations including Wicca, Druid, Alexandrian, Garderian, Reclaiming, and many revisionist traditions such as Celtic, Norse, Greek, and Egyptian. All of these religions fall under the umbrella of Paganism. In Maine, many practitioners use the beliefs and methods of witchcraft, or the craft, as the center of their religious activity. It should be understood that not all Pagans are witches, but most witches are Pagans.




  Paganism is possibly the most misunderstood religion in America today due to silly media representations, as well as persistent and false stereotypes that depict witches as Satan worshippers who cast harmful spells on others. People are often surprised to learn that it is a legal religion with ordained clergy. Priests and priestesses perform legal ceremonies and act as spiritual guides, but because the religion is radically non-hierarchical, they cannot and will not dictate beliefs to others. There is no singular doctrine, and believers are highly autonomous with most in solitary practice. Each Pagan speaks only for him- or herself. That said, everything that follows is a generalization that does not define all Pagans or their beliefs.




  The gods and goddesses of Paganism may be seen to embody archetypal energies. Some Pagans believe that all deities are aspects of one divine energy. Imagine a mirrored disco ball that is a single globe comprised of multiple deities, each with an individual name and purpose. Others reject the concept of oneness, arguing that it leads to detrimental thinking based on one god, one truth, and one way. For them, each deity is a distinct sacred energy. Depending on the practitioner, deities are benign forces until the witch imbues them with energy, or they embody powerful energies that must be carefully controlled and respected.




  Many Pagans are pantheistic, believing that divinity is found in all of creation. A helpful clarification is that Christians believe God is the creator and transcendent, while Pagans believe God/dess is creation and immanent.




  Male and female deities are worshipped equally, keeping with the balance found in nature. Due to the large number of women in the religion, goddesses tend to receive more attention for reasons of personal healing or as compensation for the patriarchal overload of masculine energy.




  There are no sacred texts, though independent reading is essential to forming beliefs and experimenting with the craft. Elders are respected for their experience and skill and often offer classes or apprenticeships. Each person is responsible for his or her own spiritual development; therefore, practice, experience, and education are the only possible avenues to calling oneself a Pagan.




  “If it harms none, do what ye will,” is one of the two rules that many Pagans follow. It is fine to indulge in the comforts of life and to seek one’s own happiness as long as no one is hurt in the process, including oneself. The rule encourages conscious behavior based on self-knowledge and the will to follow the best course of action. The second rule is the Rule of Three, which dictates that whatever is sent out is returned multiple times, be it good or bad.




  

    Ever mind the Rule of Three


    Three times what thou givest returns to thee


    This lesson well thou must learn,


    Thou only gets what thou doest earn!


  




  Over the centuries, Christian institutions have persecuted and misrepresented Pagans with such intense fervor that many people still associate Paganism with evil. Ill-informed extremists persist in accusing them of Satanism even as it has become common knowledge that thousands of innocent people, mostly women, were tortured and executed during the Burning Times that lasted from approximately 1400 through 1700. The witch-hunts gained ferocity with the circulation of the Malleus Maleficarum, or “Hammer of the Witches.” It was written in 1486 by two Dominican monks who captured in writing the intense fear of women that was propagated by the Christian Church. This guidebook to witch extermination told of women’s insatiable sex drive, their desire to emasculate men, and, incredibly, tales of women literally stealing men’s penises. Women, who were often herbalists or midwives, were accused of casting spells affecting all aspects of life ranging from a crop failure to the Black Death. In those highly superstitious times, ordinary people turned against one another for petty reasons, while local leaders and the Church profited from executions by seizing the deceased’s property.




  It is a tragic irony that Paganism has no relationship whatsoever with evil or Satanism. Satan is a Judeo-Christian concept and has no place in Paganism. Pagans do not need salvation because they do not believe they were born sinful. Christianity often presents evil as an external force, which Pagans believe allows people to escape responsibility for their actions, as in the late Flip Wilson’s adage, “The devil made me do it.” They see danger in viewing evil as external in that it encourages the repression of the shadowy side of human nature, leading to destructive and ill-informed psychological projections.




  Many Pagans attempt to look clearly at their shadowy side recognizing that humans have the capacity to either help or harm. They are responsible for themselves and assume they have the wisdom to monitor their own behavior. The Rule of Three reinforces the concept that ill will expressed toward another is returned multiple times. That said, another myth can be dispelled—Pagans do not harm people or animals in their rituals. In fact, some pets are revered as “familiars” who enjoy a spiritual bond with their human caretaker.




  Pagans enjoy an open-minded approach to sexuality. All aspects of material life are celebrated, including sexuality and sex. Doreen Valiente wrote a statement of faith that has been adopted by many Pagans called the “Charge of the Star Goddess.” One of its verses expresses this philosophy perfectly: “For behold all acts of love and pleasure are my ritual.” Pagans honor sexual diversity by affirming and accepting differences in people’s sexual orientation. The open attitude toward sexuality reflects a non-dualistic approach that does not separate the body, mind, and spirit into distinct categories; therefore, there is no guilt associated with pleasure.




  Mainstream religions are based on linear time where there is progression towards salvation or enlightenment, while Paganism is based on the present, and time is attuned to the cycles of the seasons, moon, and stars. Self-development is a spiraling and organic process best represented by the cycles of birth, death, and rebirth that are inseparable from nature and guide Pagans to flow with change. “Be here now,” is a phrase used as an invocation to deities, and “Blessed be,” closes rituals and prayers, with both indicating a preference for the present moment.




  There are eight solar holidays, called Sabbats, that are aligned with the agricultural calendar: the two solstices and equinoxes called quarter days, plus four cross quarter days, each of which is between the quarter days. The seasonal quarters and cross quarters are marked as times for celebration, ritual, and magic. Rituals and magic are attuned to the waxing and waning of the moon. For example, the new moon is an excellent time to perform magic that intends to bring something to fruition because the energy of the spell will increase as the moon waxes to fullness.




  Though magic is most often done in harmony with seasonal and lunar cycles, it can be performed anytime and anywhere. Magic may take a few moments or a few hours depending upon its purpose. There are many different definitions of magic, though all express the use of natural energy to bring about change through acts involving imagination, concentration, emotions, and consciousness. It is performed for purposes of prayer, healing, self-development, conflict resolution, love, prosperity, career, selling or buying a house, and energetically shielding oneself from disagreeable people. There are no restrictions on what is asked for, though careful consideration is given to all craft workings to insure there will not be harmful repercussions. Gray magic refers to magic done for other people and is not allowed unless the witch has the permission of the involved person.




  Although tools are not necessary, almost all Pagans use them to support the energy of magic. Standard tools are an athame (a double-edged knife), a wand, broom, cauldron, chalice, pentacle, crystal sphere, and bell. The craft may entail working with a collection of candles, incense, herbs, crystals, craft goods, and divination tools. An altar is at the center of craft practices, and each is individually designed according to the season and intent of the magic and/or ritual. Generally, an altar will have magic tools, candles, incense, chalices, salt and water for clearing energy, and representations of the elements and the deities.




  Celebratory rituals are performed to honor the gods and goddesses, to recognize the seasonal holidays, or as rites of passage, such as hand-fastings (weddings), blessings, namings, and honoring the dead. Rituals are also designed to induce altered states of consciousness or for purposes of self-exploration. In general, a ritual includes casting a circle, invoking the deities, stating a purpose, raising energy, sending the energy, and closing the circle. Imagination, concentration, and tools are used to intensify the connections with inner energy, which is matched with the external power of the deities.




  Much of the ritual and magic that is done today stems from the 19th century when Western occult, Gothic Romanticism, Kabbalah, and such esoteric groups as the Order of the Golden Dawn, Rosicrucians, and Freemasons grabbed the attention of many. In 1921, Dr. Margaret Murray, an anthropologist and Egyptologist, wrote The Witch Cult. Murray claimed to have found an ancient, pre-Christian religion in western Europe that worshipped the Goddess Diana. Though her work was later discredited, she brought covens, the eight holidays, fertility rites, and goddess worship to the forefront. Gerald Gardner (1884–1964) blended Western esoteric rituals, Kabbalah, magic, and folklore in his book Witchcraft Today, published in 1954, and again in The Meaning of Witchcraft in 1959. Gardner’s beliefs about the Mother Goddess, reincarnation, and magic are largely considered to be the foundation of Wicca.




  Since the 1960s, Paganism has grown and evolved rapidly with major influences derived from the increase in anthropological knowledge of past and present cultures, indigenous religions, and Eastern practices. Then as now, feminism, ecology, and social justice, coupled with disillusionment with mainstream religions and politics, inspire many to choose Paganism as a viable spiritual alternative. Today, Paganism is far from monolithic. Formalists study Gerald Gardner or Alex Saunders, while social activists look to Starhawk, and feminists to Z Budapest. Free spirits, by far the largest segment, absorb multiple influences and create an individualized, eclectic belief system and practice. Paganism may integrate hands-on healing, aromatherapy, herbalism, astrology, divination, channeling, chakras, chanting, and drumming.




  It is commonly said that organizing Pagans is like herding cats. In Maine, it can be particularly difficult because they are geographically distant from one another, and the majority are solitary practitioners. There is no accurate count of Maine Pagans available, though a very rough estimate is from four to seven thousand. For those who are interested in networking, there are many opportunities.




  EarthTides Pagan Network (EPN) began in 1989 to help connect Pagans and non-Pagans alike. In 1994, EPN became a state-recognized non-profit organization intent on outreach, networking, and education. Eight times a year, around the Sabbats, they publish EarthTides Pagan Network News, which features networking information, a calendar of events, opinion pieces, and literary and artistic contributions from the Pagan community. EPN disseminates basic information about Paganism to Maine school administrators and has written the “Guide for Teen Pagans” pamphlet, which educates parents and teens and offers advice on how to avoid negative situations. The network sponsors Sabbat gatherings, coffee houses in various state locations, and booths at the Full Circle and Common Ground fairs. Since 1982, EPN has sponsored the Beltane celebration in early May. It is the state’s most significant and longstanding Pagan celebration. Up to two hundred people gather at Popham Beach to picnic, dance around the maypoles, and participate in the torch race dedicated to Pan.




  The Internet has had an immeasurable impact upon the ability of Pagans to connect across the state. Jane Raeburn, an author and a member of the Maine State Clergy Association, has taken a leadership role in establishing and maintaining several cyberspace options. (For more on the Maine State Clergy Association, see the Temple of the Feminine Divine on page 111.) The “Maine Pagan Resource Page” lists events, covens, groves, homepages, organizations, and Pagan-friendly businesses. The “Maine Pagan Mailing List” offers E-mail conversations on a wide range of topics, and “Maine Pagan Politics” is limited to political issues of interest to the Pagan community.




  Various covens and groves offer open rituals, meaning that anyone with a sincere interest is welcome, though there are strict guidelines requiring that those who are under the age of eighteen must have parental permission. Many of these events are potluck meals that allow time for conversation, friendship, and networking.




  The Circle of the Silver Cauldron Coven conducts Vacation Pagan School entailing thirteen monthly classes that guide novices through craft basics. Cynthia Jane Collins is one of the coven’s High Priestesses and is also an author and a member of the Maine State Clergy Association. Collins is a board member for Interfaith Maine and dedicated to educating Pagans and non-Pagans. (For more on Interfaith Maine, see page 189.)




  If access to the Internet is not possible, finding Pagans can be a challenge, as many of them prefer a low profile. The best places to inquire about activities are in holistic stores that sell Pagan books and supplies.




  Surrendering stereotypes that are both destructive and foolish will bring non-Pagans a long way toward understanding a religion that reveres the Earth, embraces equality, and embodies a love for life in the present. Direct contact with the Divine, however defined, is experienced through nature, deity worship, ritual, and magic. This beautiful and ancient religion will continue well into the future and offers valuable guidance for living in harmony with nature.




  Contact Information:




  EarthTides Pagan Network




  P.O. Box 161


  East Winthrop, ME 04343


  Web site: www.earthtides.org
 E-mail: epn@maine.rr.com




  Maine Pagan Resource Page




  Web site: www.janeraeburn.com/maine/




  Circle of the Silver Cauldron Coven




  Vacation Pagan School


  Cynthia Jane Collins


  Telephone: (207) 282-1491


  E-mail: Oldewtch@maine.rr.com




  Witchvox




  Web site: www.witchvox.com/wotw/home/maine.html




  


  





  Spiritualism




  Churches in Portland, Westbrook, Augusta, Bangor, Hartford, Madison, Waterville, and Northport


  Summer Camps in Etna, Madison, Hartford, and Northport




  “I ask the great unseen healing force to remove all obstructions from my mind and body and to restore me to perfect health. I ask this in all sincerity and honesty, and I will do my part. I ask this great unseen healing force to help both present and absent ones who are in need of help and to restore them to perfect health. I put my trust in the love and power of God.”




  —Spiritualist Healing Prayer




  Spiritualist worship services are in many ways indistinguishable from those that occur across the land every Sunday. Services take place in churches, often Universalist, and include the usual elements of worship: announcements, hymns, prayers, greetings, and sermons. The remarkable difference is that when most congregations are heading for the door, Spiritualists stay to witness their minister or a visiting medium or bring communications from the spirits of family and friends who have crossed over. Most often, the messages are personal and poignant, though at times they are comical but useful, such as advice on how to fix a leaky toilet.




  The definition of modern Spiritualism is “The Science, Philosophy, and Religion of a continuous life, based upon the demonstrated fact of communication, by means of Mediumship, with those who live in the Spirit World.” When looking at Spiritualist history, one can see how science and philosophy found their way into the definition. Spiritualism was not officially incorporated as a religion until 1893, and in the fifty years prior to becoming a religion, it was a philosophy that was one piece of a large cultural movement of social and religious reform. It may be thought of as scientific because from its beginnings scientists investigated the paranormal phenomena associated with Spiritualism.




  As a religion Spiritualism is relatively young. However, Spiritualists trace their beginnings back through the ages. Shamans spoke to animal guides, Greeks went to oracles, and the Bible tells of prophetic dreams, visions, voices, and spiritual healings. New knowledge about the early Christians indicates that they viewed clairvoyance, prophecy, divination, and healing as gifts from the Holy Spirit.

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
‘YM
'(’

"'MEXPLORIN %;;

( A m\j‘\vg\!‘ I;..’

=7/ h 4 :"A / 41//‘\

JTHE SPIRIT OE

- st .& /u /‘}"Il (’l \- 5; '
: F’*’Q\m\ i'\"“‘ N 'tw " .,‘

sw. v INE 0

@%ﬁ "" M '! WY W\ Ea Jfb!

Karen Wentworth Batlgnanl





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





