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Praise for
Wicca’s Charm


“Wicca’s Charm is one of those books that charms and beguiles you even as it informs you. The reporting is seamless and the writing effortless. Catherine Sanders has made a brilliant debut as a writer on a spiritual matter that should be of deep interest to all thinking Americans.”

—DAVID AIKMAN, former senior correspondent for Time magazine, and author of Jesus in Beijing, A Man of Faith: The Spiritual Journey of George W. Bush, and the novel Qi




“For Christians who want to understand the culture our own failures have sown and are now reaping, and for those who want to reach out persuasively to this emerging culture, Sanders’s warm, clear, and helpful introduction to Wicca is essential reading.”

—OS GUINNESS, author of The Call: Finding and Fulfilling the Central Purpose of Your Life




“Catherine Sanders’s work in this book is careful, thoughtful, and respectful. It will enable many outside Wicca to understand it better, and it will also allow practitioners of Wicca and other similar ways to gain a deeper insight into the best of Christianity.”

—FREDERICA MATHEWES-GREEN, author of The Illumined Heart: The Ancient Christian Path of Transformation




“Catherine Sanders has provided an eye-opening, sensitive, and honest journey into the heart of Wicca. Ringing no false alarms, she has made an erudite contribution to understanding this contemporary movement.”

—LILIAN CALLES BARGER, author of Eve’s Revenge: Women and a Spirituality of the Body, and founder of the Damaris Project




“Wicca’s Charm is a must-read for parents! A fascinating account full of stories and personal interviews, Catherine Sanders’s book provides wonderful insights into why young people seek alternative spiritualities and what Christians should know about it!”

—SUSAN ALEXANDER YATES, best-selling author of several books, including, And Then I Had Teenagers: Encouragement for Parents of Teens and Preteens




“Wicca’s Charm is a fine demonstration of a rare Christian virtue: attentive listening. With a clear conviction that authentic Christian belief is a valid response to Wiccan yearnings, Sanders holds, in tension, a humble recognition that Christian compromise with materialistic rationalism and individualism in Western culture has driven many to take up dangerous alternatives.”

—PETER HARRIS, director of A Rocha International




“Wicca’s Charm provides an accessible, thorough, and sensitive guide to understanding contemporary interest in Wicca and neo-Paganism. It will be of help to anyone interested in understanding how nature worship under various names is reasserting itself in the Western world.”

—JAMES A. HERRICK, professor of communication at Hope College, and author of The Making of the New Spirituality: The Eclipse of the Western Religious Tradition




“Catherine Sanders spent more than a year listening to Wiccans in an attempt to understand the growth and appeal of Wicca today. She encourages Christians to dialogue with neo-Pagans, clarifying points of common ground while simultaneously pointing out with compassion and sensitivity the inadequacies of Paganism to fulfill their deep and legitimate longings.”

—MARDI KEYES, codirector of L’Abri Fellowship in Southborough, Massachusetts, and author of Feminism and the Bible
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PREFACE

My place in society has become so altered. I work, I contribute, but I have become invisible,” a woman laments to a friend. A mother of grown children who works as a nurse, the woman has just had a hysterectomy. She uses ritual in a small outdoor ceremony to deal with feelings of loss after the surgery and to seek direction. After taking off her clothes, she covers herself with red-clay rune symbols* and buries the organs removed from surgery in part of her wedding dress. She and her friend perform a Wiccan ritual. They both play flutes and place crystals and a feather on the burial spot.1

In another corner of America, a chestnut-haired seventeen-year-old sits at the Starbucks inside a popular bookstore chain in Charlotte, North Carolina. Deana and her blonde friend, Ellen, share a large coffee and discuss how they became Wiccans. Deana’s parents regularly attend a local Presbyterian church and have sent her to church camp since she was a young child. They don’t know she practices witchcraft. Her mother thinks she is Buddhist, and she says her father just gets angry that she doesn’t like going to church.

“After I read the book about love spells, what really began to attract me was that Wicca respects nature, that God is in nature, that it focuses on protecting the environment, and that it empowers women,” she says.

The girls take drugs, perform Wiccan rituals, and celebrate Wiccan holidays. They tell me that their behavior would cause alarm among most students at their high school, but they see themselves as progressive—breaking new religious ground.

“A revolution can take place slowly,” says the blonde. “I don’t think we will see a mass movement toward Wicca, but slowly over time it is going to become a regular part of the culture.”*

ASKING QUESTIONS

I first encountered Wicca as a magazine reporter. During an editorial meeting one September, I was asked to write a piece about Halloween, and soon the conversation turned to Wicca. My editor’s questions might be yours: “What is the deal with all those TV shows that feature teenage witches?” “Is interest in witchcraft a growing trend?” On that Friday afternoon he asked me to find answers for him and write a short article about Wicca.

When I stopped at the bookstore to purchase a book on Wicca, I was stunned at the variety of books to choose from. I wondered who these people were that practiced Wicca and whether I should be wary of them. At the time, when I heard the term Wicca, I thought, Oh, Wiccans are those scary people who are part of a cult and worship the devil. In a reflective moment I might have singled out a few kids in high school who wore black all the time—they might have been Wiccans.

When I began my research, I started to meet many people who called themselves witches, and at first they unnerved me. I wasn’t used to meeting people who claim to cast spells; it all sounded rather sinister. But as I began to meet and talk with both young and older Wiccans, I found that their involvement with Wicca was not at the beckoning of some cultlike leader. My stereotypes of these people soon began to embarrass me, and my curiosity propelled me to do more research. I would soon find out that Wicca could no longer be characterized as a bizarre, marginal religion. As I began to understand in the bookstore, it is a widespread and increasingly popular spiritual practice.

PROMPTING DIALOGUE

Neo-Paganism—which includes the modern practice of witchcraft also known as Wicca—is an overarching term for earth-based spirituality incorporating nature worship through a revival of the polytheistic worship of ancient gods and goddesses. Wicca is also known as “the Craft,” and most Wiccans believe in the manipulation of the supernatural through rite, ritual, and spell casting. In 1986 a federal court of appeals (Dettmer v. Landon) ruled that “The Church of Wicca” was to be recognized constitutionally as a religion.

It is difficult to gauge the numbers involved in neo-Paganism. People can be reluctant to identify themselves as neo-Pagan, and many enter and leave neo-Paganism without ever being counted. One Wiccan I spoke to told me she guessed there are 5 million adherents. Covenant of the Goddess—the oldest and largest interdenominational organization of witches in the United States*—estimates from a 1999 poll that there are almost 800,000 Wiccans and Pagans in America.2 Perhaps more accurate would be the estimation of sociologist Helen Berger, who spent ten years as a participant and observer of the neo-Pagan community. She estimates that in 1999 there were between 150,000 and 200,000 Pagans;3 it’s likely there are many more today. Berger’s census revealed that California has the highest percentage of neo-Pagans at 15.7 percent, followed by New York and Massachusetts at 7.3 percent and 7.6 percent, respectively.4

By Covenant of the Goddess’s estimates, female witches outnumber males two to one in the United States, and much of the recent growth among Wiccans has been among women. These figures, however, do not include the growing segment of the population who would agree with most neo-Pagan beliefs but would not identify themselves as neo-Pagan. The number of adherents is constantly in flux, but as we will see later, there are other ways to gauge the growing interest in neo-Paganism.

One neo-Pagan Web site lists nine thousand covens on its site. A coven is a group of people who convene for religious, magic, or psychic purposes; it usually refers to a meeting of witches. Covens range from a gathering in which witches are systematically taught about magic to a coffee klatsch of like-minded Pagans.* Some witches meet in covens, while others are solitary practitioners.

You may have the same fears and questions about neo-Paganism and Wicca that I did when I began my research. What may surprise you is that Wiccans are just as likely to be in Topeka, Kansas, as in San Francisco, California. They may very well be living in your neighborhood.

You may also be surprised to learn that Wiccans and neo-Pagans are among the more fascinating people I have met. Their wonder at life, its rhythms, and the unspeakable beauty of nature is something we can all learn from in our crazy, fast-paced world. Many dance to the beat of their own drum, like it that way, and revel in their eccentricities.

Indeed, most of the people I met while writing this book would not fit common pointy-hatted, green-faced stereotypes. The witch in the Dairy Queen, whom you will meet later, provided me with fascinating insight into the Wiccan subculture. You’ll also meet a brilliant academic who moved to Greece because she felt marginalized by academia. You’ll meet a sixteen-year-old student at one of America’s top private schools who says that Wicca is the only thing that makes sense to her. You’ll read why a former witch in Salem, Massachusetts, embraced the gospel message. You’ll encounter a well-known author who grew up in the Christian church but couldn’t find her place there. And you’ll read about the Princeton University student who flirted with Wicca but became a Christian while studying in Spain.

It is never easy being an outsider writing about other people’s spirituality. As a Christian I can never see Wicca from the inside because there are limits on how much I can participate. I cannot invoke their spirits or take part in their rituals. And so I am grateful to all of the Wiccans I encountered for telling me their stories.

When I started my research, I wanted to interview Wiccans exclusively. But as anyone who has spent time within the neo-Pagan community knows, it is a diverse group. Where there are Wiccans, there are eclectic Pagans or Goddess worshipers. (Eclectic Paganism draws on a variety of pagan symbols and rituals to create a spirituality, while Goddess worship is a form of neo-Pagan spirituality whose practitioners worship the Mother Goddess only; in America, Goddess worship is largely rooted in feminism.) And the list could go on.

So although I have titled this book Wicca’s Charm, I have included interviews with Pagans of all different stripes. I have not attempted to cover every aspect of Wicca, let alone provide a comprehensive view of neo-Paganism. If I had, this book would never have been written. Wicca’s flexible principles differ from one practitioner to the next, so I have tried to describe these different spiritual practices as I encountered them. I refer to practitioners of Wicca as Wiccans or witches, depending on the preferences of those I interviewed. I also use the terms neo-Pagan and Pagan interchangeably.

My own interest in Wicca stems from a desire as a journalist and as a Christian to understand why Wicca attracts people. My Christian convictions and participation in the Christian community prompted me to see whether people turned to Wicca because they perceived Christianity as a patriarchal and dogmatic religion or whether they had burned out on Christian culture, particularly evangelical culture. I was surprised to discover that even if I didn’t ask any questions about the church, Wiccans always mentioned it. After a while I asked everyone I met about their impressions of the Christian church and faith.

As we’ll see, I found that Wicca speaks to those interested not only in the supernatural but also in environmental causes and feminism—issues that are all too often neglected by American churches. Many of these seekers are looking for a spirituality that addresses these issues.

I don’t believe witchcraft is the answer to the struggle these seekers are facing, but the Christian church hasn’t exactly offered a welcoming alternative for them to consider, although the gospel message itself offers them great hope and answers to their questions. Sadly, rather than reaching out in love, as Scripture commands, to those who are different from those within the church and who may be seeking spirituality through Wicca or Paganism, the church seems desperate to protect and distance itself from such people. But pulling up the drawbridge and lobbing arrows at Wiccans from the parapets of Christendom just drives people away. Yet out of fear and ignorance, many Christians have refused to engage in dialogue with a Wiccan family member, neighbor, or friend. Wicca’s Charm is not only an exploration of Wicca in America but a reflection on how Christians treat Wiccans and Pagans.

This book chronicles what I saw and heard as I spent a year researching and talking with people. My background as a reporter—a journalist’s-eye view—has guided me in telling the story of how and why Wicca has become popular in today’s society. My beliefs as a Christian have guided me in finding out why many people are drawn to Wicca and bypass the church. My hope is that this book will help Christians and Wiccans alike understand what divides them, will prompt a dialogue between Christians and seekers, and will speak truth into Wicca’s confusing belief system. I invite Wiccans to join in the journey as well and read this book with an open mind.

As a parent, you may have picked up this book hoping to learn more about your teenager’s recent decision to practice Wicca. As a Christian, you may want to have a better understanding of why a Wiccan friend is more drawn to witchcraft than the church. (Some of you may simply be curious about Wicca.) As a spiritual seeker, you may want to know some of the background of both Christianity and Wiccan spirituality. In the end, my desire is for you to become better informed about this spirituality that has come to the fore at this time in history. Our culture has tilled the soil, making it fertile enough for the seeds of Wicca to grow. This may be of concern to some, and for others, cause to celebrate. But to dismiss this spirituality as fringe or something practiced by an insignificant minority group would be to miss the point of what is really happening in our society.

MODEL BEHAVIOR

The fact that I was writing this book caused all sorts of odd reactions among my friends and family members. Most of them were rather concerned about me—“You’re writing a book on what?” I know some people must have thought I was really strange, especially as I met with Wiccans in a variety of settings during my research.

Despite these varied reactions, I took comfort in the story of the apostle Paul at Mars Hill in Athens in ancient Greece. He waded into the pool of pagan thought and religion. And he spent time there. He complimented the religious zeal of the pagan Athenians as he walked by their temples and idols. He knew their literature. His words and actions were so intriguing to the pagan Greeks that they invited him to speak at Mars Hill, a place of honor where new ideas were exchanged and challenged. Paul knew Greek literature so well that he quoted from their own pagan poets to explain the gospel. The line that Christians know—“In him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28)—is straight from the mouth of the pagan poet Epimenides who lived in Crete in the sixth century BC. This would have been very familiar to Paul’s audience.

This scriptural account of Paul in Athens enables us to freely embrace truth in any form, wherever it is found. Paul’s precedent of quoting pagan poets empowers Christians to do the same and indicates that morsels of truth and insights from general revelation may be found in non-Christian sources. If you were to follow Paul’s approach when talking with a Pagan teen today, for example, you might quote a line from the well-known neo-Pagan Wiccan writer Starhawk. But it takes time to read Starhawk’s The Spiral Dance and see how her yearnings can be met by a relationship with Christ. How astonishing that seems: An ancient equivalent of Starhawk was quoted in the Bible!

One starting point in responding to the growth of Wicca is thoughtful confrontation with the issues it raises: What are our responsibilities to one another, to other living things, to the health of the planet? What is our place in the cosmos? Where do justice and human dignity come from? Is Wicca all that different from Christianity or spirituality in general?

You may also be asking how Wicca is different from Satanism. You may want to know why your loved one is Wiccan and what you can do about it. I grappled with such questions as I learned more about Wiccan history and practice and talked with people across the country. As you read their stories and grapple with these same questions, I hope you will find some helpful answers.


* A note on terminology: I explain terms like these throughout the book, but I have also included expanded definitions in the glossary.

* Undocumented quotes such as this one are from personal interviews conducted by the author and used by permission or from statements made by individuals in public venues.

* Wiccans have traditionally organized themselves according to the different types of witchcraft they practice—somewhat equivalent to Christian denominations. But those distinctions are becoming less pronounced as more young people practice Wicca on their own or don’t observe any particular tradition or practice.

* Refers to the religion of Paganism or the modern practitioners of this religion. When the term is lowercased (pagan), it refers to ancient pagan peoples or pagan practices.
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In the dimly lighted room, rock music played softly and stage smoke filled the air, creating the illusion of mist. In the middle of the floor, a small altar was draped in a dark-colored cloth. Lying on the altar were candles, a wooden stick, and a dagger. A woman no older than twenty-five, dressed in black with a silver pentacle around her neck, hovered in front of the altar. Fifteen curious onlookers knelt in front of her as she began casting her spell.

She walked around the room, creating what she called “sacred space,” chanting and, after each phrase, saying in a loud voice, “So mote it be!”

“Cleanse our hearts from hate and fear; fill them with love, joy, and mirth!” she said, and then she asked if the audience had any wishes, any desires. Murmurs of “good health” and “peace” filtered through the air as she wrote down the wishes.

“As witches, we call upon nature to aid us,” she said loudly. She then called upon the elements of earth, fire, air, water, and spirit. After all the requests were taken, she burned in the flame of the candle the pieces of paper on which they were written, offering them up to the Goddess. The spell was cast. As the air cleared and the stage smoke filtered out the door, I lingered to speak with the young woman who had cast the spell. She smiled at me as she fingered the pentacle around her neck.

She told me that she had first visited Salem, Massachusetts, as a child and had been enchanted by the city and fascinated with witchcraft. She also felt solidarity with the women executed there for witchcraft in 1692 and was sorry for how they had been treated. As she grew up, she was delighted to discover that there were people who practiced witchcraft as a religion, and she began to practice neo-Pagan witchcraft—or Wicca—on her own. She found great meaning in her spiritual path and took part in the spell-casting demonstration to educate the public about the true nature of witchcraft. As we spoke, the audience filed out of the room into daylight in the city of Salem on Halloween.

I was part of a group of tourists who had just paid to watch a spell casting performed by women who call themselves witches. It took place in a vacant warehouse next to the haunted house that has been a tourist attraction in Salem for years. Every year since 1996 a group of witches has rented space in this warehouse from the owners of the haunted house to educate the public about witchcraft through what they call the Witch Village tour. Witches from all over the country join in to create elaborate stage sets, complete with cauldrons and old brooms, where lectures and rituals take place.

Salem was the first, if predictable, place I visited during my research for the book. The memory of Salem’s history filled my mind as I wandered through the town. Tourists curious about the trials have flocked to Salem for years. Cashing in on its notoriety, the town dubs itself “Witch City.” Despite the tourists, Salem is a serious pilgrimage site for many Wiccans. At Halloween, they flock to the Massachusetts town in droves to meet other Wiccans and Pagans.

Witchcraft, after all, is the stock in trade of Salem, where the lampposts are decorated with wrought-iron witches on brooms. In the gift shops, among the knickknacks and postcards, are books about the Salem witch trials that took place in the late 1600s. In almost every shop, next to these histories, are books about contemporary witchcraft—Wicca or the Craft. They were added in recent years, a sales clerk says, because they are popular and sell well.

Salem’s history is one of a kind, but the growing interest in witchcraft is part of a larger cultural phenomenon. Check out the nearest metaphysical or occult shop that sells Wiccan ritual tools, apparel, books, herbs, oils, altars, incense, and even kits containing modeling clay with instructions for shaping your own goddess. The presence of these shops reflects the nationwide growth of neo-Paganism, which includes the modern practice of witchcraft or Wicca.

WHERE DOES NEO-PAGANISM COME FROM?

Every country in the world had at some point in history its own indigenous pagan religious practices. The United States has Native American spirituality, for instance. In Ireland, the ancient Celtic spiritual leaders were Druids. In Scandinavia, the Norse gods and goddesses represented different aspects of nature. Wicca is different. It is not an indigenous religious practice unique to the British Isles, though it originated in England. In fact, it was cobbled together from various sources during the twentieth century. Scholars agree that the man responsible for most of it was a British civil servant by the name of Gerald Gardner. In the 1940s and 1950s, using ancient gods and goddesses, ideas about nature worship, and magic, Gardner and a few friends crafted their own new form of Paganism and called it Wicca.

For decades after its arrival in America in the middle of the twentieth century, neo-Pagan witchcraft was practiced only by those on the fringes of society. Yet according to Wiccan priestess Phyllis Curott, Wicca is growing faster than any other religion in America today.1 Since Gardner first introduced Wicca, many Wiccans have developed their own traditions of the Craft. People from all walks of life—from teenagers to college students to feminists to antiglobalization activists to the rather ordinary lady down the street—consider Wicca an alternative to other mainline religions, including Christianity. The question on everyone’s lips, including many neo-Pagans, is why? Why has Wicca—long viewed as a rather odd occult fringe movement—not only grown but crept into the mainstream?

A RELIGION THAT DEFIES DESCRIPTION

It is difficult to describe Wiccan beliefs comprehensively. This is part of its appeal—each practitioner can add and subtract beliefs at will. Anne Niven, editor in chief of new Witch magazine, told an MSNBC interviewer, “If you ask three witches to describe their beliefs, you’ll probably get about four answers.”2 Nonetheless, I will attempt to outline the most common Wiccan beliefs.

A Religion of Ritual

Most neo-Pagans don’t articulate what they believe in tidy little sentences, but if you listen to them long enough, their overarching philosophy encompasses the following four tenets:


1. All is one—Wiccans hold the monistic and pantheistic beliefs that all living things are of equal value. Humans have no special place, nor are they made in God’s image. They have, for example, the same value as flowers, trees, or grass. The cosmos is undifferentiated universal energy, and everything is one vast interconnected process.

2. You are divine—Wiccans believe that they possess divine power within themselves and that they are gods or goddesses.

3. Personal power is unlimited—Wiccans believe that their power is not limited by a deity, as in Christianity.

4. Consciousness can and should be altered through the practice of rite and ritual—Wiccans believe in the supernatural realm and the practice of altered consciousness through rite, ritual, and spell casting in which they tap into the power and energy of the unseen spirit world.



Aidan Kelly is a former Wiccan who abandoned his Pagan practices to return to Roman Catholicism. He has written about the antiauthoritarian nature of the Craft and its antidogmatic approach. He writes, “No one has to believe anything.… There is no authority in the Craft outside each coven.… It’s a religion of ritual rather than theology.”3

The experience of spiritual reality is of utmost importance to Wiccans. Truth, or a body of knowledge, is less important to them. In short, the only orthodox thing about Wicca is that it has no orthodoxy. Wicca has no central book that details its beliefs, and there are no central doctrines or body of knowledge to which Wiccans adhere. Wicca tends to define itself in opposition to issues such as environmental degradation, the perceived patriarchy within Christianity, or monotheism in general.

Wicca benefits from our consumer-oriented society. It can be molded and shaped to fit the spiritual consumer’s desire for experience. Instead of accepting a revealed truth, Wiccan seekers create their own truth and reality. And despite the ways technology, such as the Internet, has benefited the Wiccan community, Wicca also benefits from an anti-technological backlash and people’s nostalgic yearnings for a simpler time.

Good and Evil

Wiccans have no belief in absolute good and absolute evil, which explains why they disavow Satan, whom they view as part of the Christian tradition. They acknowledge that bad things can happen, that evil exists, but they don’t believe that it exists as a result of the presence of Satan. This may sound strange to Christian ears, but as studies have shown, six out of ten Americans don’t believe in the person of Satan—only that he is a symbol of evil.4

When I tell Christians about Wicca’s view of Satan, I’m almost always met with a confused reaction. I can tell what they’re
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