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		Know your Rights



In The Five Paths, Cooper discovers that not everyone is accepting of people who proclaim their interest in Wicca. 




So what are your rights as a young person interested in the Craft, and as someone who might want to express her involvement in Wicca?




First of all, its important to understand that Wicca is a legally-recognized religion in the United States. That means that people who practice Wicca enjoy the same freedoms and protections as people who practice Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, or any of the many other religions recognized by the government. So if anyone tries to tell you that Wicca isnt a real religion, refer them to the several court cases involving Wiccan beliefs and practices. 




There is, for example, the 1985 case Dettmer v. Landon, which was decided by the District Court of Virginia. In this case, the court ruled that Wicca is clearly a religion for First Amendment purposes. Since the First Amendment protects, among other things, the freedom of religious expression, the rights of Wiccans to practice their religion and to express their faith is protected under that amendment. This decision, which was appealed, was later upheld by the Fourth District Court of Appeals.




While the U.S. Supreme Court has never directly addressed the issue of Wicca, the court has dealt with the rights of people to engage in the practices of Santeria, another pagan religion, in the case Church of Lukumi Babalu Aye, Inc. and Ernesto Pichardo v. City of Hialeah, 508 U.S. 520 (1993). This particular case involved the right of followers of Santeria to engage in animal sacrifices as a part of their faith. While Wicca never involves the sacrifice of animals or other living things, this case is important to Wiccans because in it the court recognized the rights of religions that differ from more "accepted" religions, and it has been used successfully on several occasions to defend the rights of Wiccans to practice their beliefs.




So what does all of this mean for students who are Wiccan? For one thing, it means that if your school allows other religious groups to use school property to hold meetings, the school must allow Wiccan students to do the same thing if they wish to. The school cannot discriminate against Wiccans any more than they could discriminate against a Bible study group or church group using school facilities.




The rights of students to express their religious beliefs was further outlined in the 1995 Equal Access Act. This document, sent to all public school administrators by the U.S. Secretary of Education, outlined the rights of students and the responsibilities of school administrators when it comes to dealing with issues of religious expression in schools. Among other things, the Equal Access Act stressed the rights of students to express their religious beliefs in the form of clothing or jewelry, stating: Students may display religious messages on items of clothing to the same extent that they are permitted to display other comparable messages. Religious messages may not be singled out for suppression, but rather subjected to the same rules as generally apply to comparable messages.




What does this mean in plain English? Essentially, the Equal Access Act says that no school administration may prevent students from wearing items of religious expression (for example, a pentacle, cross, or Star of David, or clothing with images of these things on them) simply because they find it disturbing or disagree with their message. While schools can forbid students from wearing items of clothing that express profanity or racist, homophobic, misogynistic, or otherwise offensive images or statements, they cannot limit some religious expression on clothing unless they limit all religious expression on clothing. In other words, if your school allows students to wear crosses or other religious symbols, they must also allow students to wear pentacles or other images associated with Wicca.




If you come into conflict regarding this issue, you should do the following:




1. Dont start an argument. If a teacher or school official says that you arent allowed to wear a pentacle or other item of clothing or jewelry reflecting your Wiccan beliefs, dont get into a screaming match. Youre going to get the best results if you approach the situation calmly. Not only will this help you feel better, but it will show the school officials that you are a responsible, reasonable person.




2. Collect the information you need to fight back. Make a list of the court cases discussed above, as well as other cases relevant to the issue. Get copies of the rulings in those cases. Also get a copy of the 1995 Equal Access Act. This material is available on several excellent websites, most notably WitchVox (www.witchvox.com). Having these documents with you will prepare you to speak knowledgeably about the subject, and will also give you incontrovertible proof of what youre saying. Meetings where both sides just yell or argue dont accomplish anything, but meetings where you come prepared will likely yield results.




3. Schedule a meeting with the school principal or head administrator. If possible, have your parents come with you. At the meeting, explain your situation and let the administrator know that you understand your rights, as well as the responsibility of the school to uphold your rights. Again, try to remain calm and keep the conversation neutral. If the person youre meeting with disparages Wicca, or tries to belittle your concerns, inform that person that youre fully prepared to take the matter to the school board, the head of the school district, or whomever you need to, to get it resolved.




Usually this will settle the matter. If it doesnt (and sometimes schools will try to argue that their own rules take precedence over government-mandated laws) then you might consider contacting a lawyer. Sometimes a simple letter from a lawyer will show that you mean business, and cause reluctant school officials to back off. Note, too, that the Equal Access Act does not apply to private schools, although you may be able to successfully argue your point there as well by reminding the school officials that religious discrimination of any kind is prohibited under the First Amendment.




These same principles apply if youre interested in starting a Wiccan club that meets at your school. Again, the Equal Access Act provides guidelines for the use of public school facilities for religious groups: Student religious groups at public secondary schools have the same right of access to school facilities as is enjoyed by other comparable student groups. Under the Equal Access Act, a school receiving Federal funds that allows one or more students noncurriculum-related clubs to meet on its premises during noninstructional time may not refuse access to student religious groups.




Again, if you want to start a Wiccan student group at your school, do some groundwork first. Find out what the proper procedures are for starting a club and obtaining official status in your school. This might mean getting a teacher or other faculty member to act as a sponsor, or writing up a proposal for your club that outlines its purpose and what would take place at club meetings. Remember, if your school allows other religious groups to meet at the school and use its facilities, it must also allow Wiccan groups to do the same, providing youve followed the set procedures for establishing the group and requesting use of the school facilities. Similarly, the school is required by law to allows religious student groups to use school media  including newspapers, bulletin boards, and the public address system  to announce meetings and other club-related events.




More and more young people are becoming involved in Wicca, and more and more often issues like the wearing of pagan-oriented jewelry and starting Wiccan-related groups in schools are being addressed by school administrations. If you find yourself involved in a situation where your rights as a Wiccan are being violated, know that the law is on your side. If you have to fight against a school administration that doesnt support your rights  either because they simply dont understand what Wicca is or because they dont agree with it  try to view it as an opportunity to educate people. Talk to newspapers and television reporters. Get them interested in your story. Talk to your fellow students. Use the information available to you to let others know what Wicca is and (just as important) isnt. Remember, you are a representative for Wicca when you do these things. Present the Craft in a way that is positive, but also shows that you know your rights. When you do that, you empower
yourself and you help others understand how important it is to respect one anothers beliefs.
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Can you believe summer is actually over? Sasha asked as the girls sat on the pier enjoying what they knew could very well be the last ice-cream cones of the season. The sky was blue and the sun shone brightly off the gently rolling ocean waves, but the breeze was noticeably cooler than it had been just a week before. Theyd started wearing long sleeves again, although Sasha, Annie, and Kate were still in shorts. Cooper, of course, was dressed in jeans and her favorite black Doc Martens.


		
It went by really fast, remarked Annie as she took a bite of her strawberry cone. Why did it seem to last longer when we were kids?


		
Maybe because when we were kids all we did was play outside instead of worrying about cancer, breaking up with our boyfriends, and becoming a little too much like the goddesses we were invoking, Cooper suggested thoughtfully.


		
The others glared at her for a moment before breaking out in laughter. Leave it to you to sum up the past two months so succinctly, said Kate, wiping traces of vanilla almond fudge off her lips.


		
Well, its all true, Cooper replied as she licked the edge of her mint chocolate chip cone just before it dripped on her leg.


		
She was right. All of those things had happened to them in the short time since their sophomore year had ended. In fact, a lot more had happened. First, Cooper had temporarily left their Wiccan group after a strange run-in with some out-of-control kids at a Midsummer ritual. Then, Kates aunt had been diagnosed with cancer and theyd done a healing ritual for her, much to the concern of Kates suspicious parents, who clearly were wondering just how involved their daughter was in Wicca. Most recently, Annie, who earlier in the summer had been saddened by the sudden death of one of the residents at the nursing home where she was volunteering, had undergone a weird transformation after invoking the goddess Freya during a full moon ceremony, causing all kinds of problems.


		
Although each of them had had her own issues to face, theyd all shared one particular ordeal during the summer: boyfriends. Sasha was still reeling from a terrible relationship with an ex from California, and Annie had gone on her first date and had her first kiss with Brian, a guy shed met at a record store. Cooper and her boyfriend, T.J., had almost broken up after disagreeing about how public Cooper should be about her interest in witchcraft. And Kate and her boyfriend, Tyler, were still trying to figure out exactly where they stood on that same subject, with Tyler urging Kate to be more open about her involvement in the Craft and Kate unsure of how to do that.


		
I think it was easier when we just had to play hide-and-seek, said Kate.


		
But not nearly as interesting, Annie added. I wonder what will happen next.


		
I hope nothing happens, Kate said. Id like it to be a stress-free junior year.


		
Nobody said anything for a few minutes as they all licked their cones and enjoyed the afternoon. Then Annie popped the tail end of her cone into her mouth, wiped her hands on her napkin, and proceeded to unzip her backpack. She pulled out a sheaf of papers.


		
Here, she said, handing one piece to each of them. As promised, I collated all of our schedules and put them on one page so we can see where everybody will be and when.


		
Theyd received their schedules a couple of weeks earlier. Although theyd each been excited to see that theyd gotten into classes theyd wanted, there had also been some unpleasant surprises. Looking at all of their daily routines combined on one page, they were reminded that not everything had come out the way theyd hoped.


		
Algebra at eight in the morning, Cooper said grimly. I could barely do it at eleven in the morning last year. Im doomed.


		
At least you dont have to take gym at the end of the day, Kate said.


		
Nobody told you to play basketball, jockette, replied Cooper jokingly. And this year youll be on the varsity team.


		
If I decide to play, Kate said. I still havent made up my mind.


		
Your parents will flip if you dont, said Annie.


		
Kate nodded. I know, she said. But Im not sure Im as into it as I used to be. Besides, Tara and Jessica will be on the team, and that might be weird.


		
They were all silent as they thought about what Kate had said. Tara and Jessica were two of her former best friends. Things had been up and down between them ever since Kate had stopped hanging around with them and Sherrie Adams, the other member of their once-inseparable group. The situation had been further strained when Sherrie had spread a vicious rumor about Tara after shed helped Kate and her friends embarrass Sherrie in public. And when Annie slapped Sherrie in front of Jessica a few weeks before the end of the summer, it had seemed to sever the last ties between Sherrie and the girls who had once hung on her every word.


		
Kate, Cooper, and Annie were all happy to see Sherrie get her comeuppance, but they didnt know what might happen next. Sherrie wasnt one to take defeat quietly, and they all suspected that she might try to cause trouble for them if she could. Annie in particular was apprehensive about seeing Sherrie again. And although Tara and Jessica appeared to have given up on Sherrie, none of the girls knew where they stood with the two of them now.


		
You guys worry too much, Sasha said, breaking the silence. Look at the bright sidewe all have lunch together.


		
Not me, Kate said glumly, correcting her. I have lunch fifth period. You guys have it sixth. The only class we all have together is history, and thats hardly going to be fun, especially since we dont have Mr. Draper this year. We have Mrs. Greeley.


		
They all groaned at that. Where Mr. Draper was young and had a sense of humor, students joked that Mrs. Greeley had been teaching at Beecher Falls High School since the Ice Age and had a personality to match. The girls werent looking forward to a year of facing her frosty personality on a daily basis.


		
Hey, Annie said lightly. At least we all got the special stuff we wanted. I got on the school paper, Cooper got into the creative writing class, and Sasha is in drama club. Plus, Kate, Sasha, and I are all in drivers ed together.


		
Okay, Kate said. So theres one good thing.


		
And you and I have French together third period, Cooper reminded her. We can conjugate together.


		
Kate smiled. Mais oui, she said.


		
And I have fifth period study time, Annie pointed out. Im sure I can sneak into the caf for lunch with you from time to time.


		
What? Cooper said, feigning shock. Annie Crandall skipping a study period? Am I hearing you right?


		
Annie flipped her hair and gave Cooper a look. Not everything went back to normal when I asked Freya to back off, she said, referring to her recent experience with aspecting the assertive goddess.


		
Whats Brians schedule like? Sasha asked Annie. Will you two have any classes together?


		
Annie shook her head. Hes a senior, she explained. But well see a lot of each other anyway. At least I hope we will. Were both going to be really busy.


		
One of the things Annie had feared about giving up the aspects of Freyas personality that shed taken on after her invocation ritual was that Brian wouldnt be interested in her anymore. But shed discovered that she really had changed during her experience. She was more confident and more outgoing. Shed learned a lot about herself, and it had had a big effect on her. She and Brian were still going out, and he hadnt seemed to notice anything different about her at all. She didnt know where things would go with them, but she was having a good time for now and that was what mattered.


		
T.J. is in our history class, too, Cooper told her friends. I think thats about the only real class we have together, which is fine with me. Too much togetherness would make me nuts.


		
Ever the romantic, Sasha teased.


		
So what should we do on our last night of freedom? Kate asked.


		
Movie? suggested Annie.


		
Dinner? Sasha offered.


		
New moon ritual? proposed Cooper.


		
It is a new moon, isnt it? Annie said. What a good time to be starting a new school year.


		
How about all three, then? Kate said. We can rent a video, hang out at Annies, and do a little ritual. You know, something to get things started off on the right foot.


		
Sounds good to me, Annie said.


		
Im in, confirmed Sasha.


		
Sure, agreed Cooper. But what kind of ritual should we do?


		
Technically, Im not supposed to do rituals, Sasha reminded them. Remember?


		
Although Sasha lived with one of the coven members who taught the weekly Wicca study group that Cooper, Annie, and Kate were a part of, Sasha herself wasnt in the group. She came to some of the covens open rituals, but she wasnt officially a student yet. All the problems she had spent her life running from had crashed down on her when the rest of them had undergone the dedication ceremony marking the beginning of their year and a day of studying witchcraft, and it had been decided that she should wait until the next years ceremony before starting on her journey toward deciding if she wanted to be initiated as a witch.


		
This wont be a big-deal ritual, Kate said. Im thinking of something really simple. Maybe we could each bring something to bless. You know, like a good luck charm for the year.


		
Good thinking, Annie said. We can light a little fire in the cauldron and pass things through it or something.


		
Kate looked at Cooper and Sasha. Sound okay? she asked.


		
The others nodded.


		
Good, Kate said. Cooper, youre in charge of the video. Annie, youre the cauldron wrangler and ritual designer. Sasha and I will be on food detail. Any requests?


		
What movie do we want to see? asked Cooper.


		
Something spooky, Sasha said.


		
Something Leonardo DiCapriofree, Annie added.


		
Nothing with subtitles, Kate stated firmly.


		
Got it, Cooper said. I think I know just the thing.


		
How about food? said Sasha.


		
No meat for me, Cooper replied.


		
No pizza or Chinese, Annie told them. Weve done those to death.


		
Well surprise you, then, Kate said. Okay, we all have our assignments. I say we break up and meet at Annies at seven. Dont forget to bring your objects for blessing.


		
They walked to the end of the pier and then went their separate ways. But four hours later they were all together again, this time in Annies big bedroom at the top of her house.


		
The entertainment has arrived, Cooper had announced as she walked in swinging a bag from the video store. Kate and Cooper were already there, several bags of food sitting on the floor.


		
Cooper sniffed the air. I smell lemongrass, she said. Could we be having Thai this evening?


		
You got it, Kate answered as she opened one of the bags. Pad thai for everyone.


		
Plus some pad prighking, green curry with tofu, and tom yum, continued Sasha. So whats the movie?


		
Ah, Cooper replied, pulling a tape out of the bag. I have chosen the perfect film. Creepy yet romantic. No subtitles or Leonardo. Plus, it has some witchy stuff in it. Not to mention Johnny Depp, which elevates it to instant classic.


		
Sleepy Hollow! Annie, Kate, and Sasha said in unison.


		
None other, Cooper confirmed as she tossed the video onto Annies bed. So whats the order for the evening?


		
I think dinner, ritual, and then movie, Annie said. All in favor?


		
The others answered her by sitting down and opening the containers of food. Serving spoons flashed and hands reached across one another, and soon every plate was piled with noodles, rice, and spicy green beans, and the tom yum was splashing in the little bowls Annie had brought up from the kitchen to hold the soup.


		
Theres nothing like chili paste to wake you up, Cooper said, taking a big bite of the pad prighking with its spicy orange sauce coating the crisp beans.


		
The others murmured their agreement, their mouths too full to talk. For a while the only sound in the room was that of everyone chewing and making noises of contentment. When the last noodle was slurped up and the last bit of tofu was gone, they all leaned back and sighed happily.


		
Ritual time, Annie said. Can you guys clear this stuff up while I get ready?


		
The others nodded and got to work. They carried the empty containers downstairs to the garbage and put the dishes theyd used in the kitchen sink. When they came back they saw that Annie had put the three-legged cauldron in the center of the room and lit a circle of candles around it.


		
All set, Annie said. Lets fire this baby up.


		
The four of them stood around the cauldron inside the circle of candles. Annie held out one hand to Sasha and one to Kate, who were on either side of her. They in turn took Coopers hands, so that they were all linked together.


		
Were going to cast the circle in a different way tonight, Annie informed them. I want to try something new. Since there are four of us I want us each to take a different direction. Ill be east, Sasha will be south, Cooper will be west, and Kate will be north. I want us each to think about our direction, the element it represents, and the qualities associated with it. Then were going to go around the circle, each of us saying a word that comes to mind when we think about our direction. Well go around a couple of times. Try to imagine a circle of light forming as we do it.


		
She paused for a moment as they all thought about the elements they were representing. Then she said in a clear voice, Inspiration.


		
Passion, Sasha said, following her.


		
Mystery, said Cooper.


		
Strength, Kate said, finishing the first round.


		
They continued, each of them saying a word. As they did the words formed a kind of chant, their voices rising and falling as they thought of different things to say. Flying, dancing, diving, planting, wind, fire, waves, stone, they said, the words combining to create a rhythm. Bird, dragon, whale, bear, birth, life, sleep, death.


		
After theyd gone around several times Annie said, The circle is cast. She let go of Sashas and Kates hands and motioned for them all to sit down. Then she took a bottle of clear liquid, opened it, and poured the liquid into the cauldron. Striking a match, she dropped it in as well, and the cauldron sprang to life with bright flames that burned without smoke.


		
Rubbing alcohol, she said as the others looked at the fire. A little trick I picked up in chemistry class.


		
Very nice, Cooper said.


		
Did you all bring something to bless in the sacred fire? Annie asked.


		
The others rummaged around in their pockets and took out the things theyd brought. They held them in their hands as Annie spoke.


		
The new moon is a time for new beginnings, she said. Tomorrow we start a new year at school. We each want to accomplish different things this year. The fire in the cauldron represents the fires of inspiration, courage, and passion. By passing our sacred objects through the fire and stating what we hope they will bring to us as we start this new journey, were using the magic within ourselves to make what we want to happen come true.


		
She held up her object. It was a pen, an old-fashioned silver one. This belonged to my father, she said. It was one of the few things that survived the fire. He used it to write in his journal. One of the things I want to do this year is write for the school paper. This pen represents that, and I hope that when I write I will write with honesty and that my words will help people see the truth.


		
She passed the pen slowly through the flames that jumped up from the cauldron. They wrapped around the sides, coating the pen in fire, before she drew it clear of them.


		
Kate went next, holding up her object for everyone to see. It was a ring. This is a ring that Tyler gave me about a month after we started dating, she explained. I havent really worn it much lately because of whats been going on between him and me. Its a Celtic knot design, and to me it represents how everything is connected. I know that there are a lot of things in my life that need to be connected, and I hope that wearing this ring again will remind me of that.


		
She passed the ring quickly through the flames, adding, I hope that the strength of this fire will fill me and help me to do what I need to do.


		
When Kate was finished Sasha knelt in front of the fire. This might be a little weird, she said. She held up a key. This is the key to the front door of our house. Ive never really had a key to my own house before. This is the first time Ive ever really felt at home anywhere. So it means a lot to me. I want to bless it because I really want this to work.


		
She put the end of the key into the flames for a few seconds, looking at the fire with a peaceful expression. When she pulled the key out again, she held it tightly in her hand.


		
Its so warm, she said, laughing.


		
My turn, Cooper said. She held out her palm. On it lay something small and round and silver; it was attached to a black cord. It was a circle with a five-pointed star inside it. The lines forming the points of the star were connected, and it had one corner pointing up, two corners pointing to the sides, and two corners pointing down.


		
This is a pentacle I got at Crones Circle, Cooper announced. Actually, I bought it today right before I went to the video store. Ive been looking at it for a couple of weeks now, and when Kate said we should each bring a talisman of some kind I figured the time was right to buy it. As you all know, the pentacle is one of the strongest symbols of the Craft. This one symbolizes my commitment to studying Wicca. And I bought it at the store where we all study, which seemed even more appropriate.


		
She dangled the pentacle from its cord and held it in the fire. Blessing this with fire is also symbolic for me, she said. It feels like Ive been jumping into fires a lot since I started all of this, and every time its made me stronger. I hope this one does the same thing.


		
She removed the pentacle from the fire and put it around her neck, knotting the cord in the back. It hung just beneath the hollow of her throat, glinting against her pale skin.


		
Okay, Cooper said. Rituals over. Now lets open this circle and get to Johnny Depp!
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Kate fumbled with the combination lock on her new locker. She kept missing the second number, and she was getting annoyed at having to start over every time she screwed up.


		
Why cant we just have our old lockers? she said irritably.


		
Because then the new freshmen wouldnt have any, said Annie reasonably. Every year we all move up a little. Last years seniors leave to make way for last years juniors. We move up to make room for the old freshmen. And the newbies come in from junior high and take their places. Its like shark teeth.


		
Like what? asked Kate, looking at the piece of paper in her hand and trying her combination again.


		
Shark teeth, Annie repeated. Sharks teeth are constantly falling out and being replaced. Its like theyre on a conveyer belt. The old ones are pushed forward as the new ones come in behind them. I saw it on the Discovery Channel.


		
Why cant you watch Buffy like every other teenage girl? Kate said, finally getting her locker to open and sticking some notebooks and her lunch inside it.


		
Hey, kids, said Cooper, walking up to them with Sasha. Happy first day back in hell.


		
Hey, Annie said back, distracted by trying to figure out what to take with her and what to leave in her backpack.


		
You wore that to school? Kate said, sounding surprised.


		
Annie looked up at Cooper. She was dressed in jeans and a Kittie T-shirt featuring the cover of the
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