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  ‘Let the beauty we love be what we do. There are hundreds of ways to kneel and kiss the ground.’


  RUMI


  LEAVING HOME IS a physical odyssey, but it is also a state of mind to journey far from everything that’s safe and known. Setting off to follow a spiritual quest is an honourable tradition in many cultures so I know I am in good company, but that doesn’t make it any easier. Although I have travelled alone before it’s never without a certain amount of trepidation. I’m not that fond of staying on my own in anonymous motel rooms or eating alone and I don’t like being lost. Yet, on a pale-washed English morning with a thin spring sun leaving ghostly negatives of unmelted snow like paper cut-outs on the grass beneath the bare cherry trees, I began my journey. The first rung of my ladder to the moon. Some ancestral thread keeps reeling me out.


  My father, a refugee from Poland, once wrote a little memoir which he entitled ‘The Wonderings of a Wandering Jew’ and I think I have inherited his shoes. Being Jewish seems to carry with it a built-in obligation to gather up the many scattered fragments of the Diaspora, of the holocaust legacy, to understand the restlessness, the rootlessness. An inherited condition of exile, generations of homelessness, a childhood constantly on the move have bred in me a need, periodically, to collect bits of myself from significant locations around the world. And so it was time for another journey. A quest. In fact, three quests in one: a challenging menopausal adventure – leaving myself open to wherever the tides took me; a survey of some current developments in the field of women’s spirituality built up from interviews and conversations with many different women; and, perhaps most importantly, a profound inner journey in search of wholeness, in search of a spiritual centre within myself. It became a journey that was to change me more deeply than I could have imagined, more deeply than any growth workshop or packaged adventure tour ever could. I had chosen to begin my search by ‘wondering’ around America because the yeasty ferment of women’s spirituality has had a twenty year head start there. In England there is much questioning and longing but women are still struggling to find an authentic spiritual voice, struggling to find acceptance in positions of spiritual leadership. I wanted to see what I could learn and bring it home – home, that evocative word with its multiplicity of meanings. Home, as journey’s end, as a spiritual destination, as coming to rest in my own heart. The end of exile.


  On the plane my eyes closed and I had a vivid dream … I was a bird, a giant condor. My six-foot wing span stretched across the huge uplifting thermals like a ship on the high seas. Sailing, sailing in the thin Andean air I could see to infinity in every direction. Above me the glare of a hard, bright moon. Below me the pointy, unforgiving peaks of the jagged mountains. A chain of them – a spiny dragon’s back – lay treacherously, in a pretence of sleep, only waiting for someone to step inadvertently, unsuspectingly on his tail to lash and thrash with storms of terrifying intensity. The land beneath my gaze was unfinished as if the Gods had left their toys scattered about, haphazard, capricious. I searched for a place to rest, to nest but I could see only barren black granite and bone-chilling winds driving Patagonian snows into furious drifts and eddies. I seemed to be doomed, like the Flying Dutchman, to wander forever.


  I knew there was some task I had to perform but I didn’t know what it was. Some magical items, perhaps, that I must collect to break the spell which had cast me in this lonely role. I could hear the mournful whistle of the wind in my wing feathers bearing me aloft. I could hear the beating of my own warm-blooded heart – the only living thing in an eternity of ice and rock. I could hear the cut-glass splintering crack and creak of a glacier moving its ponderous way, one millimetre every thousand years, towards its transformation. What would be my transformation? Was I to be forced to learn about loneliness? About homelessness? About clear-seeing? I was so tired. It felt good to lie on the wind, surrendering to the currents taking me where they willed. Even in the midst of my isolation I knew that in some way I was fortunate to be there. Very few other eyes had ever seen this view of the earth’s curving horizon. It was a summer night and the sky was a luminous cobalt scattered with diamond-bright stardust. A sense of completion came over me. I slept, born aloft with the music of the spheres ringing in the crystal air. I knew I was only half of this planet. Where was my true home?
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  The dream was so clear and detailed it felt like a real happening. Jung called dreams ‘the small hidden doors in the deepest and most intimate sanctum of the soul, which open into that primal, cosmic night far beyond what a conscious ego could ever reach’. I woke startled and had to look at my arms to check they weren’t covered in feathers. The symbolism was almost too obvious and for the rest of that long, long surreal flight, changing planes in Dallas with minutes to spare, looking out on the stark contrast of a flat, brown Texas landscape where a pall of nicotine-stained smog hung over the city like a shroud, I felt disorientated and subdued.


  I read the newspaper on the plane and my attention was suddenly caught by an extremely relevant news item. For the first time in its history the part of God, in the ancient, medieval York Mystery Play, was to be played by a woman. This, of course, had caused a furore with the venerable Archdeacon of York, thundering that, “A woman playing God is just another example of the rising tide of feminism which overturns the biblical understanding of God and will split the church.” His tirade was swiftly countered by The Reverend Joy Carroll, a newly ordained minister from London, who argued, “Of course, God can be portrayed by a woman. God is neither male nor female, but since He has been portrayed as a man for centuries it can’t hurt God to be played by a woman for a few hundred years … the fact that men in the Church are frightened of the notion of God being portrayed by a woman is down to a deep-seated fear that they might lose control.” The incident illustrated with great clarity the rival passions in this whole women-in-the-church debate, of how so many men feel threatened and women are strengthening their resolve to fight back and to claim, once and for all, a position of spiritual equality. What is being raised, to quote Roger and Jennifer Woolger in The Goddess Within, is the question of “the whole psychospiritual imbalance in our culture” – a profound disharmony between the masculine and feminine life forces.


  I remember feeling furious with the rigidity and conservatism my non-Jewish mother had to deal with when she wanted to convert to Orthodox Judaism in order to join my father in his final resting place. She found the synagogue a very forbidding and unwelcoming place, a men-only club – the women were relegated to second-class status, hidden by screens, not allowed to touch the holy scrolls, regarded as ‘unclean’ during menstruation and forbidden from entering the temple until they had taken a ritual bath. She eventually triumphed and won the right to call herself a Jew just in time to be buried in the plot next to the love of her life, but that’s about the only good it did her. Another nail in the coffin of the Patriarchy as far as I was concerned and the incident added to the long list of reasons why I feel estranged from patriarchal mainstream religion.


  A good, simple definition of patriarchy offered by Gerda Lerner in her fine book, The Creation of Patriarchy is ‘the institutionalisation of male dominance over women both in the family and in society in general’. It implies that men hold power in all the important institutions in society and that women are deprived of access to such power. Where religion is concerned, many women feel that a great wounding has been perpetrated upon those of our sex for far too long and the reason why the York incident is so significant is that it clearly illustrates a built-in assumption about the nature of the Divine. It is about centuries of the elevation of the masculine and the devaluing of the feminine.


  The meaning of the word ‘religion’ – re-ligio – is to re-tie the bonds, to reconnect with the source but wherever I look it connects to a male God. The four-letter name YHWH, usually pronounced Yahweh or Jehovah, was deliberately meant to be unpronounceable. What it actually represents is, ‘That which was and is and will be, formless, genderless, being and becoming – ONENESS.’ but it is invariably translated as ‘Lord’, ‘King’ or ‘Father’. I want to know how the Source got hijacked by one half of the human race and how we can get it back? In company with a growing number of women, Jewish, Christian, Muslim, I feel wounded and cheated by the centuries of exclusion. And now many of us are trying to find a way to visualise anew what religion could be and how we could become whole. In turning to the myths and stories of the ancient goddesses, in exploring Wicca and Paganism, in searching for something meaningful amongst the sacred traditions of other cultures, women are recognising that the Divine is not only ‘out there’ but is in us and we can reclaim it. As Simone de Beauvoir once said, “This has always been a man’s world, but none of the reasons hitherto brought forward in explanation of this fact has seemed adequate.”


  In antiquity the goddess was a valid image. Her priestesses were respected. Women had an equal part to play in the spiritual matters of their communities. But the world turns. Things change. The new monotheistic religions founded by men had an exclusively male priesthood and by the Middle Ages the wise woman had metamorphosed into the wicked witch.


  The terror of the Inquisition reigned for over 200 years. In relatively permissive England alone 30,000 witches were tortured and killed between 1542 and 1736. Unbelievably, Witchcraft Laws were still on the statutes until 1951. The Inquisition outlawed and demonised the ancient wisdoms of women and cut them off from their own direct experience of spirituality. Denied any form of spiritual authority until the year 1992 when the Church of England synod finally granted them the right to become priests (not priestesses, mind you, and still serving the Father rather than the Mother), women have been conditioned to have little confidence in their own spiritual vision. Prejudice against women in the church is rife and a legacy of fear still haunts those of us who seek to reclaim the mystery, power and magic of the feminine.


  But slowly, slowly in the wake of the women’s movement, the New Age movement and the ecology movement there has been a growing recognition in the West that, although the word still carries a frisson of alarm, ‘witches’ were, and still are, none other than wise women who preserve in their collective unconscious the remnants of an older religion based on worship of nature and the feminine principle. It is an interesting observation that as the churches are getting emptier there is a simultaneous gathering groundswell of interest in ancient pagan traditions, Celtic and other European folk traditions, and Native American traditions. Within mainstream religion, feminist scholars and theologians (or should that be thealogians) are reinterpreting sacred texts, reclaiming the women who were bulldozed out of history. Things are on the move again. It is an exciting time to be alive. Part of the purpose of my quest is to get a better idea of the choices women are making in the closing years of the millennium. I am no scholar or expert myself but in common with many ordinary women I share a vision of the feminine becoming truly integrated into a rich and varied spiritual palette in which sexism plays no part. Patriarchy also hurts men.
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  I arrived at last in Portland, Oregon to find my friend Elsa’s laughing, loving face waiting for me at the barrier. One of life’s greatest pleasures is to be met. Especially at strange airports. To be expected, looked for, waited for is such a blissful contrast to the usual chin-quivering bleakness of facing a forest of hands waving for other people when nobody knows you or knows you’re there or cares at all.


  Elsa is an artist – a painter and illustrator. We have known and loved each other for many years. Lifetimes. As soon as she heard I was writing a book about women and their search for an authentic spirituality, she launched into a bracing defence of atheism, and of autonomy and creativity as the only spiritual path worth taking.


  “Then and now I wanted none of it!” she said. “My Jewish upbringing had nothing to do with spirituality – only ‘supposed-to’s’, like washing your hands after going to the toilet, like making your bed. You did all that Jewish stuff but it was meaningless to me. Sunday school was boring and stupid, unnecessary, repetitious. In the synagogue everybody was pretending, watching each other, watching the clock. It was like a dysfunctional family where everybody says everything is fine. I thought it was all bullshit. Only the music was beautiful and transcendent. But the rituals! The repeat-after-me stuff, the walking round the Torah – pure hypocrisy! People were sweating, yawning, bored to death. And since then, all the religions, the isms, the retreats, mantras, deep breathing, chants, systems and processes that are supposed to avail you of a spiritual experience – none of those things ever spoke to me. They bothered me. Embarrassed me. I thought it was all lies. I never could open my arms to that stuff. It pushed me away because it was all unrelated to my spiritual experience which seemed to come from inside me. It was directed from within, not something imposed from outside – not a stand-up, sit-down, clap-your-hands ritual. And anything to do with a special place of worship – I winced at that.


  “To me, spirituality has nothing to do with the rational mind. It is an ability to be without self-consciousness. You simply are – fully alive, engaged, integrated. That, to me, is a spiritual state and my first real memory of it is not, in fact, related to art but to being in nature. The first time I was able to come down out of my busy brain, out of my physical awareness into a condition of connectedness was in nature. I was always a very driven person when I was a child. Very perfectionistic. Very self-conscious. Always in control, analysing, describing, labelling. Never relaxed, never at peace. I performed very well but I was just ‘on’ all the time. Then I went to Copenhagen when I was 20. I sensed a joy of life there – beautiful flowers, great butter. I was ready. Walking one day on a vast green lawn with sunlight on it, I just remember coming out of that state and recognising where I had been – at peace, in harmony. No tension. No anxiety. It was almost like a levitation. I was not conscious of my physical body. I was just utterly light, free, unencumbered. Once I’d experienced this I recognised it as the state I was supposed to feel when all my friends in college were chanting and talking about unconditional love. But that had meant nothing more to me than the ‘supposed-to’s’ of my childhood. It did not give me any altered state of being in any way. It was busy work.


  “That ‘ah ha!’ experience was rather like my first orgasm – ‘so that’s what they meant! Now I know!’ Once I had had that, I was open to it and began to sense the components that could make it happen – learning to relax, to turn off my brain, to get rid of the critical, analytical head stuff. When everything is integrated like a brilliant athlete or musician then there is a coming together, a flow, a sublime dance of all your parts.


  “I have trouble with the God word. People have told me that it’s arrogance, lack of humility, but I can’t bow down to ‘It’, the Big Thing Out There. It just doesn’t do it for me. It doesn’t compute. I don’t care what you call it – all this Higher Power stuff – I don’t relate to that kind of language. That is hierarchical thinking, pleasing-the-boss thinking. It’s just somebody’s intellectual notion. I care about the quality of what happens. When I’m in a completely altered state, engaged, in harmony, I’m in the ‘Mozart place’ – a place of unbridled passion married with exquisite discipline. That’s art. It’s so sublime, so utterly perfect that you almost die. We are as expansive as we want to be. I do what I do with a full heart because that’s what I’ve got to do. I don’t cheat and I don’t trick. I don’t want a ticket to anywhere. I just want to do it for and of itself. The best I can. Autonomy. It comes from within and if that makes me a bad person and not humble then somebody better explain why.”


  Elsa was on full throttle and when she paused for breath I could only say that although I might describe it differently, we were not actually in disagreement. The nature of the transcendent experience is pretty much the same however you may arrive at it.


  “This Big Daddy in the Sky, this Almighty Father, this being in thrall to a male authority figure whom you are supposed to please … No!” Elsa continued. “I’m not interested in doing it for ‘other’, only for itself. I like personal responsibility, not doing something for a reward, for approval, for salvation. Not ‘advance three squares and you’ll get a bigger ice-cream cone’. ‘Spiritual’, to me, is when I feel whole and guileless and free from mental constructs – soaring, weightless, a joyful dance of all my parts. Spirituality is the place where the real moment of your experience is embodied so that whatever is – peeling a carrot, putting on a band-aid – you are utterly present and engaged. Attentive. Respectful. You don’t compromise. You’re not trying to get away with giving a mediocre version. No matter what you are doing you attend to it with care. Nobody has to be checking up on you. No God has to be watching. It’s an internal imperative and that, to me, is a state of grace.


  “I’m in awe of the ocean, the stars, the sky, the Spring, the overwhelming mystery and power, the unfathomable magic. I want to swim in it, dance in it, rejoice in it, extract from it, use it – but I don’t need answers. I just want to be present. The idea that there is a ‘truth’ is absurd. There are only points of view. Love is carried on down from generation to generation. The genius and deeds of those who have gone before are sprinkled like Stardust on those who are not yet born. In me there is the drive to create. I am turned on and elated by visual harmony. I am excited by life and I want to capture that feeling. I swoon and rejoice when it works.”


  I love Elsa. More than anyone I know she has retained into her 6th decade a sense of childlike wonder and innocence. In her marvellous picture books for children everything comes alive. Salt and pepper pots have personalities. Tubes of toothpaste offer opinions. Boxes of matches sing and dance. She once sat for days sketching old vacuum cleaners in a museum because she fell in love with them. She faxed me her drawings. Her excitement and enthusiasm were so infectious I fell in love with them too. Her delicate, meticulous water-colours transport you instantly into the world of her imagination. Over the years, Elsa and I have always hoped that synchronicity would provide an opportunity for us to work on a project together. This seemed to be it so I was absolutely delighted when she agreed to design the cover and do the text illustrations for this book. Here are two of her poems. I think they capture her well:


  SWEET MYSTERY OF LIFE


  I might be weak, but I am also strong.


  Such degrees of each make me laugh.


  How can I, who foul up so many things


  Be able to perceive so much?


  Are we all like this, incredible?


  A mixture of the most unexplained, undefined glory?


  ON OCCASION


  Once in a while


  The stuff in my head


  And the stuff in my body


  Are the same


  There’s a place


  Where nothing asks


  For anything at all,


  Where whatever’s there fills all the cells


  And dances.
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  I was in buoyant mood as I left Elsa’s sanctuary and headed north to the Eleventh Annual Spring Mysteries Festival – a gathering of pagans from all over the United States. I was on my way to the Olympic Peninsula, driving up the old Highway 101 – the Pacific Coast Highway. In my borrowed Cherokee jeep I hurtled past dense forests, past little logging towns and immense bodies of water – past inlets and islands and distant shipping lanes in the fine, sunny weather.


  It seemed a good idea to start with Paganism, a much-maligned and misunderstood spiritual path and one which continues to attract many women by its gentle, nature-based teachings. It all came about because I had seen an advertisement for the Center for non-Traditional Religions and written to them telling about my quest and asking for suggestions or contacts in the American Northwest. I received an immediate warm and friendly response inviting me to attend the festival as an ‘honoured guest’ thereby having “a real opportunity to meet with many more Pagans and Wiccans while in Seattle than you might otherwise expect.” You bet.


  My first tentative encounter with a pagan philosophy of life had taken place not long before in the magically named little town of Stepaside in Wales. Hidden from view in an overgrown field was the Mother Nature camp to which I had come to spend a week learning about ‘magic in the European tradition’. The camp, consisting of several large teepees and a couple of round straw-roofed hogans dotted about in the long grass, was the brainchild of a delightful woman called Anna Humming Earthworm Hawthorn. I had visited her stand at the Mind, Body and Spirit Festival a few weeks earlier and been attracted to the gentle, friendly ambience. On an impulse I enrolled. I had no idea what to expect but if there was a continuing tradition of European magic, I reckoned that a search for spirituality should include an acquaintance with it.


  When I arrived I confess my heart sank a bit. I am the complete town mouse, I’ve never been camping and I was useless at it. It had looked easy enough when I watched one of the camp inmates split kindling with an axe and start a merry blaze but now everything was damp and I was nearly in tears. Then, what triumph! What pride when eventually a little plume of smoke arose from my teepee and the big iron kettle was steaming on the grate. I made myself a bowl of exquisite porridge and a pot of tea. All this took two hours. No place here for the pace and preoccupations of city life. Only the present moment.


  Teaching sessions were held in the straw hogan. Anna, a shy, diffident woman who calls herself “a not very charismatic witch” was so unassertive and apologetic as a teacher that a couple of times during the course of that first morning I found myself looking at my watch and wondering what on earth I was doing here in a wet field full of slugs sitting round a smoky fire, smelling like a kipper.


  I was feeling decidedly bolshie about going out in the rain on a ‘pathwalking meditation’ to test an analogy between the pathways we walk in the world and the pathways in our nervous systems, but once I’d put on my wellies and started wandering about in the woods it suddenly began to seem much more profound. The symbolism came thick and fast; how much I tend to depend on the pathways other people have already made; how hard it is for me to venture into unknown territory; how frightened I am of becoming lost; how important ancient paths are for knowledge, safety, trade, communication, survival; how exciting to cut a brand new trail where no one had ever been before; how easy to hack your way insensitively rather than to go with care and consideration. Yes, the paths we create in our minds – ways of thinking – are like the external pathways of the world. Circuitous routes are often better than straight ones, especially uphill, and different perspectives are visible from different paths. In the multiplicity of spiritual paths to choose from there is no one right way – only different approaches to developing awareness, loving-kindness and compassion.


  Anna’s main point had effectively been made: that metaphors have always been the best way of teaching the pathways of knowledge and that apprenticeship to the mysteries of ancient wisdom begins with putting your feet on the path. Some of the places you go will be very old tracks laid down since the Dreamtime, others will be your own. All are valid.


  At the end of the session I felt my senses were sharper and my awareness keener than before. I also felt humbler and more receptive. There is something about modern life that makes us think we can learn everything quickly, greedily – get a video, have a briefing, hire an expert – but taking time to do things slowly alters your perceptions and creates the possibility for the unexpected to slip in between your heartbeats.


  Anna calls herself a witch only because she feels it is important to reclaim the word from the fear and loathing where it has languished since the Middle Ages. She is “dancing the dream awake” as she says. I came to admire her tremendously. Her quietness is deceptive – a great strength, in fact – and her teaching style organic rather than didactic. You suddenly make connections, uncover things for yourself that were there all along. She is an enabler; a flame from which others can light their tapers. She is a qualified psychotherapist and medical herbalist. In ancient times she would have been a priestess.


  Anna took on her whimsical name a few years ago. “It started as a joke,” she said. “People were starting to adopt all these American Indian names; Dancing Sun Bear, Yellow Moose Woman or what have you. I wanted to be a ‘workshop’ person too but I had never seen any of those animals so I chose Humming Earthworm Hawthorn. ‘Humming’, to stay in tune with changing energies and to enchant the mind into harmony. ‘Earthworm’, the only creature which eats earth and creates fertile topsoil. ‘Hawthorn’, the witches’ tree. Its thorny branches and bushy habit create a protective environment for the seedlings of larger trees, it provides the hottest firewood known and its berries make medicine for the heart.”


  I was very lucky. There could be no one better from whom to learn about magic. “Magic”, said Anna, “is not about tricks. You have to train yourself to see again the miracles around you.” Magic is about watching, being aware, being awake; a ceremonial acknowledgement of the cyclical changing of the heavens and an understanding that the movement of the earth and the heavenly bodies affect the affairs and progress of humankind. Hence her insistence that we spend a lot of time in nature just pondering and meditating upon the elements. They help us to uncover and recognise the connections between things and the way that nothing happens on its own but creates a chain reaction. We spent hours on our own walking in the countryside thinking about the properties and characteristics of water or air, fire or earth.


  I was fascinated by the connections and similarities between our ancient European traditions of ‘magic’ and the medicine wheel traditions of the Native Americans. Their medicine wheel is a tool for fine-tuning our relationships with the natural world, with the cycles of birth and death, with the ‘four directions’. As I understand it: The east is the place of the sunrise and new beginnings, of the Spring equinox. It is associated with birth and the element of air which is breath, life and inspiration. A feather or a stick of incense is often used to represent the east. The south is the place of the noonday sun, of the Summer solstice. It is associated with the intensity of youth and the element of fire which is love and growth and purification. Its symbol is a candle. The west is the place of the sunset, of transition and introspection, of the Autumn equinox. It is associated with our middle years, of harvest and healing. Its element is water and a chalice is often used as a symbol of the west. The north is midnight, darkness, the place of the elders and the age of wisdom. It is the time of the Winter solstice – the shortest day – when we celebrate the return of the light. The element of the north is earth and it is usually represented by a crystal, some salt or grain. Calling on the four directions with their associated elements and their animal totems, aligning ourselves with their energies and their rhythms opens the door and invites the benevolent forces from other realms to come to our assistance. That’s magic.


  Anna spoke very informatively about the pagan festivals – the ancient precursors of the holidays we observe today. In addition to the solstices and the equinoxes there are the ‘cross-quarter days’ in between. Samhain, for example, which became Hallowe’en is a time when the veils between this world and the Other World get very thin. One cycle is dying while another is beginning. Everything is returning to the earth, the leaves fall, the sap retreats, Persephone makes her journey to the Underworld. It was the time of the burning of the ‘green man’, the corn king who must die in order to be reborn the following spring. It is the festival of wholeness and of the soul, associated with apples – the symbol of eternal life. It is a time to honour the mysteries, a time of transformation, purification and bonfires. The origin of the pumpkin jack o’ lantern was a candle in a skull honouring the seat of consciousness. It is a time for ghost stories and fortune-telling games – releasing the ghosts and ties of the past that bind us. A time for witches to practise their craft – Wicca, the craft of the wise.


  The other cross-quarter days are Imbolc on February 2nd., which became Candlemas, a fire festival with its emphasis on emerging after the darkness of winter and rekindling the inner fire, a festival of germination and the stirring of the seed. This was the time of the goddess in her maiden aspect – the Bride, Birgitta. The time of Shrove Tuesday, Carnival, sexual freedom before Lent, Valentine’s Day (originally in honour of the God Pan). Then there is Beltane on May Day – a time of the sacred marriage of the God and the Goddess, a time for courting and flirting. Time to dance the dance of life with wild desire and sweet delight, to celebrate fertility and abundance. A time for celebration of relationships which bring forth life. In olden times, all fires were extinguished and lit anew from the Beltane fire built on the top of a hill. And, finally, Lammas or Lughnasa on August 1st – the time of the corn mother, of ripeness, lushness and maturity. But the descent into the dark has begun and the cycle comes round again.


  A witch was a shaman, a healer, a wise one, symbolically ‘riding’ the transforming powers, disappearing into different dimensions. (In Mexican, Native American, African or Amazonian Indian societies today, such gifted people are much revered). She might well have used hallucinogenic plants for far-seeing, hence the stories about flying and broomsticks. Her sign was the hexagram, the six-pointed star, which signified perfectly balanced energies. The original meaning of a ‘hex’ was a witches ability to restore balance. Her cauldron was the symbol of transformation. She was the repository of ancient wisdom (even the word ‘wisdom’ in its original usage meant ‘possessing powers of magic’). And what is meant by magic? “It is to be mindful of the forces of nature,” said Anna, “and to call upon their help thereby enhancing your own power – the power of thought to create energy and reality.” This doesn’t seem any more illogical to me than a belief in God.


  Magic is art. It has to do with forms, with structures, with images that can shift us out of the limitations of everyday reality, with visions that can hint at new possibilities. Magic is also will – action, passion, choices, faith. When you consciously direct energy by the images in your mind, by your speech, by your actions you cause changes to happen. This is no different from prayer. Having integrity as a witch or as anything else means recognising that your choices have consequences and that you are personally responsible for what happens.


  Occult shops are full of books of spells and incantations – how to get your lover back, how to get revenge, how to win… These are the obvious traps waiting for angry people who are longing to make their lives different without taking responsibility. But magic is not about power over other people, said Anna, “It is about calling forth your own autonomous power from within.”


  Anna’s teachings are based on a world view of ‘immanence’, a pantheistic conception of the Divine being present throughout the universe; of spirit and transformative power being embodied in the natural world. Her creed has nothing whatsoever to do with Satanism, a post-Christian perversion of the occult, although this, of course, was the propaganda put about by the Inquisition which still sticks to this day. From this came the ill-informed bandying about of the emotive words ‘black magic’ and the great misunderstanding that has arisen around the concept of pagan rituals.


  “It is a shame that ‘black’ has become associated with evil,” said Anna. “Black magic is really about letting things grow in the warm, dark places. It is slow, nurturing women’s magic (which is why it became damned). Like the womb, it is a place of growth; it is the symbolic fertile earth where the hidden seed lies unfolding; it is the ocean’s depth; it is the netherworld where we go for our visions. We shouldn’t be afraid of the darkness. It is the place where we dare to close our eyes, to rest, to sleep, to dream.”


  She talked about the exciting new area where science and spirituality meet, where scientists have begun at last to recognise what shamans and healers have always known; that matter and energy are not separate forces but different forms of the same thing – like water, ice and steam. A younger generation of writers and thinkers from the scientific community such as Gary Zukav (The Dancing Wu Li Masters, The Seat of the Soul) and Fritjof Capra (The Tao of Physics, The Turning Point) have broken new ground in the last decade or so. Capra tells of his revelation while travelling in India on the hippy trail. Contemplating an image of the dancing multi-limbed Shiva surrounded by a ring of fire he understood for the first time that mystics and physicists were both trying to illuminate the same basic fundamental truths about the nature of the universe. Miracles are merely the clever handling of energy in all its manifestations. Divine intelligence may be as small as an electron.


  Albert Einstein once said; “A human being is part of a whole called by us, ‘universe’ – a tiny part limited in time and space. We experience our thoughts and feelings as somehow separate from the rest – a kind of optical delusion of our consciousness. But this delusion is a prison of our own making, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.”


  Since Einstein formulated his theory of relativity in 1916, physicists have discovered that the human organism is not just a physical structure made of molecules. At the most basic sub-atomic level, we are also composed of energy fields. We are constantly changing, ebbing and flowing, affected by what goes on around us. Scientists are learning to measure these subtle changes with more and more accuracy – for example; electrical currents from the heart (ECG), electrical currents from the brain (EEG), lie detectors which measure electro-potential of the skin, devices which can measure magnetic fields around the body without even touching it.


  This knowledge is growing all the time and we are more able to see the connections between objective scientific descriptions and the world of our own subjective human experience. We now know that sub-atomic particles are affected by the energy being directed at them in the form of thought. In other words, thought forms have energy. Thought forms have the power to heal. Imagery and the spirit play a central part in the process of the transformation of both physical and emotional life. It has taken science a long time to come up with subtle enough instruments with which to measure what, in our collective unconscious, we have always known. Fairy stories and folk tales are full of curses and blessings which are no more nor less than thought forms, negative and positive. When the witch doctor points the bone at an Australian Aborigine and tells him he will die, he will. When our parents or our religious leaders bestow blessings upon us, they give us comfort and courage. We are made stronger. Wicked trolls, with a mumbled spell, can turn a princess into a block of ice, a bird, a seal. She can be redeemed by the power of love. At a deep level we know this to be true.


  Our old solid world of concrete things is surrounded by an invisible, fluid world of radiating energy, constantly moving, constantly changing. This is what spiritual healers have been saying all along – the deceptively simple yet striking fact that thought influences matter; that the mind and the emotions have a profound effect on the body for they can alter the behaviour of the minutest components – the sub-atomic particles, the very building blocks which go to make up its structure and compose its intricate, interrelated systems.


  We cannot cause change without changing ourselves, said Anna. “It’s not so much ‘how can I get others to do what I want?’ but ‘what is preventing me from owning my own power?’ In shaping energy we take on the shape we create, we become the power that we call forth. If we can see ourselves as part of the whole we can affect the whole. If I am only concerned with myself, that is ‘wave consciousness’ and eventually I will crash on the beach and that’s the end of me but if I can see myself as connected to all things then I become the ocean. I believe that all of us have the ability, given sufficient dedication, to gather knowledge, magic, power and wisdom by getting in touch with our own deep core and tuning in to natural cycles.”


  Demons, she said, were nothing but our own fears. They can be conquered by naming them. They lose power when they are called by their true names (envy, insecurity, jealousy, lust). We need to take the horrible vibe out of the occult and re-own it. It is not to do with having control over other people, it is about being an instrument in the Divine orchestra.


  “A ritual is a state of openness and total attunement where you become one with the natural forces around you. It should be creative and sensitive like the lovemaking between two people. There is nothing sinister or particularly dangerous about rituals. Like any other useful tool or technique, it can be irresponsibly misused but the laws of karma ensure that any evil eventually rebounds on the perpetrator, rendering it ineffective in the long run. The first principle of magic is that all things are interconnected. All is relationship. You can’t do any lasting magic without love.”


  Most of the people I met at the Mother Nature camp were travellers. I was profoundly moved by their yearning to find another way to live – by the Utopian dream of a fair, loving non-hierarchical community where people heal and encourage one another and take care of the Earth. People who have been deeply wounded by our alienating culture – poets, mystics, misfits, dropouts – are attracted to the vision being nourished there. A place to be safe and loved. A tribe. The beautiful thing about a real community is that it counters estrangement and isolation. People are connected to one another and to nature. Alas, the thrust of Western culture has been to destroy little communities who reject mainstream living. For some reason conventional society feels threatened by the travellers and teepee dwellers. On a personal level, the whole notion of homecoming and belonging touched me very deeply. I thought of Wordsworth’s extraordinary poem Intimations of Immortality:


  Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting


  The soul that rises with us – our life’s star -


  Hath had elsewhere its setting and cometh from afar.


  Not in entire forgetfulness and not in utter nakedness


  But trailing clouds of glory do we come


  From God who is our home.


  Maybe we are all longing to go home to some place we remember but have never been.


  The neo-pagan movement with its re-discovery of the goddess seems to offer a real alternative to the masculine symbolism of the great monotheistic religions. The whole idea of ‘dominion over’ is anathema. It encourages a respect for the feminine, a reverence for the cosmic forces and a love of the natural world. Its rites are full of dance, poetry, laughter and music. It is no coincidence that the movement is growing while the churches are emptying.


  With its focus on the natural world, the elements and the seasons, Anna’s teaching gently illustrated how everything is in a constant state of flux, forever flowing. Magic is about transformation but it is happening around us all the time. Our bodies, in a continual cycle of dying and renewing, are magic. All of creation is an open system into and out of which flow constant streams of energy. “Once you begin to see things as processes rather than fixed things then you can begin to affect the flow,” said Anna. “You can re-balance; put things back in harmony.”


  I feel perfectly happy with this concept. Everything I have learned about healing in the ten years I have been actively practising accords with this definition of magic. Until I met Anna my rather dismissive image of modern pagans had been formed by a couple of quick browses round my local New Age shop which has a whole section on Wicca complete with pointed hats, cloaks and bottles of All Night Long Oil. Its easy to scoff but beyond the fantasy and the fancy dress, the promises of a never never land and the longing for a potion to make your dreams come true lies a philosophy infinitely more profound. Through all the centuries of persecution it has lain low but never completely disappeared.
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  So now, I was on my way to the furthest, Northwestern corner of the United States to an American pagan gathering and the re-enactment of an ancient rite. Trains laden with huge felled trees wound their way along the water’s edge on their way down to the paper mills on the Columbia river. I was feeling quite intrepid as I drove along; an adventurer, a seeker, a pilgrim. Then just as suddenly my mood changed and I found myself experiencing a sharp pang of homesickness. Home seemed very far away.


  I found myself thinking, too, of my beloved friend Marie. When her teenage daughter, Pascale, was killed in a freak accident Marie was drawn to undertake a Native American ‘vision quest’ in an attempt to make some sense of the tragedy. She wrote a beautiful book about her journey called, A Healing Quest, but there were countless times when all she could do was howl with loneliness and grief wondering what in heaven’s name she was doing so far from home. Maybe we are seized by this implacable, intractable need to undertake a spiritual search when there is a yearning for connectedness, when we are homesick for the light, when we are gripped by the pain and grief of loss (of a child, of a relationship, of youth.) I haven’t been prompted by anything as terrible as the death of one of my children but like many other women today, I am grappling with a way to redefine what spirituality means to me and the ways in which I can tap into it. I am trying to ‘walk through the open gate’, in the writer, Kimberley Snow’s phrase. Looking for authentic ways to invite and maintain a feeling of connection with something larger than myself.


  “I’ve suddenly realised something! I see what it is”, said one of my healing clients, sitting bolt upright on the treatment table back home. “I’ve been looking at things all wrong. I’ve been angry and frustrated by all the difficulties in my life instead of seeing them as a gift. It’s been under my nose the whole time. I’ve been asking God to show me then not listening to the answer. The things which I have been trying to get rid of – the domestic challenges, the health problems – are the very things which are forcing me to make changes and ask questions”. Our gentle healing session had brought her mind, body and spirit into balance and enabled a moment of clarity. She had begun to trust her connection to the Divine. On this journey I am hoping to do the same. To see the difficulties and challenges as gifts. To surrender and open myself to those shafts of light that illuminate the space where maybe I stand in my own shadow.


  The combination of our materialistic, consumer culture and the atheistic, scientific ethos of our times has conspired to make us doubt such moments of insight and revelation, to doubt the very existence of our place in the sun. We have lost the tools with which to cultivate the health of the spirit or our connection to the sacred. As women oppressed by a patriarchally dominated religious tradition we have lost confidence in our instincts.


  As a way forward, I personally feel the need to explore and experiment with many sources – from Buddhist teachings to Wicca rituals – to create a synthesis, a wholeness that will nourish the indwelling spirit. I want to know what it would feel like to wake up, to come alive, to dance and sing, to chant and drum, to fill up with wonderment at being a woman, to celebrate the divine energy of my spirit, to connect with all women, with all beings, with the earth, the sky, the trees and the rocks.
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  I finally arrived on the tip of the Northwest peninsula for the Pagan celebration of the Eleusinian Spring Mysteries of Greek mythology. Fort Flagler National Park is a most beautiful spot overlooking the Puget Sound and the Straits of Juan de Fuca with the Canadian Rockies gleaming, dramatically snow-clad and majestic in the far distance across the water. I was one of the first to show up at the rather incongruous setting of an old de-commissioned army barracks where the Pagans had booked in for the Easter Week to perform, as they do every year, the ancient Mysteries.


  Gradually people started to appear. A battered old van bearing the bumper sticker, ‘Isis, Isis, Ra! Ra! Ra!’ disgorged three baby witches – shaven headed, pierced young women in Addams Family clothes with black lipstick and purple talons. There were bikers and hippies and middle-aged grannies – one drove up in a red sports car. ‘Life’s a witch and then you fly!’ said her bumper sticker. There were also plenty of ordinary families with children who unpacked picnics on the grass. There were two stout lovebirds from Idaho, arms entwined, who met here at a previous event and have been together ever since.


  As each new batch of arrivals turned into the carpark dressed for the occasion in various merry interpretations of fancy-dress witchery – a dazzlement of bizarre inventions gradually took shape. There was an ancient crone who hobbled about in fringed Indian buckskin with beaded moccasins and a tall staff with a crystal ball embedded in the tip; a saturnine gent dressed head to toe in black leather with a pentacle tattooed on his forehead; an elderly man in a long black cloak with a long pointy hood; a baby with her own special little sky-blue hooded cloak. There were bards and healers, artists and musicians, covens and communes. A motley crew they were with as many non-conformists, misfits and oddballs as you would expect. Trailing velvet abounded. People came in Robin Hood and Maid Marion outfits. There was a weasely chap in a fur hood with antlers and a group of enormous ladies in spectacularly plungy laced-up bodices.


  Watching all these colourful folk arrive I felt somewhat detached to begin with – an outsider looking in. And, it’s true, I am an outsider but I am also a spiritual traveller with an open heart trying to understand the deeper meaning beyond the external trappings which, it has to be said, can look a bit weird. Gradually, as I listened to their strongly held views, a deep respect grew in me. Theirs is a spirituality with immense power and depth as valid as any other and often misunderstood. In fact, after a short while, in such a festival atmosphere I began to feel rather dull and boring by comparison. I wished I had brought my purple feathered cloak which hangs in a garment bag in my attic – bought in a moment of madness years ago and just waiting for an occasion such as this. At least I had great kudos because I’d come all the way from England. ‘The Holy Land’, they wrote on my name tag. Everyone wants to go there – to Glastonbury, to the great standing stones, to the ancient Motherland.


  I got talking to a tall, regular-looking old ex-naval officer in his seventies wearing a baseball cap who came to the ‘craft’ a couple of years ago through his pagan daughter when he realised that the general precepts coincided precisely with his own views and the way he’d always tried to live his life – namely, that you create your own reality, that you envision an ideal and move along towards it, that the energy you put out is what comes back to you. “I thought pagans were people who had no religion”, said the ex-naval officer, “but I now believe that the main task of the Pagan movement as a whole is nothing less than to save the planet. Pagans consider nature to be sacred and that we human beings need to be mindful of our impact on it. I believe that we can lead the way to a more peaceful future.”


  A woman named Ivy was feeling a little anxious, not knowing what she had let herself in for. She knew only that she has slowly and with gathering conviction found herself drawn to Paganism and Wicca by a deep yearning for meaningful ritual in her life. She told me about a special ceremony that she and a group of friends had invented to mark the menopause. “None of us really knew what we were doing,” she said, “but we closed our eyes and we remembered. I believe in ancient memory and that we all have, buried within us, all the knowledge and wisdom of our fore-mothers.” The ceremony had come together spontaneously and they were all moved by its power and beauty.


  Over the past few years, even in England, where we tend to be reticent about these things, women are joining together more and more frequently, in large groups and small ones, to create meaningful rituals and symbols, to mark important rites of passage. Battling against a legacy of fear and negativity deep in the collective unconscious, starting up a circle or a coven requires a lot of courage, creativity and imagination. Ever since Anna’s Mother Nature Camp in Wales where I first learned about it, I have come to love ritual. I love the transformative potential of it. I love the powerful drama of it. I love the way it helps me to embody experience and deal with it physically. I need it in my life and for the past few years, like Ivy, I have been inventing and ‘remembering’ rituals to mark significant events for myself and others – the birth of a grandchild, the beginning of menstruation for a young woman friend – or rituals to heal emotional trauma – unfinished business with a parent who has died, unresolved grief over an abortion or miscarriage. It is a tremendously exciting process and seems like important work. Ritual allows us to act out our myths and stories – to share and to witness, to experience directly archetypes of symbolic transformation.


  When we had all registered, an opening circle was held outside in the magnificent natural theatre of sea and sky by the last light of the dying sun. The casting of a circle always begins a ritual and serves to bring everyone together for a common purpose. It serves as a transition into an expanded, non-ordinary state of consciousness. It defines a safe and magical space within which the power and the energy are contained – preventing their dissipation and focusing on the intentions for the days to follow.


  Starhawk, the author of several influential books on the subject of ritual and women’s spirituality believes that there is a crucial transformation of our culture taking place, away from patriarchal violence, towards love of life, of nature, of the female principle. In our opening circle we praised the Great Mother, we invoked the animal spirits, we invoked the powers of the four directions and of the elements. Pagans stand in a circle to celebrate roundness, to look inward at the face of the Divine in each other. In the hopes that she would bless our gathering, Goddess songs were sang, ceremonial tasks were performed and a spiral dance was danced. This was not an exclusively women’s event but women were taking most of the leadership roles. The impression I got was that the Goddess is alive and well and making her presence felt in the world today.
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  Bear Arms would be a pub if it were in England but in the nearby little town of Port Hadlock it is a gun store. There are some pretty conservative, not to say redneck, folks around here and Pete Pathfinder’s injunction “not to wear your cloaks in the town” was a sensible precaution against provoking any unnecessary aggravation. Pete is the founder and Arch-priest of the Aquarian Tabernacle Church – one of the many pagan groups in the United States. He is also the initiator of this annual festival and my host.


  Back at the camp, the morning began with a symposium – “What sort of leadership do we want?” It was open to everyone but mostly those who came were already practising as priestesses or priests. Pagans, modern ones at least, are an anarchic bunch all of whom have come out of some other religious background because they detested the tyranny of the orthodoxy. Any kind of structure is deeply mistrusted because of its tendency to solidify into a hierarchy and everyone agreed that there was more likelihood of a potential Pagan leader becoming a target for anti-authoritarian aggression from within the movement than there was any danger of gurufication. People project all the authority issues that they might have had with their parents, catholic nuns, teachers etc. onto whoever stands up and takes on the mantle. I very much liked a High Priestess from Florida, the Reverend Jacque, whose full-time job it is being a Wiccan minister. When she goes into prisons or hospitals to do her pastoral work she wears a dog collar “because you don’t get a second chance to make a first impression”.


  A friendly, pretty woman, Jacque spoke about the long-running battle for freedom of worship she has fought with her local City Hall. Florida, often known jokingly as South Georgia, is Bible Belt Country – a stronghold of evangelical, fundamentalist Christians. When the Unitarian church finally agreed to rent her little group some space to hold meetings a neighbour started rumours saying they were dancing naked, wielding knives, killing babies and all kinds of other preposterous lies! A local newspaper printed her photo and ran an article next to it entitled; “Is there a link between the rise in abortion and the number of witches?” It went on about witches being mad for ritual and constantly needing a supply aborted foetuses. People moved into the area from the Right to Life group to spy on them. There were death threats and once a carload of young men drove by shooting at them. In the end Jacque had to appeal to the Federal Court in order to force the city to hear the case. They just didn’t want to know.


  “Luckily, if you dig deep enough, the law is there”, she said. “Familiarise yourself with it. Get to know the law librarian. Use all your charm. Once you’ve decided to take the path, don’t be intimidated. Stand tall. Worship outside if you want to. People gain strength from your commitment. Say proudly, ‘I am a witch. I am a priestess. I’m in an earth-centred religion and we believe the Gods and Goddesses are everywhere. It’s called Wicca.’ Stand up and tell the world our religion is first class. Our children learn what they see, not what they hear. Teach them to be assertive. What kind of example are the fundamentalists teaching their children? I thought Jesus preached about replacing hate with love.” In the end Jacque was found totally innocent of all the trumped up charges and won the right to practise her religion unmolested. Now, more and more frequently, her presence is requested as a minister in hospitals and prisons.


  “There are probably more than 100,000 active pagans in the United States alone”, she says. “If we are going to change public misconceptions about us we have to be seen to be valuable to the community. You can’t get caught speeding or avoiding your taxes. Help out at the animal shelter. Run a soup kitchen for the homeless. Your first line of defence is a list of your good works.”


  “What should I say If someone asks me if I am a witch?” asked one young woman. “If I say yes I get into all these arguments about Satanism with stupid, ignorant people who have already made their minds up. If I don’t say yes I feel a coward.”


  “Answer a question with a question,” said Jacque. “Ask them, ‘What do you mean by witch?’ Explain your question. If you mean am I interested in herbal medicine? Yes. Am I a hands on healer? Yes. Do I worship outdoors? Yes. Am I a Pagan? Yes. Do I believe in the old Gods and Goddesses? Yes. Do I have a deep spiritual commitment to the Earth? Yes. Tell them that Satanism is a Christian concept. It is a perversion of Christianity. In a pre-Christian religion, how could there be an Anti-Christ? If someone asks me what constitutes a wiccan I say, ‘Why don’t you watch one for a while and see how they are living?’”


  When the discussion ended we all gathered outside for the start of the great sea ritual. Three aspects of the Goddess – The Maiden, The Mother and The Crone – symbolising the major phases of a woman’s life, danced in our circle, the old dying and becoming the new. According to ancient tradition, the Great Goddess was always triple, representing the phases of the moon waxing into fullness, waning into darkness, becoming renewed in tranquillity and wisdom. Representing also the upper world, the earth and the underworld, the flower the fruit and the seed. Blue and shivery in their diaphanous Greek costumes, the performers bravely recreated Eleusis and the Aegean Sea in the Northwest corner of Washington State.


  We were each given a daffodil and a small pink pig made out of baked dough to represent symbolically the real sacrifice of a real pig. In ancient times this would have been part of the purification process which had to be gone through in preparation for initiation into the mysteries and may have had something to do with the shedding of blood into the earth and its menstrual symbolism of cyclical renewal. Then we all filed down the road to the sea in a long procession chanting, ‘The river is flowing, flowing and growing. The river is flowing down to the sea. Carry me tenderly, a child I will always be. Carry me tenderly down to the sea’. In a trice, the ‘sea priests and priestesses’ had disrobed and stood naked on the shore. White as alabaster and covered in goose pimples they heroically collected our flowers and plunged into the freezing sea to offer them. Then we all ‘sacrificed’ our pigs, hurling them into the waves to symbolise that which we would like to cast off. There was much laughter and exhuberance and more chanting. I loved the air of creativity and freedom and was aware that we have a lot to be thankful for living in a society where the laws and the constitution are actually on your side if you’re prepared to stand up for your rights.


  After dinner there was a women’s circle around a nice, crackling bonfire. Fifty women drumming and hollering is an awesome sight. People took turns, as the spirit moved them, leaping to their feet for an impromptu solo dance in the firelight while the rest of us clapped and cheered them on, ululating shrilly like an encampment of Bedouins. Sparks flew in the night air. The nearest we came to debauchery were the ritual paper cups of Ribena and chocolate chip cookies passed round! On the other side of the woods, the sound of the rival men’s circle rending the air could be heard through the trees – celebrating the hero, the warrior, the hunter – asserting their masculinity in all its innocent strength and virtue, cleansed and reborn in the atavistic ecstasy of dancing and drumming in the moonlight.


  The forum next morning was on the subject of “What is a pagan?” I was astonished at the wide range of backgrounds represented by the participants; a landscape artist, an architect, the mayor of a New York suburb, a Ph.D. in Anthropology, businesswomen and men, sex therapists, counsellors, teachers, a moose-jaw carver, a classical cellist, an airline caterer … the same cross-section you’d find anywhere, in fact. The point is, you probably wouldn’t recognise a pagan if you saw her or him in the street. Some are wandering pilgrims, some read the Wall Street Journal and have investments. Some throw their bodies on the line to save trees, some move strategically in political circles. They came from all over the United States and Canada.


  There followed a lengthy discussion on the difficulties involved in defining a Pagan ‘code of behaviour’.


  “Paganism is a continuum,” said someone, “and there are a lot of places along the way where you can fit in”. “We don’t seem to have a common ethical system,” commented someone else, ‘Do as you will except that you harm no one’, the old Gardnerian creed, is the ethical system of adolescents. “It only works while you are fighting your parents. Now is the time to build something, and that means rules of some kind. We don’t need ten commandments carved in stone but there is, nonetheless, a craving for boundaries.”


  “The crux is,” said a priestess from the mid-west, “in Paganism, we’re supposed to make our own boundaries but many of the young people who are attracted to Paganism come from dysfunctional families and don’t have the tools to do it themselves. They are often negative. They understand freedom to mean not having to do something, rather than the freedom to accomplish something. There are a lot of people who are acting out and working through personal problems. Partly because this is such an open and accepting culture, it is very easy to do that to excess.”


  “It’s inevitable that we’re going to attract people who have been very hurt in their lives and haven’t healed,” said Pete Pathfinder, “because, as a movement we’re accessible, welcoming. A lot of them are immature and rebellious – mistrustful of any kind of authority – yet needy as hell. In my experience they either self-destruct or move on somewhere else.”


  An old woman dressed in a hessian sack belted round the middle with a length of rope spoke up, “A community shouldn’t define itself by who it excludes but by embracing diversity. ‘Perfect love and perfect trust’ is a journey and not a destination. If you are in a position of leadership you must open yourself to serve. You have to be vulnerable and take risks. We have a responsibility to take care of this world and that means those on the margins as well.”


  The discussion continued well past the allotted time and focused primarily on ways in which Paganism could become a viable, vital force in the twenty-first century – with organic rather than authoritarian structures. What I saw was a very supportive, tolerant group of people struggling to define their commonalties in a community where diversity is so fiercely trumpeted.


  The meeting was followed by Jacque’s workshop on Advanced Wicca which turned out to be essentially ‘less is more’ and came across like any sound practice which takes care of itself once you shut up and stop proselytising and act from your loving heart.


  “This is not a spectator sport – some kind of ‘Dungeons ‘n’ Dragons – it’s a religion,” concluded Jacque who, in addition to being an ordained minister in the Aquarian Tabernacle Church, also used to be a flight instructor and has a degree in Systems Management. “We need to create a vortex of magic, to weave ourselves together reaching for that higher space. The world is full of people who want to dominate other people. Wicca offers a better way to live than that. A lot of it is about reverence and gratitude, about defending the Earth. The emphasis is on how to do magic to make the world a better place and ourselves better individuals. Focus is magic. Intention is magic. Stretch yourself and help others to stretch. Make environmentally responsible choices. It’s not to do with initiation or dressing up. We’re looking for that moment of clarity – of epiphany. Gradually you begin to change the way you see things, the way you act. As you change you also start to make personally responsible choices about taking care of yourself better. I say to people, ‘Don’t come in my circle with drugs in your body. Don’t come in my circle with alcohol in your body – even caffeine. Chemicals ain’t what we’re trying to do.”


  Alas, our culture’s relationship to the living Earth has lost the quality of balance and reciprocity that, say, the Aborigines and other indigenous peoples had. I thought about the time I spent with the Aborigines of the Western Desert in Australia while working on my book, Older Than Time. In none of the many Aboriginal languages is there a word for ownership. They had evolved a way of life that was richly spiritual and connected to the natural world in which relationship was everything. Relationships with each other and with the land. Their beautiful Dreamtime creation myths portrayed the physical world as a language to be learned – part of the education of every child. Reading the seasons, talking to trees, listening to the emanations of plants, feeling the energy of rocks, being in communication with the elements and with the spirits. Ritual and religious knowledge involved patient learning throughout a lifetime. The Aborigines had much to teach Westerners which, if we hadn’t been so busy destroying their culture, we might have had ears to hear. They lived in harmony with their environment because they had developed a capacity to integrate their inner and outer worlds, their waking and dreaming states, their conscious and unconscious minds. They had a sense of common consciousness, of the interrelatedness of all things very difficult for a patriarchal mindset to understand.


  And now it is only by valuing again the ‘feminine’, by restoring a love affair with the living land that we have a chance to pull back from the brink of madness and extinction. I long to believe that it isn’t too late. As the forests disappear and disease, depression and social chaos become more widespread we are brought face to face with the folly of ‘dominion over’. It is time for an animistic perspective – for the ‘God/dess in everything’ to come again. We chanted, “We are the old people, we are the new people, we are the same people wiser than before.”


  I thought of a line from Rilke, “Go to the limits of your longing. Embody me.”


  The workshop was followed by the Lesser Mysteries – The first part of a dramatic presentation of the myth of Demeter and Persephone in which we all participate. The basic story is as follows. In the perpetual spring of the world, the Goddess Demeter was the giver of the fruits of the earth. Beautiful and golden, she was the personification of the gentle mother, accompanied everywhere by her beloved daughter, the fair Persephone (also known as Kore, the maiden). One day while Persephone was out picking flowers with her friends she heard the terrible thunder of hooves underground and out of the bowels of the earth burst Hades, the Dark Lord of Death, in his chariot drawn by six black horses, who snatched her up and carried her, screaming in vain for her mother, to his realm in the Nether Regions where he ravished her and pronounced her his bride – Queen of the Underworld.


  For nine days, grieving inconsolably, Demeter wanders the earth looking for her daughter in vain. Neither Gods nor men dare tell her of Persephone’s fate. Finally, Apollo, the sun god, who sees all on his daily journey across the sky, tells her it was Zeus, himself, who had plotted with his brother, Hades, to let the Dark Lord marry the maiden.


  Wasting with grief for her beloved daughter, Demeter sends a terrible drought upon the earth which threatens to destroy the human race. No seed grows, no flower blooms, no stalk of grain ripens, no trees bear fruit. She spurns all messengers from Zeus and refuses to set foot on Olympus or let anything grow on earth until she sees her daughter again…


  In part two we all wore masks we had made earlier, having written inside them words that described what we perceived as our own particular strengths. The purpose of the mask is not to protect you from the Underworld but to help you know yourself. I had started out making mine rather irreverently, sticking on lots of feathers and a long, dangly rubber snake but then I really got into it and wanted to make it beautiful. My strengths I inscribed inside as: ‘a capacity for joy’ and ‘a genuine love of diversity’.


  Finally, persuaded by Zeus, who sends Hermes as a messenger, Hades agrees to let Persephone come back to see her mother but not before tricking her into eating three pomegranate seeds thereby breaking
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