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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

The Shaken Path

The Shaken Path is a detailed account of the Revd. Paul Cudby’s research into modern Pagan pathways. Stemming from a period of study leave, Paul immersed himself in many different Pagan worlds, meeting, befriending and experiencing Pagan beliefs and practices in a spirit of openness and friendly Christian engagement. The result, a description of and reflection on, the worlds of Wiccans, Witches, Druids, Heathens, Animists and Shamans, is an in-depth description and critical reflection on what he found and, because of the trust he built up within his Pagan encounters is a unique piece of research.

Paul’s research includes personal story and powerful reflection through an unwavering Christian lens. He offers the reader an account of how he has been challenged and changed by spending time alongside people whom many Christians regard with suspicion and sometimes fear. He records the kindness, hospitality and profound love of Pagans for the natural world, but also does not shy away from things he cannot explain or finds deeply problematic in Pagan practice.

In my role as National Adviser for New Religious Movements and Alternative Spiritualities I am approached by many people who are concerned about Pagans or who simply believe that Pagans are in league with the devil in some way. Some of these find the idea of Pagan rituals, spells and magick both frightening and threatening. Paul’s research will provide such people with an accessible account of Pagan life which should go a long way to dispersing hostility and creating a better understanding on which Christians can get to know their Pagan neighbours.

Paul, like other diocesan new religious movements advisers, is aware that Christians who pioneer this kind of work, may themselves attract suspicion or hostility from other Christians. He is therefore to be applauded for the thoroughness of his investigation and the care with which he has taken to represent himself as nothing other than a Christian priest willing to learn from and through others.

I recommend this research to you and hope it will be successfully published as a major contribution to the understanding of modern Pagan religion in the UK.

Anne Richards, Church of England’s National Adviser for New Religious Movements

Paul Cudby’s book, The Shaken Path, clearly demonstrates his openness to hearing about Pagan spirituality from Pagans themselves whist retaining his Christian faith. In doing so, he has been able to shine a more accurate light on how modern Pagans view their beliefs and practices, and to present them in a context that should help to remove much of the fear of Pagan traditions often experienced by Christians.

The Shaken Path guides the reader through a variety of the main Pagan traditions, reflecting on similarities and differences found in Christian denominations and, in doing so, provides Christians with an opportunity for deeper reflections upon their own faith traditions and practices. My own experiences of dialogue with those from other faiths as a Pagan have led me to deeper reflections upon my own Pagan path and practices, providing insights that I might not have otherwise gained whilst also leading to a greater understanding of ‘the other’. The Shaken Path has the potential to do the same for the Christian reader. I look forward to meeting and engaging in dialogue with Christians who have been accurately informed about Pagan traditions as a result of reading Paul’s book.

Mike Stygal, Chair of the Pagan Federation

This is a must-read book for anyone interested in interfaith work. Pagans seeking ways to more productively talk about themselves to Christians will find it really helpful, and the aspects of comparative religion will reward anyone interested in religion as subject.

Mark Townsend, author and Former Anglican Priest, now Druid and Independent Celebrant
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Foreword

Paul Cudby’s fascinating introduction to Paganism, written for Christians and others, is a welcome contribution to a field which until now has been largely neglected by the Church of England. His accessible style of writing belies the wealth of knowledge and insight contained in its pages, and he writes with sensitivity and understanding of Pagan praxis and practitioners, whilst remaining rooted within the Christian tradition. He weaves together story, reflection, and analysis as he examines different strands within Paganism, and introduces the reader to the diversity of Pagan practice and belief. His is an unusual journey.

As the author acknowledges, some readers within the Christian tradition will struggle with aspects of this study and reach different conclusions to Paul Cudby himself about the extent to which it is appropriate to enter into aspects of Pagan ritual in the quest to engage and learn. Yet, as he notes in reference to his study of Animism in chapter 5, he tries to follow the Church of England model of using ‘scripture, reason and tradition to understand experience,’ although he cautions that ‘there is very little tradition here beyond a tradition of suspicion which has a tendency to limit our beliefs rather than giving us the freedom in Christ to explore’. The fruits of his study are well worthy of the attention of a church which is new to the process of interfaith dialogue with Pagan partners; as he observes, the Druid Network was only admitted to the Interfaith Network as recently as 2014, and other Pagan streams are yet to be welcomed to the table. The desire in the church to engage well with such partners remains at an embryonic stage, as do broader questions about how best the church may enter into such dialogue. I expect this volume will help to shape a discourse which will mature in years to come.

This work also hints at broader questions concerned, for example, with the determination of truth; our imagery of God and use of language; and about some of the gaps within Christian theology which would themselves merit further study. Paul Cudby’s research also offers a timely critique of the church’s engagement with creation and ecology, and in the final chapter he offers an introduction to Forest Church through the lens of his own experience as part of a group which leads Ancient Arden Forest Church. As a result, this volume offers the necessary focus of an introduction to the subject of Paganism, whilst also inviting the reader to ask searching questions of his or her own faith and faith tradition.

I am pleased to commend it to you.

+David Urquhart

Bishop of Birmingham

Ascension Day 2016





Introduction

How did a Church of England parish priest who had once been a scientist come to write about Paganism?


It’s been a wonderful evening spent in the pleasant company of a group of Pagans living in Cornwall, many of whom choose the label ‘Witch’ to describe their spiritual path. They invited my wife, Alison, and me to share a meal with them in the Tintagel Arms in the seaside town of Tintagel where so many of them live, to cement the friendships we have grown and to show how much they have appreciated a Christian priest and his wife asking to find out more about their beliefs. Much of the evening has been full of frivolity, with the ale flowing and the food being just what we needed on the last night of our three and a half month trek around Britain before returning to the parish. Occasional quiet and more serious conversations have taken place with those sat around me, but as we wind towards the end, Laurence, or Loz as we all know him, approaches me. Loz is usually very jovial, but he also has a serious side which I have glimpsed once or twice. He has his serious face on now as he tells me an apocryphal story of a Roman Catholic Priest who came upon the nature deity Pan in a forest. Thinking him to be the devil, the Priest throws holy water over him and commands him to leave in the name of Jesus. Pan, perhaps rather nonchalantly, explains that he is not the devil and so will not leave. Patiently, he explains to the Priest who he really is. Eventually the Priest begins to listen, and, being satisfied in his own mind that the horned being in front of him really is who he says he is, he takes no further action. However, when the Priest returns home he tells no one of what he has seen. At the conclusion of his story, Loz, who is normally so affable and laid-back, looks straight at me from under his black leather hat and says, ‘Paul, don’t be like that Priest. Tell them the truth about us. Don’t keep what you’ve learned to yourself.’ I assure Loz that I have no intention of keeping what I have learnt to myself. Satisfied, he smiles, and the ale richly flows again.



That’s really one of the main reasons why this book came into existence, (although I’ll explain in more detail in a moment as to what I am aiming to achieve by writing this); because of a promise that I made at the end of my sabbatical study leave, but it’s not where this all started. This book’s journey, like mine, began some years earlier…

I’m an Anglican priest now, having been ordained in 2002, but my background is in science and I worked in that field for eleven years before retraining as a priest. Scientific training is something that stays with you because it develops a particular way of questioning everything. Consequently, my mind has tended to work away at problems quite rationally and, although some people might imagine that moving from science into religion is a less than rational move, the reality is that much of what we regard as core Christian theology, especially the branch called ‘Systematic Theology’, is, indeed, quite rational. An example of what I mean is the belief in the Trinity. Consider it like this: many early Christians came from a monotheistic viewpoint. As Jews they believed God was one God, yet their experience was of three distinct personalities: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The experience and the theology were unified by the belief that the one God did, in fact, have three distinct persons, but they were still all part of one God. It may seem confusing, but it is logically and experientially consistent and that is how much theology is worked out. The disagreements arise because, unlike science, the beliefs cannot be tested experimentally, but those concepts which are not internally consistent with core doctrines tend to be rejected.

For the rationally minded there is a lot to be satisfied with in the way Christians approach what they believe and that was certainly true for me. I enjoyed theology because, to me, it was often about problem solving, much as my previous employment in science had been. Yet, in common with many people who have been Christian believers for years, somewhere along the line something began to shift for me. At some point I began to be aware that the concept of mystery was becoming more important. Although for me, being a Christian has always revolved around being invited into a relationship with God through Christ, it began to feel that trying to do theology when you are also trying to relate to God personally was like trying to squeeze a wet piece of soap in a bath. You never quite get hold of God before he slips out of your hands and disappears into the foam. It’s probably different if you try and study him from a distance, but close-up?

Unfortunately, ‘close up’ was what happened when tragedy hit my family. Following a seven-year struggle with a brain tumour, my eldest sister finally lost her battle and died in 2007. I had all my theology of free will and the freedom of the universe to grow and develop worked out, beliefs that I still hold to today, but all the theology in the world doesn’t help in the midst of a deep personal grief, and I am convinced that her death was a part of the trigger. My interest in Celtic Christianity and its emphasis on God in everyday things deepened and the greatest mystery, that a loving God could have let this happen and that I still loved this God despite what had taken place, has gnawed away at me ever since.

Gradually, I began to listen to the still-small voice inside me explaining that my understanding of God was too small and too rational. I now believe that to be the voice of the Holy Spirit and have learned to trust that voice, however unsettling it is, and so it feels in many ways as if God approached me in a way that seemed more motherly than the Father I had previously known and found me weeping in the gravel, took my hands and said, ‘Come with me into the trees and walk on the grass. I won’t promise you answers, but the scenery is much better for your soul.’ And so it began…

Every few years, Anglican priests are granted a sabbatical, a space of about three months to study outside the parish in order to recharge and gain new spiritual perspectives. My wife, Alison, and I didn’t have to think very long about how we would use this time as by now it was seeming pretty clear to us that we ought to try and find out more about Paganism, especially given that the modern understanding of Celtic Christianity seems to share similar imaginative and romantic roots with the modern understanding of Paganism and, as many of our friends were influenced by both, the planning began. It’s surprising just how long it takes to put together a period of study leave if you’re going to use the time properly and we were relieved when my Bishop gave his blessing to the project, going so far as to ask me to become his advisor on such matters. We then had a choice: were we going to make this an academic exercise, or were we going to go and actually visit as many Pagans as would be willing to see us? The answer, of course, was both and so over the next few months we set about researching and buying the best reviewed books on Wicca, Witchcraft, Druidry and so on. Alongside that, I made good use of email, Facebook and various webpages to contact Pagans up and down the country asking if they would be willing to spend some time with an Anglican priest and his wife who simply wanted to know more about what they believed. The response to these enquiries was in itself enlightening and encouraging and has really rather set the tone for how the project has progressed. A few people checked me out online, or via mutual friends, to make sure I really was who I said I was and not some undercover reporter looking for a story style exposé. One or two said I would be very welcome just as long as I didn’t try and convert them! Only one person went on to ignore me after having made an initial positive response.

So it was that in the pouring rain on the day of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee celebrations in 2012 we finally bundled into our caravan with more than sixty books, bikes, walking gear and just about anything else you can imagine you need for a three and a half months’ trip, and headed north. Our journey took us through the Lake District, up the West Coast of Scotland to Orkney in time for the summer solstice where we were invited to participate in an open ritual and to be a witness at a handfasting (a Pagan wedding – legal in Scotland), and then back down to the Stirling area. Then, on the wettest day of the summer, we drove from Stirling down to Somerset, before moving on to Cornwall, back to the New Forest in time for Lughnasadh (the festival of the first fruits of the harvest, known as Lammas or ‘loaf-mass’ in the Church), up to Cheltenham for the Greenbelt festival and finally back to Cornwall. The time was spent reading (and we probably bought another twenty or so books while we were away), writing and visiting Pagans, either in their homes, at informal gatherings (Moots), at Circles and at Ritual, in shops they owned or simply in the pub. Over and over again we discovered friendly faces who were eager to explain what they really believed and who were very ready to engage in debate about the differences and some of the surprising similarities between aspects of Christian and Pagan beliefs. The level of honesty was sometimes breathtaking as we heard stories of spiritual experiences that were mainly (but not entirely) full of love and light and not at all what I had imagined.

Somewhere in the midst of it all I began to realise that a part of my reason for being called into this work was because of the need for a better dialogue, which is where we come up against a difficulty: the Church of England has historically held a position of having no official interfaith dialogue with any of the Pagan organisations. Its official interfaith partners have been the historically recognised world religions such as the Jews, Muslims, Hindus, etc. Late in September 2014 the British interfaith landscape seemed to have altered as, amongst others, the Druid Network were admitted to the Interfaith Network. At the time of writing we are awaiting developments with interest. So right from the outset I need to state my own beliefs that we should be entering official dialogue with some of the Pagan organisations in this country. This book is my contribution towards giving reasons why we should be engaging and trying to make that happen and when it does, to facilitate better understanding. I am fully aware that even though they may claim ancient roots, many of the Pagan religions are modern re-imaginings, but that does not, to me, seem like a good enough reason to ignore them. After all, exactly the same charge can be levelled at Celtic Christianity, but we take that seriously. Unlike new religious movements such as Scientology, Pagans generally struggle with any idea of earning money from what they believe, so I can affirm that Paganism is not some kind of money-making scam, but an expression of a deep earth-centred spirituality which is life-affirming and, for many, life-changing.

This, therefore, brings us to the aim of this book which is twofold: simply to inform Christians and other interested parties about what Pagans in this country really believe, and to show both Christians and Pagans alike that we have much to debate and some unexpected commonalities that some on either side might be uncomfortable with. Many of the books you can buy in Christian bookshops that relate in some way to Paganism will refer to it in the same breath as Satanism, effectively closing down the debate. This is unhelpful in the extreme, so I want to add something rather more informed to the debate. The way I intend to do this is by using a number of different formats in each chapter. Sometimes, as at the beginning of this chapter, I will include an experience or conversation in italics. Some of the names will be actual names and sometimes I will use a pseudonym to protect someone’s identity, given that there remains much anti-Pagan feeling in the popular press and I don’t want to ‘out’ someone who would prefer to keep their beliefs private. For Pagans and Christians alike a significant amount of what we believe is formed around story and so I will tell some of the stories of my experiences.

Much of the rest of the book will be simply trying to explain, in fairly straightforward terms, what it is that I have learned about a particular subject. In addition to this, there will be parts of the book where I want to be rather more in-depth about a subject, so when you encounter those sections be aware that what I’m saying at that point is treated rather more academically for those who wish to go a little deeper.

I do, however, think I need to offer a word of warning: if you choose to try and learn about and come alongside people who follow a Pagan path, you need to recognise that many Christians will misunderstand you and perhaps condemn you. I and some of my colleagues in this field have experienced this and it can be deeply distressing. It is not just some Christians who seem to have some kind of revulsion about Paganism, but also vast swathes of the British public, often fuelled by ignorance within the press. My belief is that, surely amongst committed Christians, there should be love, since our religion teaches that perfect love drives out fear. I began this journey recognising in myself a sense of fear of the unknown, but found instead that I was drawn to love the people I was meeting. They were open and honest with me. They didn’t expect me to believe what they believed and trusted me not to try and argue them into believing what I believed. Instead, by engaging in dialogue, we learned mutual respect and a deeper understanding and appreciation of our own paths. But still there were things about which it was right to be worried:


It was one of the first times I had sat down with a Pagan. She is a Hedgewitch, meaning she is a lone practitioner of her arts. She has a deep respect for Christianity and she is scared for me. We’ve been sat in a café at a garden centre near where she lives for a couple of hours and she has been gracefully answering all my questions, whilst gently nudging me when I have completely misunderstood something. The elderly couples and mothers with playful children who surround us are oblivious to the depths and seriousness of our discussion. Our time is coming to a close and, as I have experienced many times subsequently with other Pagans, she gives me a warm hug goodbye and then tells me of her fears. She warns me that it is not Pagans that I should be afraid of, but other Christians, Christians who will misunderstand me and pillory me for what I am trying to do. Over the coming months I recognise the Holy Spirit saying to me, ‘Whatever you do, stay within the Church of England. That’s where I have placed you. That’s where I want you to be.’ I will try hard to obey that gently given command, but it gets difficult when, on two separate occasions, I try to engage with the same Christian leader about this subject, only for him to, perhaps unconsciously, warn me off by getting the word ‘syncretism’ into his conversation before I have really even begun to explore my experiences with him. The Hedgewitch’s words echo long after she spoke them and I back off, changing the subject…



Syncretism is a difficult subject, but if you try to develop friendships with Pagans it is likely that some learned Christian will accuse you of it at some point, so it is worth at least knowing what it is so that you can respond. It is essentially the idea of blending two religions to come up with something new, but which is no longer completely true to a previous path. Syncretism is particularly strongly condemned amongst the so-called ‘revealed religions’ of which Christianity is one. Within these religions they are counted by most of their followers as bearers of exclusive truth, that is to say that they are based on the revelation to, or of, an individual, and so that ‘truth’ excludes all other ‘truths’. Instrumental in this way of thinking in Christianity’s case is the saying of Jesus, ‘I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except by me.’ (John 14:6) Personally, I believe that this is more to do with a particular intimacy of a parent-child relationship within Christianity rather than a condemnation of other paths, and we will revisit this later in the book. I think the point I would want to raise here is that all religions, be they revealed or otherwise, have syncretistic elements to them. Early Christianity has a significant amount of Greek philosophy built into it. One need look no further than the first chapter of John’s Gospel and his application of the Greek title, ‘The Word’, referring to Jesus to see this. A Jewish scholar might argue, in particular, that Christianity is a syncretistic blending of the Jewish faith with the sayings of a wise man whose followers claimed he was the messiah. Likewise Judaism is also not completely ‘pure’ but has echoes of Canaanite Pagan religion such as one of the names of God being El, (also often found as a suffix to angelic names such as Gabriel and Michael), where El was the chief god in the Canaanite pantheon. The list goes on and can include the amount of Jewish Kabbalah and Christian prayers which find their way into some forms of traditional Witchcraft, as well as the possible use of some Pagan symbols such as the Christmas tree and bringing in of greenery at Christmas, both of which may be Pagan-derived practices, but the point is made. No religion, however ‘revealed’, is pure and, consequently, the fear of syncretism is an inadequate reason to avoid religious dialogue. To put it another way, whilst I believe Jesus Christ to be the incarnational revelation of God and to have provided an understanding of God’s nature that is unique, I also believe him when he says, ‘Seek and you shall find.’ By that I mean that the joy of being found by a searching heart is a part of God’s nature, and so those who have been inoculated against institutional Christianity by the behaviour of some of its followers will still find that God is waiting to spend time with them. Christian-Pagan dialogue, to me, sometimes feels like a way of finding some of the other songs that God sings to those who are searching and who have been put off by more traditional religious practices.

So, I invite you to turn the page and walk with me ‘into the Green’. I’ve called this book, ‘The Shaken Path’ for two reasons: firstly, the name came in a dream – hopefully a good sign – and secondly because it describes what the last few years have been like. By that I mean that if you are on one spiritual path and you investigate another thoroughly then expect to have your own path and beliefs shaken. You may find some of this unsettling, or you may find you resonate with it. You may discover, as I have, that when you walk this path you will be shaken too. Contrary to what some expected, I have not felt the need to abandon my Christian faith because it felt to me that when I walked ‘into the Green’ I was led by the hand of the Holy Spirit. Not all of my Christian friends understand what I mean by that and some are disquieted by my beliefs. But for me, I would echo what St. Peter said to Jesus, “You have the words of eternal life” (John 6:68). That is and remains my experience.





Chapter One

What is Belief and What do Pagans Believe?

Introduction

Before we start getting into specifics about the different types of Paganism, we need to take a step backwards and think about belief and what it actually is. Pagan belief and Christian belief have a rather different feel about them, which can mean there are grounds for misunderstanding each other before we have even started. It’s a little like the man who pulls up to someone in a car in the middle of nowhere to ask for directions only to be met with the phrase, ‘Arrr, you don’t want to be starting from here.’ The reality is that, in practice, we are starting from two different places, so we need to go on a small excursion to understand what we mean by belief to begin with. Christians will often feel that they have a stronger foundation for their beliefs because they have a holy text, the Bible, whereas Pagans have no single source that they all depend on. The intriguing thing is that both parties look at the other’s stance as being a weakness.

What is belief?

To illustrate what I mean about starting from different places:


It had been a delightful evening of rich and wide-ranging conversation, debate and sharing of stories. After meeting a Pagan couple, both of whom were also musicians, at a Moot they had invited Alison and me to share a meal in their caravan later that week. We had spent a lively evening talking about the different things we believed, listening to each others’ stories and playing some songs together. The conversation finally turned to the differences in the ways we believe. ‘You need to understand’, he explained to me, ‘that the focus in Christianity is on orthodoxy, whereas in Paganism it is orthopraxy.’ I must have looked puzzled and so he explained what he meant: ‘For Christians, you all worship in different ways in different denominations, but you all believe more or less the same thing – that’s orthodoxy. But for us as Pagans, we may all perform the same ritual within the same circle, yet we can each believe something quite different within the same shared experience – that’s orthopraxy.’



Christians tend to test what they believe against a sacred text. Pagans simply don’t, and many of the most acute differences stem from this. The result is that, despite our many differences and denominations, Christianity tends to have far less diversity of belief because of the desire to be sure that what is being experienced spiritually has an explanation that has been tried, tested and certified as being genuine. In other words, with the exception of some of the more extreme Pentecostal movements, Christians tend towards being fearful of a new spiritual experience until they are sure it’s not counterfeit. Pagans, on the other hand, relish new spiritual experiences and accept them at face value. I’ve lost count of the number of times that I’ve heard the phrase, ‘It is what it is’, from a Pagan. That is not to say that they have no fear, because many of the Pagans I’ve met have had troubling spiritual experiences too, and the older, wiser ones recognise that not all spiritual experiences are inherently helpful or good. But the clear distinction is that for a Pagan they decide for themselves what they think is happening whereas Christians tend to look to a higher authority, either a minister, something they’ve been taught in the past, or the Bible. Immediately, you can see that there is a tendency towards a hierarchical belief system within Christianity as opposed to a more free, maybe even anarchic, spirituality within Paganism. Each has their own drawbacks. Christians can tend towards a lack of maturity (and even a sense of fear) because they let someone else tell them what is right or wrong, whereas Pagans can move more swiftly to an outlook based on making up their own minds. The flip side of this is that the caution exercised by Christians should tend to keep them out of spiritual dangers, whereas an inexperienced Pagan could inadvertently find themself becoming a plaything of a malevolent spiritual entity, or simply having a naive belief that something entirely explicable in natural terms was some kind of spiritual experience. Given that experience is so important to Pagans, let us go a little further with this and see how much both experience and context shapes what we believe.

Belief and experience

The Oxford Dictionary defines belief as:


‘… an acceptance that something exists or is true, especially one without proof.’



For example, there are plenty of people who believe that our planet has been visited by aliens. There is no substantiated proof, but for them such visitation makes sense of the scant unproven evidence which exists. If we were to turn purely to religious beliefs then I would prefer to describe belief with my own definition:


Belief is the constructs that we develop with time in order to make sense of an experienced spiritual reality.



Let me give you an example from my own experience. The following took place when I was a new Christian, perhaps fifteen or sixteen years old. I had been on the receiving end of a conversion experience that had radically changed the direction I was taking in life, and had started attending a Church-based youth group that was able to provide me with some solid age-appropriate grounding in my new faith. I was also an altar server at a very middle of the road Church of England church. This episode took place a week after I had a sharp disagreement with the vicar who was absolutely convinced that angels, as supernatural beings, did not exist. It’s important that you understand that context in terms of what happened next:


We are in the middle of the communion part of the service. The vicar is in the sanctuary area in the church, standing behind the altar. My position as a server during this part of the service is kneeling at a stall outside the sanctuary, off to one side. The vicar has just completed the Eucharistic prayer and we are all about to say the Lord’s Prayer. Suddenly, and with no prompting, I feel wrapped in an incredibly intense love that feels like human love feels, but goes so much further than I can begin to describe. I am aware that I am loved absolutely and completely by God. The experience doesn’t last for very long, about which, in one sense, I am glad because the intensity of feeling is so unbelievably powerful that I’m not sure for how long I could stand it. But then, with my eyes closed, I have a vision: two angels are coming down through the roof of the church to the altar, one following the other. The details have blurred with time, but it is absolutely clear to me what they are since they are large and a very pure white. Intriguingly, I can’t see their faces – which just seem blank. Then, in an instant, the entire experience is over, but now I know for sure that the vicar was wrong – angels do exist.



I still believe this. That was the only true visionary experience of my life and although it was a long time ago, it left a lasting effect. However, the main reason for my telling this story is because it illustrates my definition of belief. What I felt was love and what I saw were two large bright white beings coming through the ceiling. What I believed about it was based on the context and the teachings of Christianity. The love that I felt, I believe, came from God. The beings, I believe, were angels. I have no evidence to support this, but it is consistent with the scriptures that I hold dear. However, it could be interpreted quite differently. In his book Pagans and Christians, Gus diZerega1 describes his own conversion experience to a Pagan path. In this context he has an encounter with ‘the Lady’, whom he interprets as the Goddess who comes to him with an absolutely overwhelming love. He experienced something similar to what I had felt, but his world view, and the context within which it all took place, led him to a different set of beliefs. We both had incredible and life-changing spiritual experiences, but we interpreted them quite differently because of the contexts within which they happened. It therefore follows that what we believe about a spiritual experience depends a lot on the context in which we live and the religious constructs that we have developed for ourselves or adopted from others with whom we have decided to share a religion. Where we differ, though, is that within Christianity, because it has a sacred text and a huge number of traditions that remain anchored to that text, the interpretation of a spiritual experience tends towards having an internal consistency. My interpretation of my
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