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I LOVED it. I loved the writing and the style. Honestly? I think it is his best yet. There is a lovely, lovely humour in it. I laughed out loud on occasions, and that was one of the things that endeared me to the insights. There are nuggets of pure gold in this book. And Townsend’s writing means you don’t have to search very hard to find them. A remarkable man with an equally remarkable penetrating insight that is hewn from experience, coupled with the ability to express complex ideas in simple terms. Prepare to look at the world in a whole new light.

Drew McAdam – ‘The Interrogator’ from TV’s Trisha show

The Path of the Blue Raven is an extraordinary spiritual journey. It brings to life Jesus’ words ‘The truth shall set you free’. For Mark Townsend, it is in devastating self-honesty that freedom-giving truth is found. It is this uncompromising honesty that has opened him to the deep flowing currents of mind and spirit. The result is a liberating journey from Christian priesthood, to stage magicianship and the beauty of nature spirituality. It is a journey that is both literally true and profoundly mythic. It is a magical journey. It is a journey that will speak to the hearts of many.

Revd. Simon Small, Author of From the Bottom of the Pond

Mark has been bravely transparent in his description of his spiritual journey. We could all do with his refreshing honesty about our own doubts, fears and hopes.……

Revd. Jonathan Osborne

Inspirational, and touches chords

Lorriane Munn - Druid

You can’t imprison the Spirit in a box or a book or a religion for that matter. It finds a way to break free. The Path of The Blue Raven is a pilgrimage to true spiritual wisdom. There is a hidden music in this world and it is there for all to hear and heed. Mark Townsend followed this music and because he did he found keys that unlocked and opened doors of beauty and enchantment. The magic key is love. The magic is with Mark and with this book.

David Carson – co-creator of Medicine Cards.

In the history of the Church reformation has come about whenever someone has dared to step out of the official walls and look for truth in the wide world. Mark Townsend does more than step outside the walls of Christian dogma. He leaves behind the conventions that hold back human imagination. In The Path of the Blue Raven he not only shares his own journey, but illuminates the pathway for others whose spirits refuse any longer to be boxed and packaged within the confines of religious organizations. True believers among Christians or Druids are likely to be offended by his words. But wanderers will find inspiration and hope.

Walter William Melnyk author of The Apple and the Thorn (with Emma Restall Orr) and Marsh Tales and Other Wonders

I started this book expecting to skim it and found myself reading every page. It is a wonderful quest romance, a story about the nature of religion, magic, England, modernity and many other things as well.

Professor Ronald E Hutton

The revolution starts here!

Phil Rickman


 

They slept until the black raven,
the blithe hearted
proclaimed the joy of heaven

Beowulf
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Foreword

by Phil Rickman

I’m not sure exactly when the Church of England began to lose the Mystery, but the process has certainly been accelerating of late, and if this is one reason why the biggest Sunday congregations are now in DIY superstores, who can disapprove? Who can say there isn’t more spiritual fulfillment in repainting the kitchen and fitting a new cat-flap than mouthing trite hymns to a background of beeps from the pew behind, where bored kids are playing electronic games on their mobiles? If you haven’t been exposed to one lately, this is what the Church calls a ‘family service.’ Most people claim to feel better when they come out because… well, at least they got through it without too many conspicuous yawns, and the guitarist wasn’t bad.

Of course, there was a time when a church would be a strange, numinous, glowing place, and going inside would be about entering a different level of consciousness. And when you emerged you’d feel different because you were different. It wasn’t so much about piety and dogma as experience, sensation, transportation - a reminder, through actual awareness, of something else. Some people do still get that feeling, but they’re more likely to be the ones who converge on Stonehenge, pre-dawn, at midsummer - the Church having dumped the magic.

Ten years ago, I began what would turn out to be a series of crime novels, seen from the point of view of an Anglican priest - a woman - who was appointed diocesan exorcist. The idea was that it would examine human evil on a different but still realistic level, but I knew that many readers wouldn’t relate to what I thought of as a mainstream vicar. I needed a maverick, someone openminded, someone flawed, with human failings. So Merrily Watkins is a single mother with a cigarette habit. Her leastfavourite word is ‘pious’, and if she drops a plate, she mutters shit, rather than Oh bother! Oh, and her teenage daughter has pagan inclinations with which Merrily occasionally feels some kind of half-guilty sympathy. Expecting the clergy to be outraged, I waited for condemnation from a thousand pulpits. It didn’t come. Yes, there has been outrage - but it almost invariably emanates from ‘traditional’ churchgoers rather than priests. Priests have, in fact, been unexpectedly supportive. Slowly, I discovered that Merrily, with her doubts and questions, her experiments with meditation, her feelings of spiritual loss and her suspicions about the Church hierarchy, was far closer to the norm than I could have imagined.

And I’ve become aware, too, that within the Anglican Church are the stirrings of a new rebellion. There’s almost a parallel now between priests and police officers who can’t get on with the job because of too many rules, too much protocol, paperwork and political correctness. There’s a yearning to rediscover - and share - something closer to the roots of spiritual experience, closer to the Mystery. When Merrily’s daughter, Jane, suggested that maybe nobody should be allowed into a church service between Baptism and the age of sixteen, I began to think that maybe the kid was actually on to something.

It’s become clear that the political rows about gay clergy and women bishops are concealing something far more profound, while the Church has been doing its best to quench the spirit of priests like Mark Townsend.

Read on. The revolution starts here…


Prologue
The Blue Raven Goddess

There was once a Celtic Island far out to sea, whose main inhabitants were beautiful black ravens. Apart from the worms, bugs and washed up fish, on which they survived, these majestic birds were the only creatures. They had all the usual raven features – jet black eyes, black beaks and bodies to match, deep frog-like croaks and an altogether eerie elegance. Yet there was something different about this tribe – they could not fly. It seemed that somewhere back in the mists of time these great wolf-birds had lost the ability to travel through the air. They still had wings, but just saw them as a nuisance.

One day there was a ferocious storm and the birds huddled together in their ground nests. All day and night the rain poured down and the wind blew hard, ripping up trees and throwing branches across the land.

The next day, when the sun rose and peace returned to the isle, one of the more adventurous young ravens decided to walk to the far side of the island to inspect the damage. The isle was battered, and the broken branches that littered every inch of the ground made walking very hard for this young bird. But there was one place that seemed uneffected by the storm. He could see it in the far distance - the great (and forbidden) hill known as Raven Mount. It stood out above the level ground and had a huge ancient tree on the very top, which was still standing. The young bird decided that he must climb the hill and find out why the tree had not been torn up like all the others. It was a long and difficult climb, and on finally reaching the summit he curled up beneath the great tree, exhausted, falling into a deep sleep.

He dreamed of how that very tree was once a home for his ancestors. He dreamed that, somewhere far back in time, ravens could build nests in trees…

It was the sound that woke him! There, above his head, high up in the sky was a black dot. And the dot seemed to be making a noise – a noise that sounded familiar. He rubbed his eyes and saw that the dot was now bigger, and it was coming towards him. Suddenly he realized what it was – a bird like him, yet different, blue in colour, and… swimming through the air! He realized at once that it was a goddess, and he bowed low to honour her arrival.

The blue raven landed and said, in the sweetest voice, ‘Brother, don’t fear me, and don’t bow down before me, for I am no different to you.’

Lifting his head the young raven saw that this flying bird was indeed just like him.

‘But you were swimming through the air and you were blue like a goddess’, he said.

‘I am just like you.’

‘But why are you here?’ said the young one.

‘I was traveling, high in the sky, when a great storm blew me off course,’ she answered, ‘I then noticed your island so I flew down to rest before I find my way back to my own’.

‘So,’ said the young one, ‘can I swim in the air like you?’

‘Yes,’ she said, as she jumped into the sky stretching out her broad wings to demonstrate. Once again she started to turn blue as the sun-filled sky and the deep blue waters reflected and glistened on her oily black feathers.

‘You are a goddess,’ he shouted.

‘Only in so much as you are a god my little brother,’ she called back.

An hour later, and after only a few bruises, the young raven was also flying so, together, they flew back to the other side of the island.

Meanwhile the rest of the tribe were busy tidying, when one of them looked up and noticed the two blue-black birds in the air. Opening his own wings and studying them with increduality he said to himself, ‘So that’s what they’re for’.

Soon, most of the birds started making their way to the forbidden hill, where they would climb up and jump into the sky… and as they did, so each one turned into the colour of the gods.

Back on the ground, however, remained the few traditionalists who much preferred the safety of the ground, ‘This is all ridiculous,’ they muttered, ‘It’ll all end in tears.’

Looking down and seeing their expressions the blue-raven goddess smiled and, offering a silent wish on their behalf, left to find her own home. It was a day the tribe will never forget. The day when they uncovered a gift they’d had in their possession for decades, yet could not see.

Mark Townsend


Introduction

Ravens glisten in our dreams. For millennia, they have inspired the Native American, Asian, Norse and Celtic worlds. The raven, whose black coat shimmers with a translucent blueness in the sun, is a powerful symbol of transformation. To many cultures, the raven symbolizes initiation into a magical path. Like the infamous and oft-misunderstood death card of the tarot deck, the raven speaks of leaving one stage of life’s journey to discover another –a fresh opening through which earlier struggles, now understood, become the pathway toward spiritual gold.

This is a perfect picture of my current situation, for it has been a painful coming to terms with all the mess of the past and a gradual uncovering of what I call our ‘inner gold’ – the magic of the true self. I am beginning to develop a sense of the magic that flows through every molecule of our awesome planet. My blue raven is a mythic soul-friend who beckons me forward to face new challenges, open myself to life’s mysteries and trust that I too can fly. And because she symbolizes my journey so powerfully I have not only used two raven myths (for the Prologue and Epilogue), but have also selected some of my favourite raven quotes and passages to head all the chapters of Part Two – Into The Realm of the Ravens.

Thus the book you now hold is the story of a struggling man who all his life has wrestled with questions, searched for meaning and discovered it in unexpected places. It has no ulterior motive to convert, influence or argue an opinion; nor will it claim any particular religious path, philosophy or theory to be the ‘ultimate truth’. It is simply an attempt to be honest, human and realistic about what we might call the quest for enchantment. As Thomas More says, ‘The soul has an absolute, unforgiving need for regular excursions into enchantment. It requires them like the body needs food and the mind needs thought.’1

I feel that need. Every day I experience a magnetic pull towards wonder and mystery. For many years I thought I could satisfy my desire by immersing myself within a religious organisation. Those years were special. I learned many things, but I did not find the long lasting, soul enriching enchantment I longed for.

I started to uncover the reasons for my dissatisfaction as I wrote my first book, The Gospel of Falling Down. Writing often brings with it the therapeutic experience of self-teaching. It is as if the very act of opening ourselves to our deepest thoughts unlocks a voice within that is not often adequately listened to. That book taught me many lessons. One of them is that we stand on hidden treasure, and only prolong its discovery by searching for it elsewhere. I was struggling within a religious world that seemed to place the object of our quest somewhere ‘out there.’ It saw the spiritual life as a constant climbing of a ladder towards a ‘God’ who was placed out of reach. The task was to struggle, strain and strive to get close to the reward, the ‘treasure’ of salvation. However life has taught me that the greatest treasure is often found when we collapse from our egotistical efforts to climb and achieve, into a broken heap at the bottom of the ladder, where our cracked shell exposes the hidden gold at last – our divine-self. I can now understand why the rigid and burdensome world of organised religion never really freed me. It was a barrier to the divine rather than a doorway.

I’m not alone. Many people are in a similar situation - a place of deep openness towards spiritual things, yet profound disenchantment with formal, mainstream religion. The religion I come from is a Christian tradition. Indeed I served as a Priest for ten years. I still find the person of Jesus intensely exciting. His stories continue to send shivers down my spine. I have not tired of the Church’s founder, but I am tired of Churchianity. In this book I will seek out what for many in that tradition have been forbidden fruits, exploring the rich terrain of the more native, druidic and earth-based spiritualities.

As well as being an ordained Priest I am a magician (conjurer). Magic has been a happy companion of mine throughout these years of disillusionment. I have performed, semi-professionally, for over ten years and my performances have changed dramatically over that period. My magical journey is a necessary part of this story because it has brought the deepest insights into how to live an enchanted life. Stage magic (the art of illusion) keeps alive the possibility of real magic. In such a rationalistic, left-brain western world, magic has fanned the flames of my more intuitive and imaginative faculties. And within a perfection driven, success orientated and often literalistic modern Church culture, magic has been a powerful symbol of the more mysterious and mythic dimensions to faith.

So this book represents the beginning of a new adventure in my life. It is the closure of one door and the opening of another. The door of disillusionment that I close is the world of institutional religion. The door of re-enchantment that I step through is the world of non-dogmatic spirituality. It is a strange feeling. I am in two states at once – both extreme disillusionment and profound re-enchantment! It is a journey that is taking place as I write, and I want to describe much of it as it happens. It is divided into three parts:

Part One, Disenchantment, tells the story of my long-term love-hate relationship with the Church. A word of warning! It is (out of necessity) rather irreverent in places. It’s the way I cope when thinking about past experiences, some of which would have crushed me completely were I not to find the humour within them. In any case when I laugh, my loudest cries are always directed at me and the ridiculous situations I got myself into. Learning to laugh at oneself is one of life’s greatest forms of liberation! Not laughter as ridicule, but laughter as a gentle acknowledgement of how what seemed so serious is all really very trivial.

Part Two, Into the Realm of the Ravens, describes how a ‘chance’ encounter with a spiritual tradition vastly different to my own, triggered a new phase in my journey - an opening up to deeper enchantment. Being a nature-based path this experience has helped me to understand and tie together the many quasidruidic experiences I’ve had over previous years. The process of re-enchantment is occurring as I write and, because I want the book to be totally authentic, I will describe some of it as it happens.

Part Three, Tales from Beyond the Magic Doorway, is a beautiful collection of real-life accounts of others who’ve stepped through a similar ‘magic doorway’ into the re-enchanted world of nature-based spirituality. Among their company are an International Bestselling Novelist, a Christian Bishop, a French Canadian Potter, an American Indian Artist and a US Navy Sailor (who was once a Catholic Monk!). I invited them to share their unique stories because I am utterly convinced they will ring loud bells and offer much comfort to like-minded seekers.

If you are, or have been, part of a traditional faith and feel you are missing something, or if you are seeking the magic of the divine within, then this book is for you! In sharing my journey, and the stories of others, you will be introduced to a world of like-minded people - ordinary people who have stepped off the mainstream, onto the path of personal magic. I invite you to walk with me as I tread this well-worn path. And who knows? Perhaps together we shall be enchanted, inspired and brought close again to the magic that dances under our feet.


Part 1
‘Disenchantment’


Many people define their religion as a belief, and they pin their hopes and understanding on a provisional understanding of life. But there isn’t much room for faith in a religion that is reduced to belief, and there isn’t any place for an open-minded appreciation for the world’s sacredness. In a disenchanted world, for all its concern for morals and social action, religion separates itself from everyday life and becomes obsessed with its own brand of belief and moral purity. In this kind of setting, the people who pollute our rivers and oceans and exploit workers and families may go to church and profess strong moral values, and yet they don’t have any conscience about the water, the earth, or the human community.

There is something dreadfully wrong with this kind of religion, which creates a kind of psychotic dissociation. A person feels morally pure because he is blissfully adhering to ideas of morality that have little to do with the world in which he lives, and at the same time he is committing heinous sins that are not catalogued in his disenchanted morality. The source of our modern discontent is the loss of natural religion… (my emphasis)

Thomas Moore2




Chapter 1

Pawns, Squirrels and Jesus Freaks


Can you see into the future?

And picture your tomorrow?

Can you send your soul on a riverboat

And look ahead for sorrow?




And if you could see pain there

Around the riverbend?

Would that not halt your traveling,

And all adventures end?




So rather, live today

And don’t anticipate!

Take a risk, trust the hunch,

The river will not wait. 3



A year ago, if I’d have known what was around the river bend, would I still have triggered a course of events that were to lead to one of the most desperate years of my entire life? Would I put myself, my darling wife, my children and our families through all that again, just for the sake of making what most of my friends saw as ‘a reckless decision’? The answer is an unequivocal ‘yes’.

In June 2007 I resigned from ten year’s ministry as an Anglican4 priest because I was haunted by the heaviness of past mistakes and needed to rid myself of their power over my happiness. I found a way to do so that was both honest and private, and which in terms of outcome, could have gone either way. I could have ended up with a clear direction to continue as an official priest of the Church of England, or I could be advised to try a different path for a while. As it happened it was the latter advice I was given – and so my decision saw the evaporation of my vocation, my home, my pension and my financial security, and all this only days after I had returned from a honeymoon.

I will return to this story, for much more needs saying, but first I want to go back a further ten years to the time when I first stood in that ancient preaching box – the pulpit.

It was summer 1996, and there I stood in the ornately carved pulpit of the colossal town centre Church, ready for my first attempt to preach as a newly ordained Deacon5. I can remember my sermon text. It was not from the bible. I’d opted for something different – very different – the Disney animated film Pocahontas. There is a scene where the beautiful tribal princess is contemplating her future. In typical Disney fashion she sings a song whilst canoeing down a white rapid river, huge waves leaping out at her as she paddles. Her words are powerful and true. They ought to be, for they are based on a saying first expressed by the ancient Greek philosopher, Heraclitus. It’s good to know that 2500-year old wisdom eventually finds its way into modern day children’s films.

The song’s words speak of how much we potentially miss when we decide to settle for a safe, risk-free existence. The context is this: Pocahontas has been betrothed by her father (the chief) to a warrior named Kocuum who is described as ‘steady as a beating drum’, yet her gut tells her there’s more to life, an adventure perhaps. As the song comes to the end the rough white waters settle until she sits in her canoe, floating peacefully on smooth and placid surface. She looks ahead and sees she’s arrived at a place where the great river splits into two smaller streams, one of them gentle and wide, the other twisted, narrow and dangerous. As she sits, so she expresses herself through the final few words of the song. Should she take the smoothest course, or does life hold a bigger dream for her?

There I stood, a symbolic six foot above contradiction, in the great medieval pulpit, strengthened by this children’s tale. I preached on the notion of Christianity as a risky, dangerous faith - faith that is about facing the deepest questions and not being afraid of the answers; faith that demands spiritual honesty and utter openness; faith that is, in the words of the then assistant bishop, ‘a comfort to the disturbed and a disturbance to the comfortable’. I wanted to be a risk taker and a radical, brave enough to speak from the heart no matter what. I willed with passion to follow Pocahontas down that frightening river of rapids and uncertainties. I prayed that I might become a leader who could inspire the bravest faith adventures. I dreamed of being able to be fully myself – warts and all – for I believed in a God and therefore a Church that accepted folk as they were.

Believe me, I tried so damn hard to live up to that inner will, but it was not too long before I found myself paddling down the tranquil and secure waters of, ‘better not rock the boat, I’ve got my pension to think about’.

While I always managed to inject a radical edge into my preaching, the pressure to conform was just too great to be totally myself, especially after I’d moved from my curacy to a second post of Team Vicar.6 There I slowly began to turn into a clerical pawn on an ecclesiastical chessboard, inferior to all the rooks, knights and bishops. Occasionally I’d seek encouragement from a friendly queen of a different game (the ‘chessboard’ of psychotherapy). She would give me lessons in tactics as well as help me uncover the skills of my inner knight or the hidden strengths of my under-used king archetype. However, back on my own chessboard, even when I did muster up the energy of the king, I’d only find myself outmaneuvered and presented with a unified shriek of ‘checkmate’. I sometimes wished I had the guts to be a real knight and cut them down to size with a metaphorical sword. However something in my psyche, something I have only recently begun to face and overcome, meant that I was often rendered powerless. And so, even in what were apparently placid waters of the quieter stream, I began to drown.

This is perhaps one of the greatest lessons I’ve learned! What looks like the easier way - the smoother course - is often, in the end, the most life crushing and soul sucking of all, for hidden just beneath the surface of the apparently safe waters, lie fearful creatures that will drain away your emotional strength like psychic parasites! To sell out to such fear robs you of your will and saps you of your energy. Whereas when you are brave enough to face the real world (the rough waters) and be your true self – your flawed and failed and wonderfully imperfect self - you are free in a way that the so-called still waters of conformity make impossible. As Simon Parke says, ‘When we feel the need to be seen to be good, like a frightened child, we will pretend in order to please. Pretence kills more people than cancer.’7

My spiritual journey began as a late teenager after my step-brother took me to an eccentric little Pentecostal church.8 It was all quite magical and had an unashamedly supernatural side. Even that first visit introduced me to the rather odd phenomenon known as speaking in tongues or glossolalia, and after only a few more weeks I encountered full blown ‘miracle healings’.

I’d always been interested in magic and the unknown. Even as a young boy I had a magnetic attraction to anything supernatural. When I was about 10 a regular highlight was receiving my copy of Unexplained Magazine which the postman faithfully delivered each month. I’d dash off to read it cover to cover, lapping up all the apparently true stories of UFO sightings, extrasensory perception and ghosts. I was also a student of conjuring after catching the magic bug from my uncle who taught me how to vanish a playing card by sleight of hand. My interest in all things magical (both real and illusionary) is a passion that survives to this day.

Like everything I do, I gave my new-found Pentecostalism 100%. I borrowed books from the library, joined the small fellowship groups and asked a constant flow of questions. Within weeks I knew more about Christianity in general, and Pentecostalism in particular, than many long-term members. After a few more months I’d modified my dress and got rid of any possessions that seemed contradictory to the Pentecostal way of life. I was subconsciously adapting myself to fit into my new spiritual family. In hindsight I can’t imagine what I must have looked like to my non-church friends, an 18year old boy wearing a suit and tie, carrying a black leather-bound bible under his arm! To put it in context, only a couple of years earlier I was known for my Bowie-esque orange spiky hair and punky bondage trousers.

Of course no one told me to dress so formally. No one told me I should not mix with non-Christians and avoid pubs and clubs. No one told me to stop smoking or drinking. No one told me to burn my martial arts costumes and awards, my rock LPs or my supernatural books and magazines. No one told me I should start giving 10% of everything I earned to the Church, but I did - all those things. I was becoming a fanatic! I was turning into what some of my work colleagues called a Jesus Freak! I was starting to believe things about God, myself and other people that were completely out of character. It was all part of a honey moon phase as a new convert and I was buzzing with excitement.

After only a year or so I became convinced that I was being called by God to the ordained ministry. Thankfully my pastor was wise enough to suggest a little patience. In the mean time he invited me to do various things within the fellowship, as a kind of in house preparation. He even entrusted me the pulpit! I was about 18 years old and I preached to the whole congregation, for 45 minutes, on the theme of the Adam and Eve’s fig leaves! I remember poking fun at both evolutionists and neo-pagans, to the appreciative laughs of the congregation.

Like all honeymoons, I eventually came back down to earth… with a thud! It was my over active mind that did it. For some reason nagging doubts started creeping in. These turned into heavy episodes of analysis and criticism. I can’t remember how it all began. I can’t remember what the doubts were about, but I can remember the feeling of disappointment
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