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		INTRODUCTION






		When you see me on the streets of Salem you know that I am a Witch. I dress like one. Some people shield their eyes when they pass me because they have been taught that you should not look a Witch in the eyes. They believe something awful might happen. Others come right up to me to look at the pentacle I wear around my neck or the rings on my fingers or to touch my black robe because they have heard that a Witch has healing power and something wonderful will happen to those who touch her.

		There are other Witches besides me in Salem, just as there are Witches in every part of the world and always have been. Most Witches today do not wear traditional Witch clothing and jewelry for fairly obvious reasons—religious and political authorities, who still misunderstand our beliefs and practices, continue to harass us. A Witch friend of mine was recently fired from her job as a hair stylist because she wore her pentacle on a chain around her neck. Another friend was not allowed to put “Wicca” on the admitting form at a local hospital when he was asked to state his religion; the clerk refused to type it and left the line blank. These Witches were open about who they were. Many, however, are not. You can’t tell most Witches by the way they dress or by their jewelry, which is often hidden beneath their clothes.

		You can spot them by their magic.

		As a young girl growing up in California, I didn’t know that I was a Witch. I didn’t really know what the word Witch meant or what a Witch was. I didn’t even realize that my talents were any different from other people’s. Today I would say they were not different. I simply retained those talents and developed them while other children lost them.

		The first “media Witch” I ever saw was in Walt Disney’s film Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Even though I was a small child, I sensed that it was not a true portrait of a Witch. I guess I accepted the fact that a wicked queen who had magical powers could turn herself into a hideous old hag, but I instinctively knew that there was more to it than that. I knew those powers could also be used for good. Wasn’t the prince’s kiss that woke Snow White from her sleep also magic? I resisted the notion that magic was the work of devils and evildoers. I knew a magic kiss could undo evil.

		Bible classes were confusing for me. We learned that we “should not suffer a Witch to live,” but we also learned that it was wrong to kill. I was so worried about this command to kill Witches that I actually thought I had some moral duty to hunt down and kill Witches. I remember asking my mother if it was my personal responsibility to kill all the eccentric old ladies in the neighborhood. She and my father told me that we should not harm anyone.

		In time I began to wonder why the Bible said not to allow Witches to live. Were Witches the enemy? What were we supposed to fear from them? Was it their powers or what they did with those powers? I also wondered why Witches were always talked about as women. We read in the Bible that Moses performed magic to impress the Pharaoh and to feed and nurture the Israelites in the desert, and we learned that Jesus could do miracles. I became fascinated with the idea that there was some kind of spiritual power available to both men and women that could transform people’s lives: heal the sick, provide food, raise the dead, walk on water, find wisdom and great truths in simple everyday objects like sheep, lilies, grape vines, and fig trees.

		Mary, the mother of Jesus, also fascinated me. I wondered how she could give birth to someone divine without being divine herself. I wondered if she were some kind of goddess, the source of life. Priests and nuns told us that she was not divine, but I never really believed that. She had too much power.

		Our church had a glorious statue of Mary standing on a crescent moon, with a serpent coiled around her feet and the earth beneath. I thought a woman who could stand on earth, moon, and snake was not just an ordinary mortal. Later, as I learned more about Goddess legends from around the world, I discovered that the serpent was not always considered to be the symbol of evil as presented in the Old Testament story about the Garden of Eden. In other cultures the serpent is the symbol of earth wisdom and rebirth because it can live in the earth, in trees, in water, and it can shed its skin and renew its life over and over again. As I studied further I learned that energy moves in coils like a serpent, and that DNA molecules are also spirals, and that the electromagnetic energy running along the earth’s ley lines moves in a similar manner. Coils, spirals, waves. It was science. But it was as serpentine and mysterious as the hidden life of snakes.

		Throughout my childhood I suspected that there was more information and knowledge than people were giving me, and by some ability that I did not at the time understand I could sometimes pick up on that withheld information. For example, when I was four I overheard my father’s friends discussing engineering and architecture. I sidled up to where they were sitting and wormed my way into the conversation with innocent questions. At first they humored me with childlike answers, but soon, I was asking rather penetrating questions. They were amazed at how much I knew about a subject that was new to me. They were astounded. Much later I realized how I was able to hold my own with the adults. I was drawing in information from those around me and possibly from a higher source.

		Once at a family gathering, when I was five, I heard my uncle talking about a valuable antique car that he and his brothers and sisters owned jointly. He stood tall, a drink in his hand, and told them that the car had been stolen from the storage garage. As I listened to his long story I could also “hear” him saying something else quite different, as if he were whispering secretly to himself—that he had sold the car and intended to keep the money! Being young, I could not distinguish between mental voices and spoken words, and so, being also naive, I asked, “But, Uncle, I heard you say that you sold the car.”

		The room fell silent. My delicate mother grew nervous and softly scolded me. “Laurie, you shouldn’t say such things!” I could tell both from my uncle’s own nervousness and what was running through his clever mind that I had caught him in a lie. But who would listen to a five-year-old?

		I think that what kept my Witch soul alive was that I knew I had a “golden center” where my spirit dwelled. Somewhere deep inside of me was a place that no one could touch. At night I often had a personal vision of a Blue Woman from the Sky who protected me. I didn’t know if she was the Virgin Mary or the Blue Fairy from Walt Disney’s Pinocchio. She was a little like both of them, but I was too young to make such fine distinctions. All I knew was that each night in bed I felt her soft hand, larger than life, scoop under me and I would fall asleep in her protective palm. Today I would say that the Blue Fairy was the Goddess appearing to me in the form that I could feel comfortable with at the time.

		Fairies were part of my childhood. I knew where they lived out in the garden and I would leave food for them, especially at the full moon, for I had heard stories that they come out to dance when the moon is round and bright. On cold nights I would make little flannel blankets to keep them warm. My mother grew upset with me over this and forbad me to go out at night to see them. She said I had seen too many Disney movies! Life wasn’t like that, she warned. But Olive, my Mexican nanny, knew better. She would help me sneak into the garden after my parents had gone to bed and place my doll dishes filled with food under the flowers. In the morning the food was always gone.

		Ironically, one of my first experiences with altered states of consciousness took place at a Catholic Mass. To my six-year-old senses the church and its Roman liturgy were an enchanted adventure. The flickering of the candles and the scent of incense, the tall arched ceiling with its colorful paintings of saints and angels, the lulling rhythm of the organ and the hypnotic Latin chant carried me off into a deep, trancelike state. I felt euphoric as I mimed my prayers. I began to look forward to going to church with my father just to experience these spontaneous altered states.

		As I think back over my childhood today I can recognize many incidents in which I discovered and used these unorthodox techniques of power and knowledge. Most people can do the same. Why then do most people forget them or repress them? The answer is rather simple: As children we listened to parents, teachers, and other adults disapprove of magic. In our desire to please them and be like them, we accepted their worldview that magical powers were wrong, dangerous, or simply nonexistent. As the years went by those talents were “conditioned” out of us. Some fortunate children, however, escape this conditioning. They are born into families where psychic abilities are understood, accepted, and even encouraged. When they have “strange” experiences their parents reassure them that nothing is wrong with them. These children learn that the world, as the Yaqui sorcerer told anthropologist Carlos Castenada, “is stupendous, awesome, mysterious, unfathomable” and that they “must assume responsibility for being here, in this marvelous world … in this marvelous time.” These children learn to expect the unexpected and not limit their knowledge to what can pass through the five senses.

		I wish someone had told me about precognition the year that old Mr. Bancroft died. One day Kenny, the boy next door, came running over to tell me that the man who lived in the old yellow Victorian house that I had always felt drawn toward when I passed it on the way to school each day had died of a heart attack. I immediately told my mother what Kenny had said, and she replied, “What? Mr. Bancroft hasn’t died.” She looked at me in a funny way. But she was right. Mr. Bancroft was quite alive. I felt confused and said nothing more about it.

		A week later Mr. Bancroft died of a heart attack. I waited after school for Kenny and asked him how he knew a week ago that Mr. Bancroft would die of a heart attack. He, too, looked at me in a puzzled way. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “I never told you that.” Years later I realized that either Kenny had had a precognitive experience and told me about it and then had repressed it, or I had had a precognitive experience, or we both had. But no one was there to explain these things to us. Sure, it might have been a coincidence, but as I had never seen Mr. Bancroft or known of anyone who had ever had a heart attack, an extrasensory explanation is much less unlikely than such a strange coincidence.

		Many other incidents similar to this one occurred as I grew older. When I got to high school I decided to find out just what was going on. I asked teachers what these experiences could possibly mean and studied the books they gave me. In time I came to understand what all these strange occurrences meant. They meant I was a Witch.

		The magical experiences in childhood and adolescence that both confused and excited me fell into four categories: receiving knowledge not available to other people through the normal channels of information; healing others with herbs, spells, and touch; going into altered states of consciousness; and communicating with spirits. As I studied and read I learned that these were the traditional powers attributed to Witches, shamans, native medicine peoples, and many kinds of natural healers. The wise women and men of all ancient cultures possessed them. Some authorities even suggested that all so-called primitive peoples possessed them to some degree. When I talked this over with friends and teachers, most were shocked that I took these notions so seriously. They couldn’t understand how an intelligent person could believe what to them seemed like make-believe. They called it hocus-pocus. They called it the supernatural. But no matter what they said, I knew what was natural for me. I never shared their shock. Deep inside me these things made sense. Deep inside I was thrilled.

		The ancient power of magic is both spiritual and scientific. In recent years I have met many “New Age” people who ignore the need to ground themselves scientifically. It takes more than wishful thinking to be a competent, practicing Witch. I have come to call many of these people “white-lighters” because all they want to do is worship and be spiritual. I have nothing against worship and spiritual works. But many people forget that magical workings impose upon us the responsibility of knowing how our magic works. We must know both the physical and metaphysical principles that underlie all magic and spiritual work so that we can use our powers correctly and for the good of all.

		When it comes right down to it, Witches are still human. We are not disembodied beings composed solely of white light; we don’t live in a blissed-out state of astral happiness. We laugh, we bleed, we cry. We must know how to live in the world, not just “between the worlds.” I hope that the wisdom and knowledge that you learn from this book will ground you in both worlds and awaken your responsibility for both worlds. It is only by being responsible human beings that we can be responsible Witches. And only responsible Witches will survive.
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		THE ANCIENT POWER OF MAGIC

		Certain things are everlasting. Magic is one of them. It comes from the Persian and Greek roots magus and magos which mean wise. The English word magi, meaning wise men, comes from them. Witches are among the wise ones who participate in the work of creation in order to nourish the people and protect the earth. Magic belongs to no one culture, society, or tribe—it is part of the universal wisdom. Magic-makers in every century and in every culture have played similar roles and shared similar characteristics. Whether they were called Witches, shamans, priests, priestesses, sages, medicine people, or mystics, they knew how to heal the sick, summon the herds, grow crops, assist at births, track the influence of stars and planets, and build temples and sacred mounds. They knew the secrets of the earth, the powers of the moon, the longings of the human heart. They invented language, writing, metallurgy, law, agriculture, and the arts. Their rituals and ceremonies, their spells and incantations, their prayers and sacrifices were expressions of their oneness with the source of all life, the Great Mother of all living things.

		First and foremost the magic-makers were healers who could diagnose illness and prescribe the correct medicine and ritual to heal their patients. Always performed in a social context that included the family and relatives, the ancient healers’ magic worked because it was holistic, drawing on the patient’s own healing power and working with the elements and spirits of the patient’s environment. It dealt with both the physical and spiritual causes of disease—the invasion of harmful spirits or substances and the debilitating effects of soul loss. Ancient healers could withdraw the harmful objects from the body and retrieve lost souls.

		Ancient magic-workers were also spiritual leaders and counselors who officiated at important rites of passage. They performed marriages, sanctified births, anointed the newborn, initiated young people into adulthood, and led the souls of the dying into the next world. Because they stood “between the worlds” of spirit and matter, they could serve as bridgers and mediators between the human and the divine. People came to them with their visions and dreams. Sometimes they alone could help an individual discover his or her guardian spirits and sacred names.

		As compelling seers, prophets, and visionaries, they answered questions about the past and the future. They interpreted omens. They advised on auspicious times to plant, get married, travel, go on vision quests. Some of them had the power to raise storms, bring rain, and calm seas.

		They were the Animal Masters, who understood our kinship with all creatures. They knew the minds and hearts of the beasts and were at home with wild things. They could communicate with animals and plants and prowl in sacred places. They knew the arcane language with which creation speaks to itself. They knew how to listen.

		And the wise ones were master storytellers who knew the ancient myths—for even ancient peoples had ancient myths that contained their collective folk memory. As custodians of legend and custom, they could recite poems and sing songs for hours or days at a time, mesmerizing their listeners with the magic of their voices. They were the original bards.

		When we think about the gifts and talents that these ancient magic-workers possessed, something inside us glimmers. We resonate to them because we know that we, too, possess these gifts and talents. On some level of consciousness we know that these skills are not supernatural but natural, and that we have used them—in memory, in imagination, in another life, in our dreams. We understand the deep truths that the Witch, the shaman, and the mystic embody, truths so old the world will never get rid of them. Although many modern people will not admit it, the Witch’s worldview still makes sense. We still sense a connectedness with nature that has not been totally lost. We instinctively know that all creation contains a magnificent vitality, that everything is alive, that all creatures contain spirit. In our heart of hearts we agree with the philosopher Thales, who told the ancient Greeks, “All things are filled with gods.”

		Every culture has had its magicians and visionaries. We find them in the histories of Sumer, Crete, India, Egypt, Greece, Africa, the Americas, Polynesia, Tibet, Siberia, and the Middle East. In Western Europe they appeared as the Druids, the priests and priestesses of the Celtic race whose origins are still shrouded in the mists of history. The migrating Celts spread Druidic wisdom and magic from China to Spain. In mining and metalworking, sculpture and art, poetry and literature, law and social customs the Celtic peoples left an indelible stamp on European culture. From their scientific and spiritual customs the modern Witch derives much of her Craft. With a remarkable ability to blend both the practical and the metaphysical—the Celts developed the traction plow, rectangular field systems, and crop rotation, as well as theories about the immortality of the soul and reincarnation—the Druidic leaders of the Celts stand as shining models for the modern Witch.

		A Witch’s knowledge is old. Her worldview is ancient. People who pride themselves on being modern often dismiss Witchcraft as fantasy, superstition, or make-believe. Biased accounts of ancient people, written by historians who were convinced of their own culture’s superiority, have made our ancestors’ civilizations look barbaric, ignorant, and savage. But the truth about the ancient ways can’t be suppressed. Witchcraft thrived in the so-called primitive cultures of the past; it thrived in the highly developed cultures of the past. It thrives today.

		MAGICAL CHILDHOODS

		What is true in the macrocosm is true in the microcosm. Many modern Witches trace their first encounters with magic back to very early times in their childhoods, when their innocence and ability to wonder paralleled that of our earliest ancestors. In fact, even when recognized later in life, magic fills us with a sense of awe as it breaks forth in our lives. Adults feel a kind of childlike wonder and surprise during their first magical experiences.

		Just as the child loses its sense of oneness with the universe as it develops ego boundaries and learns how to protect its separate and distinct body from the rest of the world, human societies lost that sense of unity as they evolved away from nature. As men and women created societies more and more removed from the natural world, they found themselves working against nature, subduing it, exploiting it. In time they thought of nature as neither intelligent nor divine. Eventually they came to view it as the enemy.

		But Witches have never forgotten the basic truth about creation: The world is not our enemy; neither is it inert, dumb matter. The earth and all living things share the same life force; the earth and all living things are composed of Divine Intelligence. All life is a web of interconnected beings, and we are woven into it as sisters and brothers of the All.

		If you think back into your early childhood, you will probably remember an incident when you knew something others didn’t know, an occasion when knowledge came spontaneously and intuitively. Perhaps you read someone’s thoughts, knew what was inside a present before you unwrapped it, made an improbable wish and it came true. You may have felt a strong kinship with nature, a bond with animals and plants, a certain power coming to you from the stars. You may have seen spirits or little people or heard them in the night. Ancient tales of Gods and Goddesses may have resonated with something deep in your soul, and you knew the old myths were as true as the scriptures you may have read in church or temple. They may have seemed even more true.

		A WITCH’S MAGIC

		To me the word Witch is a delicious word, filled with the most ancient memories that go back to our earliest ancestors, who lived close to natural cycles and understood and appreciated the power and energy that we share with the cosmos. The word Witch can stir these memories and feelings even in the most skeptical mind.

		The word itself has evolved through many centuries and cultures. There are different opinions about its origins. In old Anglo-Saxon, wicca and wicce (masculine and feminine respectively) refer to a seer or one who can divine information by means of magic. From these root words we derive the word Wicca, a term many in the Craft use today to refer to our beliefs and practices. Wych in Saxon and wicce in Old English mean to “turn, bend, shape.” An even earlier Indo-European root word, wic, or weik, also means to “bend or shape.” As Witches we bend the energies of nature and humanity to promote healing, growth, and life. We turn the Wheel of the Year as the seasons go by. We shape our lives and environments so they promote the good things of the earth. The word Witch has also been traced back to the old Germanic root wit—to know. And this, too, gives some insight into what a Witch is—a person of knowledge, a person versed in both scientific and spiritual truths.

		In the origins of many languages the concept of “Witch” was part of a constellation of words for “wise” or “wise ones.” In English we see this most clearly in the word magic, which derives from the Greek magos and the old Persian word magus. Both these words mean “seer” or “wizard.” In Old English the word wizard meant “one who is wise.” In many languages Witch is the hidden word, concealed in the common, everyday terms for wisdom. In French the word for midwife (a term that in rural areas often meant “Witch,” just as “country nurse” did in English-speaking countries) is sage-femme, “wise woman.”

		Wisdom enriches the soul, not just the mind. It is different from mere intelligence, information, and cleverness, which dwell only in the mind. Wisdom goes deeper than that. When the brain, with its multitudinous facts and pieces of information, ceases to exist, the soul will endure. The ageless wisdom of the soul will survive.

		The Greek word for soul is psyche. We often think of psychics as being gifted and rare individuals because they can tap into this universal wisdom, but the gift is not rare. We all have it; we are each en-souled individuals. Everyone has psychic powers or soul powers, and each of us can relearn—or remember—how to use them.

		Although both men and women share the power of magic, the word Witch has commonly been associated with women rather than men, but men in the Craft are also called Witches. During the Burning Times 80 percent of the millions of people who were executed for practicing Witchcraft were women. Even today most practitioners of the Craft are women, although the number of men is on the rise. There is a good reason for thinking of Witchcraft as a woman’s Craft. A Witch’s power deals with life, and women are biologically more engaged in producing life and nourishing it than are men. It is not a coincidence that as more men assist in childbirth and take on the responsibilities of caring for newborn infants, more men are becoming interested in the Craft. The spirit of the times is leading both men and women to reconnect with the mysteries of life that are found in the natural rhythms of woman, earth, and moon—for the mysteries of life are the mysteries of magic.

		Magic is knowledge and power that come from the ability to shift consciousness at will into a nonordinary, visionary state of awareness. Traditionally certain tools and methods have been used to cause this shift: dance, song, music, colors, scents, drumming, fasting, vigils, meditation, breathing exercises, certain natural foods and drinks, and forms of hypnosis. Dramatic, mystical environments, such as sacred groves, valleys, mountains, churches, or temples, will also shift consciousness. In almost every culture some form of visionary trance is used for the sacred rituals that open the doorways to the Higher Intelligence or for working magic.

		From Neolithic times the practice of Witchcraft has always centered around symbolic rituals that stimulate the imagination and shift awareness. Hunting rituals, vision quests, and healing ceremonies were always performed in the rich context of the symbols and metaphors unique to each culture. Today a Witch’s meditations and spells continue this practice. A Witch’s work is mind work and utilizes powerful metaphors, allegories, and images that unlock the powers of the mind. The Huichol Indians of Mexico tell us that the mind has a secret doorway that they call the nierika. For most people it remains closed until the time of death. But the Witch knows how to open and pass through that doorway even in life and bring back through it the visions of nonordinary realities that give purpose and meaning to life.

		The images and symbols of Witchcraft have a mysterious and magical quality because they tap into something deeper and more mysterious than ourselves. They trigger the ageless truths that dwell in the unconscious, which, as the great psychologist and student of world religions Carl Jung suggested, merge with the instinctual responses of the animal kingdom and may even encompass all of creation. The deepest knowledge, just on the other side of the nierika, is always knowledge of the universe. It is always present, even though, like a candle flame in the blinding sunlight, it seems invisible and unknowable. But magic takes us to those deep realms of power and knowledge. Magic leads us into the soft moonlight, where a candle flame glows steady and bright. It can take us through the nierika and bring us back again.

		Deep inner knowledge from the unconscious cannot always be expressed in words; it often requires poetry, song, and ritual. Somewhere in the center of your soul is a sense of identity that you can never convey to another human being by words alone. You know there is more to you than you can see or express, just as you know there is more to the universe than you now understand. At best you can only give hints and glimpses of your deepest self by the things you like, what you fear, how you play, the way you smile. Guarded in the center of your being is the secret of who you are and how you personally connect to the rest of the universe.

		A Witch’s knowledge of herself, of nature, of the divine power behind the cosmos can be best expressed through myth, symbol, ritual, drama, and ceremony. Jung tells us that the structure of the mind results from the interplay of archetypal energies that can be known only in images and symbols and sensed in ritual and numinous events. And so we find that from the earliest times holy men and women of every culture have created practices rich in symbols and metaphors that the deep unconscious mind intuitively recognizes and understands: drums, gems, feathers, shells, wands, bowls, cups, cauldrons, sacred tools and clothing made from sacred plants, animals, and metals filled with power. These are the images that reveal the patterns of knowledge that lie beneath the physical universe. These are the images that lead us to the secret power hidden in the center of things, including our own hearts. With these rites and images, we can—as Witches say—“draw down the moon.”
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		THE OLD RELIGION

		From the earliest days of human life on this planet, men and women have wondered and worshiped in the face of life’s many mysteries. Out of the need to wonder and worship came understanding, and from understanding came meaning. In modern times we often think that understanding and meaning replace mystery, but nothing could be further from the truth. When understanding and meaning are truly incorporated into our hearts and minds we discover that the mysteries never disappear. They grow richer and deeper. The need to wonder, worship, and understand are all parts of the same human desire, and these three needs find a unity of expression in ancient spiritual practices. The same ancient mysteries lie at the heart of my own spiritual beliefs. It is what Witches call “the Old Religion.”

		All religion is about creation—not simply the tales and legends of how a creator or creators brought forth the universe, but how living men, women, and children participate in the ongoing generation of the universe. Creation is never finished, it is an eternal process. In some native traditions people sing the sun up at dawn and chant it down at dusk. There is profound wisdom in this that cannot be repudiated by the contention that the sun could very well rise and set without human assistance. The turning of day into night and winter into spring should be human as well as divine activities. As followers of the Old Religion, Witches take an active part in what we call turning the Wheel of the Year and participating in the course of the seasons. We are co-creators of the universe.

		OUR MOTHER THE EARTH

		Religion is about creation, and for that reason religion should be about the earth. To many people this comes as a surprise because modern religious thinking emphasizes salvation over creation and focuses on heaven and hell rather than earth. But pagans believed that biological processes are spiritual processes and that there is divine meaning in every natural event.

		As participants in the ongoing drama of creation our ancestors believed that the great mysteries of life were the mysteries of transformation: how things turn into other things, how things grow, die, and are reborn. Perhaps nowhere in their experience did they see these events more personally and intimately than in the transformations of woman. The ability to conceive a new human life, give birth, produce milk, and to bleed with the phases of the moon was awe-inspiring. The centrality of woman in the life of the community could not be denied. She alone had the power to produce and nurture life. Without her new life would die. Woman reflected the cyclic changes that paralleled the seasonal changes of the earth and the monthly phases of the moon. It was not superstition, nor spiritual fantasy, that made early observers notice that both woman and nature shared the great role of motherhood. It was biological fact.
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		(Willendorf & Nile River Goddesses)

		The earliest works of art that depict human figures are of mothers. Dating back 35,000 to 10,000 B.C.E. and discovered all across Europe and in Africa, these “Venus figurines,” as they are called by archaeologists, show the fullness of motherhood and the ripeness of feminine nature. Carved in bone, ivory, and stone or shaped out of clay, these small miniatures, with large bellies, full breasts, and powerful thighs, were not simply the erotic art of their day. As the highly respected authority on world mythologies Joseph Campbell emphasizes in The Way of the Animal Powers, “This definitely is not a work of naturalistic art, but a conceived abstraction, delivering a symbolic statement.” From their positions in holy places and grave sites they represented something sacred. The female organs were clearly “numinous centers,” as Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor tell us in their comprehensive and inspiring study of the worldwide Goddess traditions, The Great Cosmic Mother: Rediscovering the Religion of the Earth. At a time when the male role in conception was not understood, or only vaguely understood, the mother’s body was viewed as the only source of life, just as the earth was the only source of biological life.

		There are no similar depictions of men dating back this far. Indeed, the role of the male in conception is a rather recent discovery, dating back only about five thousand years. The father’s role in conception was probably not widely understood until about 3000 B.C.E. The great pioneer anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski discovered twentieth-century Stone Age cultures in Polynesia that only dimly understood the male contribution. It is not surprising that the father’s role should have gone unnoticed for so long. Since a woman does not become pregnant with every act of intercourse, nor does she know she is pregnant until days or weeks have passed, the connection between conception and sexual activity with males is not immediately obvious. To our ancestors it appeared that the male “opened” the vagina but that the actual placement of the young life in the womb was the work of divine power, perhaps the light of the moon, maybe a spirit visitor. Or from the worldwide distribution of myths about parthenogenesis, perhaps the woman had the power to produce life solely on her own. At any rate, the concept of fatherhood and permanent mating developed rather late in human history. As anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan put it, “It was not until recorded civilization commenced that it [the patriarchal family] became established.”

		Even earlier than the Cro-Magnon societies that carved the Venus figures, we find Neanderthal grave sites, dating back many millennia, with their dead buried in a curled-up fetal position, their bones painted with red ochre. Symbolically the deceased have reentered the womb of the earth. They are once again red with the blood of the mother. They have literally and symbolically returned to her, thus completing what our Ice Age ancestors knew to be the complete cycle of life—from womb to womb, from a single mother to the Great Mother.

		From a wealth of archaeological, historical, and anthropological evidence—Goddess statues, burial customs, cave paintings of woman giving birth, the newborn still connected to her by the umbilical cord—I believe it is clear that our ancestors understood the intimate connection between female power and earth power. Woman was the source of life. Woman’s recurrent cycles paralleled the recurrent cycles of nature. The great “myth of the eternal return” (to use the wonderful phrase from Mircea Eliade, the reknowned scholar of world religions) was the myth played over and over again in the life cycle of every woman, in each pregnancy that produced a new human life, and in the mysterious bleeding that occurred each moon and ceased when the womb retained its blood and grew fuller and fuller like the waxing moon. By so closely identifying woman with the earth, and the earth with divine power, our ancestors found it reasonable to assume that the divine power behind creation was female. Monica Sjöö and Barbara Mor have said it very succinctly: “God was female for at least the first 200,000 years of human life on earth.” For Witches, God is still female.

		The Old Religion, with its strong matrifocal perspective, was a religion of ecstasy. Archaeological evidence of primal religious experiences—cave drawings, pictures in tombs and on pottery—show human figures with large awestruck eyes, human beings dancing with wild animals, flying with birds, sharing the watery realms with fish and snakes. Religious practices and shamanistic rituals that have survived into our own time among indigenous peoples also indicate ecstatic religious experiences—dancing, drumming, chanting, reenacting primal creation myths, and inducing trance. From all the scattered evidence reaching through the centuries, it appears that ecstatic religious experiences were the norm for pre-Christian cultures. And so they should have been in religions that centered on woman’s experience. The Great Goddess and her priestesses were living examples of the integration of body, mind, and spirit. For them there was no dichotomy between mind and body, between spirit and matter.

		Followers of the Old Religion believe the universe was created in ecstasy out of the body and mind of the Great Mother of all living things. The oldest creation myths from around the world recount the many ways that human beings have perceived this original birth of earth, sky, plants, animals, and the first human couple. From northwest India we learn about Kujum-Chantu, the Divine Mother, who created the physical landscapes of the earth out of the various parts of her own body. A Pelasgian creation tale from the eastern Mediterranean explains how Euronyme, the Goddess of All Things, danced the earth into existence. From Venezuela comes the story of Puana, the Snake who created Kuma, the first woman, from whom sprang all living things and all the customs of the Yaruros people. A Huron story tells of the Woman Who Fell from the Sky, a divine woman, who with the help of Turtle, began human life on earth The Fon people in Dahomey, Africa, revere Nan Buluku, the Great Mother, who created the world. From ancient China comes the creation story of how the universe was in the shape of a hen’s egg containing a mysterious something not yet born. From this feminine environment sprang Phan Ku, the first being who created the earth. A Tahitian myth also relates how the first spark of life began inside a great egg, where Ta-aroa waited for ages to be born before beginning the great work of creation with his companion, Tu. Among the many Greek myths of creation is that of Gaia, the Earth, who appeared out of the Chaos or Void and who brought forth Heaven and the Sea, and then created the mighty Titans. In Babylonia we hear the story of the divine mothers, Apsu and Tiamat, who created the gods. A Sumerian myth explains how the Sea Goddess Nammu, called “the mother, the ancestress,” gave birth to the gods. The ancient Mayans told many tales of the Maker and Former, who had many names, among them both Grandfather and Grandmother.

		In Hebrew legends the all-powerful Yahweh was originally the Goddess Iahu-’Anat, a name that, as Elizabeth Gould Davis tells us in The First Sex, was “stolen from that of the Sumerian goddess.” The name Yahweh has also been related to the Canaanite moon deity, Yareah, who was possibly androgynous or bisexual. Even in Genesis we find indications that mother deities were present at the creation. In one of the two creation accounts, Elohim, the word translated as a singular “God,” is actually a plural noun, and according to some biblical scholars would be better translated as “creative nature spirits.” That Elohim was plural and partially feminine is clear from the words of Genesis that say “Let us make man in our image and likeness. Male and female He [!] created them.” If the “image and likeness” of the creator is both male and female, we can assume that at least some of those “creative spirits” had feminine natures.

		THE TRIPLE MOON GODDESS

		In many parts of the world the original Goddess is referred to as the Great Moon Goddess, a triune deity. She is the great female trinity of Maiden, Mother, and Crone. And in many written accounts, as well as in the artwork that has survived, we see this triple nature—sometimes depicted as three faces—reflected in the three phases of the moon. Here, too, the earliest human worshipers understood that one and the same mystery or power operated in both woman and the moon. As Joseph Campbell put it, “The initial observation which gave birth in the mind of man to a mythology of one mystery informing earthly and celestial things was … the celestial order of the waxing moon and the earthly order of the womb.” So not only was the Goddess reflected in the three phases of the moon, but the biological cycles of every woman found expression there too. Every woman could identify with the Great Goddess by identifying her own bodily transformation with the moon’s monthly waxing and waning.

		A Witch’s spells and rituals are always performed in conjunction with the phases of the moon, and female Witches align their magical work with their own menstrual cycles. By observing the three lunar phases and meditating on the Goddess’s traditions associated with them, we discover the special powers and mysteries of the moon and the unique wisdom it teaches us about the Divine Mother of the universe.

		THE MAIDEN   The crescent moon, virginal and delicate, grows stronger and brighter each night, appearing higher and higher in the sky as it comes to greater fullness. Ancient men and women have interpreted this phase of the moon to represent the young girl growing stronger with each passing day. She is the pure, independent athlete and huntress, who in Mediterranean Goddess lore was called Diana and Artemis. As she matures into a powerful woman warrior, or Amazon, she learns to defend herself and the children that she will someday birth into existence.

		In some cultures this free and independent Goddess is the Lady of the Wild Things and presides over the hunting rituals. In her hand she holds the hunting horn, taken from the cows and bulls that are her special animals. The horn is shaped like the crescent moon. One of her earliest representations is the 21,000-year-old figure discovered in France that archaeologists have named the Venus of Laussel. It depicts a woman stained with red ochre holding the hunting horn in triumph. The art historian Sigfried Giedion calls her “the most vigorously sculptured representation of the human body in the whole of primeval art.” Joseph Campbell points out that as a mythic personage—i.e., an image of someone that transcends the merely human—she was so well known that “the reference of the elevated horn would have been … readily understood.” What Stone Age people readily understood was that the woman with the horn could assure success on the hunt because as a woman she knew the intimate mysteries and movements of the wild herds. Ironically, the language our contemporary historians have traditionally used to speak of Ice Age hunters speaks of violence, slaughter, and men. However, as historian William Irwin Thompson notes, “every statue and painting we discover cries out to us that this Ice Age humanity was a culture of art, the love of animals and women.”

		THE MOTHER   The full moon, when the night sky is flooded with light, is represented as a mother Goddess, her womb swollen with new life. Witches and magic-workers everywhere have always found this to be a time of great power. It is a time that draws us to sacred places, like the hidden springs and caves that Neolithic women might have used as their original birthing places. In his fascinating study The Great Mother, Erich Neumann suggests, “The earliest sacred precinct of the primordial age was probably
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