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The title of this book is itself a reflection and witness to my evolving experience on an eclectic and integrating spiritual path. I look for and find wisdom offering itself to me from many streams. That includes a modern Druid path and the mythological, mystical and magical dimensions of that path. I recognize that while I did not set out to make this true, the Druid path that I have been on now for  25 years is in many respects pan-Celtic. My path draws from and is influenced by aspects of the cultures once populated by very specific Celtic language speaking tribes across Ireland, England, Wales, Scotland, and the mainland of Europe. This particular body of work that I am sharing here belongs to the Irish traditions and a fragmentary story of the Tuatha De Danann, a migratory tribe who arrived off the shores of Ireland, according to the story, and eventually became its rulers and its gods and goddesses, for a while. I am an American of Irish, Scottish, Welsh and English heritages living in the U.S., and what I work hard to learn and honor in these traditions has become the vehicle of my spiritual life.  

The story that calls to me and which is the core of this book, like many things that we know of ancient Celtic peoples, exists in fragmentary form. That fragment of a story is found in a work known as the Cath Maige Tuired (Battle of Mag Tuired). The great focus of that work is as the title suggests: about the battle of the Tuatha De Danann against the Fomorians for control of Ireland. The fragment I speak of is the story of how, before this great battle, they went to the northern isles and studied magic with an identified Druid in each of four places. We are told that they did this with place names, Druid names and a special object named for each, and then we are told nothing more about what that all meant to them or how they used it. We have to assume that the entirety of the rest of the story is a working out of those questions, but the author does not draw that line for us. That is where I find myself and the powers of my imagination drawn into what this story can mean for me, for us, today. 

Let me be very clear about my use of the word and the reality of imagination. I understand our imagination to be one of the most powerful features of what it means to be human. Imagination, as I refer to it, is not an ethereal, meaningless piece of mental flotsam and jetsam. Imagination is the locus within us where the ancestries of our human longings and experiences meet with our best possible creativity for the present moment and the future. Without it, we would have nothing to contribute to our communities; there would be no human history or legacy to speak of, and the meaning of life would simply not be a question anyone was asking. Imagination is at the core of all that we are and do, is as necessary to who we are as breathing. This book is a work of imagination arising out of an ancient story and the longings of our current time for truth and meaning.

Working with the story of the Tuatha De Danann and its symbols, I have found my spiritual journey engaging in three different ways. First, it was a devotional engagement: I took on the characters and movements of the story and visited and revisited them often in a devotional, honoring and meditative way, practiced daily for almost two years. Each daily turn in revisiting those pieces of the story seemed to invite me more deeply into the story with my own story.  Those visits became a ritual for me, a ritual that embodied the fragmentary myth of the journey of the Tuatha De Danann to the north to learn a necessary magic. Something in the story spoke to me that I needed in my life, and I kept returning to it. Over time, I began to realize that returning to this story had begun to shape me and the way I viewed my life and actions in the world. I found in this devotional and ritual reenactment of the fragmentary myth a reality, a dynamic that Kristoffer Hughes identifies about myth. A myth is an untruth (meaning that it is not historical) telling us the truth about something. A myth is something that never happened but which is always happening. That something is often how our lives are engaging with a mythic dynamic.

The second period of my engagement with the Four Talismans became initiatory. I could feel the story drawing me into it. My devotional visitations of the story had a transforming effect on me. I had not planned for this to happen, but when we give ourselves to a story, the story begins to give itself to us, shaping us and revealing to us aspects of ourselves that perhaps have been hidden until the keys of the story unlock them. I slowly embraced the Four Talismans’ shaping and transforming work in me and my way in the world. 

I finally realized a third phase in my work with the Four Talismans. They were calling forth a magical practice in me as I interfaced with the world. Each of the Four Talismans called forth from me divine energy that I could choose, with my will, to send into the world for some specific works on a large scale. I wish not to misrepresent myself here. I do not think that I am a worker of world wide magic, but I have come to see through working with the Four Talismans that there are many of us who are called into their story who are working, collectively, a magic that the world needs at this time. There are battles going on in the world, now, that require our magic. We call ourselves many things: Druids, Witches, Walkers Between Worlds, Shamans, Wizards, Sorcerers, Mages, Prayer Warriors, Intercessors and other things. Many who may be called into this story don't have a name for themselves. They just recognize the continual call. What we have in common is that in addition to very specific and personal magic that we might work for ourselves and those who come to us, we are also working a magic into the collective heart of the Earth for Her and Her children. The Four Talismans have become my guides in doing this work, and I aim to share how that can work for others as well. Each person who takes up the Four Talismans as a devotion, as an initiation, will ultimately have a magic to work into the collective for good. 

Context is everything. It’s a principle of translation, interpretation, and application that I first encountered in high school from my English literature, history, Latin and Spanish teachers. I heard my university professors of ancient and modern languages and world histories repeat it again and again. I found my seminary professors appeal to this principle whether it was around theology, scripture, spirituality, liturgy, pastoral care or the psychology and sociology of religion. When my own students have asked me questions that go to the deeper core of things, I almost always start by clarifying the context of the question. Context is everything.

Here is my personal context. I am a white, cisgender man. I grew up in a rural part of the deep south in the United States with the wild woods, the beginning mountains of the Appalachian mountain range, natural creeks and underground springs that bubbled up in the dark corners of the forest and surrounded by all the wildlife of feather and hoof and paw that one can imagine. That was the outside of the house context. Inside of the house, the context was white, Protestant lower middle income American. I grew up in the 1960s and 70s, a time that I would later learn to be one of the greatest periods of change in my country’s history as we struggled with the meaning of civil rights, women’s rights, corruption in the highest office in the land, being human, family and community. The Vietnam War played out on television every night while we ate dinner. The echoes of McCarthyism were still in the air. The Red Scare was still very real. As elementary students in public schools that were only just beginning to integrate racially, we practiced civil defense drills for the day when the Soviet Union would launch nuclear bombs on the US. We drilled and acted as if we would survive such a thing. There was a national naivete, at least among white people, that was only beginning to be challenged. In every respect, we are still in the process of trying to wake up to reality: not a new reality, but to the realities that have always been here and which we have been afraid to see. As I write this, our nation struggles intensely because of this abiding inability to see: the lived experiences of women, of the LGBTQIA+ communities, of those who are Black, Indigenous and People of Color. Among male identified people of diverse skin tones, sexual orientations, economic and political persuasions, there is a very slow awakening taking place to who we are and who we can (and must) be for one another. The great time of change that I was born into in the 1960’s has ushered us into this period of great troubling and continued shifting in human consciousness.

I spent a lot of my young life, into my 20’s, trying to live out the ideals that had been handed to me only to find in my self-discovery that these ideals were not large enough. Not by a long shot. They rarely supported a meaningful life in a small town of white middle class folks in the deep south, much less People of Color, women in general, and LGBTQIA+ people. None of these communities were new to humankind. They were new to the collective psyche of white people. To Christian people. To the status quo people. That process and struggle to wake up is still in process even as new and more violent efforts to shut down the awakening process are underway as I write this in 2025. 

Remember. This is about context. My context. I think it may be about context for many other lives, as well. Somewhere around the age of 10 or 11, I was already aware of the disturbing forces of the human world beginning to break open the naive cocoon I was living in. When I found myself worried and anxious, too much, by the changes that were going on in the world around me, by the news that I actually listened to on network TV that seemed to always be on in our house, I found myself instinctively going to the woods. A pasture of a couple of acres separated our house from the deep, untouched woods, and in a couple of minutes I could remove myself from the house and domesticated yard, climb under a barbed wire fence, walk across the pasture with blackberry brambles here and there, and enter into the deep, cool, shadowy world of giant trees, trickling springs, moss and ferns, leaves and birds, breezes and a silence that was pervasive. That trip of just a few minutes was, in many ways, a journey that altered my state of consciousness just by doing it.  Crossing the threshold from pasture to forest was like putting on a different suit of clothes, exchanging the clothes of worry for the clothing of welcome and relief. It is my earliest experience of walking between worlds, and it is now the time and place in my life that I identify as the beginning of my modern Druid path, though, at the time, I did not have those words. 

I soon found a spot in the woods that became “my spot.” When I try to make sense of the meaning of my life, I often go to this spot, still, in my memory, and I describe this to myself and others who may be interested. The reader will encounter this spot in the woods with me again in Chapter 2. This spot was a massive stone that was 99% buried into the landscape. Only its flat surface appeared, and it rested at the foot of a giant pine tree that was several times thicker than my body and so tall that I could not see its top. Pine needles often covered the large flat top of the stone so that it wasn’t visible at first. The stone under the pine straw was my first discovery, if you will. I swept off the stone, and I sat on it with my back against the massive tree. There, in front of me as I saw in my new space, was a small stream that had cut a stream bed into the earth about two feet deep and as wide. I knew from my elders that this land had beneath it a huge lake of water that often bubbled up through the land as artesian wells. One of those was the source of this small stream. The banks of the stream bed were lined with moss that had grown there for time forgotten. A few ferns were scattered about here and there. 

This was my space. It called to me, and it told me without words that I was welcome there. I went there whenever I felt the world I lived in coming apart, and I would just sit. And be comforted. And become quiet. Sometimes, if my eleven year-old troubles were too much, and at times they were, I would cry. Quietly. The tree would groan deeply behind me and up my back, almost as if it were embracing me. The stone was always silent and eternally supportive in some ancient way. It promised to be there whenever and for however long I needed it. The stream never stopped for me as if to say: look, everything is always changing. With every visit, I found something that sustained me in that moment, and even though we only lived in this community where I had access to this space of mine with the tree, the stone, and the stream for my first 12 years, that space has never left me. How could it? This was my initiation into the Sky, the Earth and the Sea. This was the first call that I received to perceive the Being of Life that is in all things: plants, animals, minerals and humans - of all kinds, in every place, in every way, even and especially in me and in you who read these words. This was my gentle signal that said: there is so much more to this Earth. Come and see. This was, I now realize, my first encounter with the Four Talismans.

Come and see. I’ve been responding to that gentle invitation for the last fifty plus years, and it has taken many forms. All of that is my personal context for this book you are reading. My personal story is important only in that it can demonstrate to the reader that each of our stories can enter into the symbols and structures of an ancient story, even a fragmentary one, and offer us guidance, transformation, and become the actual work of our lives. 

Come and see. There is more. There is always more to explore, to witness, to learn from. There are always more ways to be all of who we are, to embrace all of what the Earth and all of her children are, and we are not diminished by this constant call to come and see. And change. Change does not make us less. Change can feel risky to us human types, but it also holds the promise of growth, expansion, and wisdom. For anyone who takes up the practice I offer here with the Four Talismans, I am certain that how each person works with them will begin to shift and change from how I have worked with them. This is the nature of devotion, initiation and magic when we work with archetypal symbols.

I was somewhere in my mid 30’s when I realized that the pan Celtic world view of the three realms, the Sky, Sea and Earth, and the rich imagery that comes out of those traditions were embodied in my space on the stone at the foot of the giant tree overlooking the stream. Celtic is not a monolithic or singular culture, but a multi tribal and large geographic collection of languages, cultures and histories. I have been making it my life-long practice to study and learn from as many of them as possible and to integrate what I learn into my devotional, mystical and working practices - because I feel them calling to me. The more I delve into that rich array of stories, symbols and representations of the cosmos, the more deeply it speaks to my soul and my journey to “come and see.” At this writing, I’ve been on a particularly Celtic inspired modern Druid path for twenty-five years. Even as I follow that path, I am clear that there are so many paths, so many journey-invitations to “come and see” what the cosmos is unfolding, and that this is just one of those. 

If you are drawn to things “Celtic,” or the intrigue of animism, or the possibilities of panentheism, or some other expression of the Mystery and the Divine through the natural beauty and wildness of this Earth, this book may speak to your search for truth and meaning. If that’s true, I think that you will find what I am sharing here a help along your own way to “come and see.” I want to offer an initiatory path into this invitation to come and see, to explore what an animistic worldview offers us and to our Earth Mother and all of her children. Seeing ourselves as holding dominion over the Earth has been deeply destructive, not only to the Planet Mother, but to all of us, and not just to us who are human, but to all our siblings: plant siblings, animal siblings, mineral siblings, one-celled siblings and all those of whom we as yet know nothing.

While this work is based on the rich images, symbols and stories of Ireland, it is not in any fashion a reconstruction of ancient Irish religion. It is an initiatory path for modern people living anywhere in the world of whatever ethnic background who find that these images, symbols and stories speak to their deep soul. Why they may speak is the substance of stories as many as those who tell them. In this book, the land of Ireland, some of its ancient stories, and the symbols and images they employ will become archetypal portals for us into this invitation to come and see what the cosmos holds from wherever we find our current location on Mother Earth.

There are historical connections. There is legendary material. There are symbols which have borne the life of many different meanings to many different peoples. Such is the power of a symbol. Symbols only die when they are held hostage of religious fundamentalists of any sort. A fundamentalist Christian, Hindu, Muslim or Jew can kill a symbol just as a fundamentalist reconstructionist in any religion or spiritual practice can. Likewise, symbols can be set free to work that powerful magic in our imaginations and workings in the world, especially when we see them in their original context. It is a vital part of deep respect that we ask first what these symbols meant to the ancients who used them before us, if that meaning can be discerned. Sometimes we can discern it. Sometimes we can’t, and often we have to come to various possibilities. In fact, it is true in many religions where there are sacred stories that multiple versions of those stories exist because even the ancient adherents found a variety of meanings in the same symbols, stories and practices.  After that primary inquiry into ancient material, we may ask how we can use these symbols - how they speak to and shape our understanding of life. This work seeks to open those symbols to powers that we can work with in the world, in our lives, for the good of this time in history. They can be for us who are drawn to them in our own time and context, a significant core of how we work magic in a world still in need of transformation. All of this is the difference in respectful appreciation of historical, cultural and indigenous materials and the dishonorable appropriation of it as if it were ours to own and control. Ancient stories are gifts, and they must be received as such in deep gratitude. That is key to the initiation that these Four Talismans invite us to.

I will start by retelling what we have of the story in Chapter 1, of the tribe of people who came to Ireland a very long time ago (And the gods went to four cities). While I will describe to you what I think that story is attempting to do for the ancient Irish world, I remind you that the driving force here is the divine invitation to “come and see.” Therefore, I will tell you what that story means to me, as well, and suggest what such a story might mean for those of us on a modern journey into truth and meaning for our lives.

The subsequent four chapters take us on journeys, first by visiting the literary context of the story, and then via our imaginations with the Tuatha De Danann into the four cities seeking to learn the magic they needed for inhabiting the land at its center. The extant telling of this story does not reveal the details of what happened in those four cities beyond going there to learn the magic that they needed for this place. This is why I call this part of the story fragmentary. This is, in my opinion, where we show up with our imaginations to “come and see” how this story may become our story as well. I will invite you and your imagination into the four cities and then to the center of this place to which they brought their magic.  We will open those spaces within the historical and literary context and with our imagination to see what we can find there for our own journeys. We will ask what we can bring back to our own center space, the land which is the body that we live in. I will ask you, in each of those four chapters, to do some personal imagining about what you encounter there. The practices of imagination, both yours and mine, will begin to reveal what may become a devotional practice for you, a possible initiation into a spiritual path, and ultimately a magical practice for the world collective.  

The sixth chapter takes a pause to consider something that will have been present for the entire journey at that point: the center to which the Tuatha De Danann were bringing the Four Talismans and their sovereignty in the land. We will investigate what “the center” can mean for us and what personal and communal sovereignty might mean for us in our time. 

In Chapter 7, I give you the script of the devotional practice that I developed around the Four Talismans along with my commentary. In chapters 8-10, I offer an exploration of how the devotional may become an initiatory ritual in which you make this a significant part of your personal and sacred journey, and a mystical and magical practice for your working in the world. 

In Chapter 11, I make an attempt at a theology built out of this entire effort to come and see what the cosmos holds for us. Thinking theologically about devotional, initiatory and magical work with an ancient story may not seem important to some readers, and others will wonder why I have not offered that as Chapter 1. I am one of those for whom the why and how of a spiritual practice is important. Theological speculation and inquiry have long been important to me, and this is why I have included a chapter attempting a theological speculation that supports working with the Four Talismans in these ways.  I have left it until nearly the end because I also have come to value in the highest ways I know spiritual exploration, human imagination, and personal experience. I have, therefore, left the speculation until near the end. 

The final chapter is my modern rendering of the story of the Tuatha De Danann and their search for the magic that they needed before they took on their destiny. I wrote it for a Lugnasad ritual for my grove of Druids, and I offer it here as a way to engage our imaginations with the magic that is still at work in this ancient, fragmentary story.

Let me be clear about my scholarship. I am not a Celtic or Irish studies scholar. My PhD is in Latin and Classical studies affording me research skills into ancient cultures, languages and histories. My particular line of inquiry was in the function of sacred groves in the mythological stories of ancient Greece and Rome through the work of the poet Publius Ovidius Naso. I am not new to the power of story and the magic that can happen in and through them. I hold an M.Div. degree which has allowed me a long and fruitful life thus far of reflecting on the meaning of things as they emerge from the texts, images and symbols with which we connect. Nevertheless, I depend heavily on the most excellent work done by those who are Celtic and Irish scholars, of language, culture, history and archeology, and I cite their works and the sources that they cite as support for - as you should be able to guess by now - context, context, context. The world of theological speculation and meaning making is no stranger to me.  I’ve been doing it informally, and then formally, since I first sat on that rock at the base of that tree before that little flowing stream when I was 11 years old.

As you find your way through this book, I encourage you to hold somewhere near in your heart and mind three contexts always at work: first, the original context of the story of the Tuatha de Danann who went away to four cities before bringing what they found there to the center of Ireland. In what ways can they become symbols and magical portals into where you are being drawn to a magic you don’t know yet, a wisdom that you do not yet embody? Second, remember that I am writing out of my lived context. It is a requirement of the spiritual path, whatever it is, that our path embraces who we know ourselves to be, living in a specific place and context. We each tell our stories and follow our paths out of a specific context that is both personal and communal. Third, remember that what I offer here is not sacred text, religious rule or a divine pronouncement. I am giving witness to the invitation I have heard through an ancient story: come and see. It is my hope that, however we each respond to that universal, divine invitation to come and see, it becomes for us our sacred way.
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​And the Gods Went to Four Cities

Like many good stories, this one starts in the middle of things. We are told in the medieval Irish work known as the Cath MaigeTuired that this collective of beings called the Tuatha de Danann advanced on the island of Ireland. Their name means “the tribe of the goddess Danu”​[1]. Who these beings were remains a much debated mystery. Were they human? Were they divine? Were they humans who became divine? Were they historical, legendary or mythical people?

Documents dating 900 to 1,000 years ago identify this collective as gods but would have included beings who were also known as sages, magicians, warriors, divine crafters of various kinds - in short, beings of great power and skill. They stand in contrast to herders and farmers who are not gods.  What does this mean? Were these human beings later lifted to the status of deities? Does this imply some notion of incarnation in which the divine becomes present in human form? Historically, these are questions that remain without historically documented answers, and perhaps, these are the kinds of questions that we ask which our ancient predecessors would not have. 

Tomas O’Cathasaigh sees the Tuatha de Danann as “Irish reflexes” of Celtic deities who appear in various places on the Celtic isles and the continent, an observation that may relieve a few of our questions, or add to them. Beyond Ireland, these beings were seen as deities of place with particular powers and skills. Some of these blended and expanded across Celtic tribal lands and places. But, he also offers a sociological observation that challenges our knee-jerk penchant for binary thinking​[2]. O’ Cathasaigh details the coming of the Tuatha de Danann to Ireland and ultimately defeating the Fomoiri (the deities who held dominion over the Irish isle up to that point, often portrayed in dark, shadowy tones)  and taking their place as the ruling deities. He helps the reader understand this battle as an expression of the social struggles between clans that have mixed to some degree and then must struggle through war to determine which social ranks will lead. 

The story hinges on a family set up that will not be unfamiliar to many of us. And this is just one example of why this story appeals to me so much that I have been working with it as a devotional, initiatory and magical paradigm in my modern context.  It’s about two sons of two mixed couplings: Bres who has a Fomoiri father and a Tuatha de Danann mother and Lug who has a Tuatha de Danann father and a Fomoiri mother. The opposing sets of deities have already found their way into each other's offspring. In the ultimate battle between the two tribes, Balar of the Fomoiri, has an evil eye that only ever opens during battle. It takes four men to open it, and when the enemy sees the evil eye, they are destroyed. In this instance, as the men open the evil eye, Lug uses a slingshot to hurl a stone into the eye which forces the eye through Balar’s head and out the back where his own men catch sight of it and are destroyed.  After the defeat of the Fomoiri, Bres approaches his cousin Lug and begs for his life. Lug requires Bres to tell him how the men of Ireland should plow, sow and reap thus ensuring their success on the land. The battle of the two opposing forces of the gods (a simple binary) ends at the hands of two heroic figures who are both of mixed tribal lineage, and they forge their peace with one another. There is an implicit third thing that seems to transcend the binary: the mixed blood that both figures own in their bodies. Who of us is born of any sort of “pure lineage” or more to the point, has a life story that is not a mix of many competing components? Who of us, in the face of all of life’s complexities, doesn’t want to find truth and meaning for our life’s journey? These questions drive me, and they lure me to this story. Perhaps they may do something similar for you. 

Let’s take a pause, observe and open our sense of human relations. We may be predisposed to identify and fight “the enemy” however we perceive them. Before, during and after such battles, however, this story utters the reminder: but you are all of mixed blood. You all (humans) are cousins, and at the end of the fighting that you choose to do, it is as interconnected, intermingled beings that you will forge a peace. Let the binary yield up the often covert third way - a theme often repeated in Celtic stories and sayings. There are always three things. That, also, strongly calls to me in this work with this story. There is always a third thing, a third way, a set of three.

That medieval document known as the Cath Maige Tuired tells us that early in their time in Ireland, the Tuatha de Danann went away to the north where they engaged in magical studies in four different cities. They studied secret lore, magic, science, druidic arts, and they developed magical skills. The four cities were in “the northern islands” which Sharon MacLeod associates with darkness - not darkness as a representation of evil, but a darkness that, as in many traditions, is the cosmic origin of all things.  In these four cities they learned a particular kind of magic which they would bring to the sacred center.​[3] This center of Ireland would come to be known as Tara, the place of the High King. Each magic was then to be brought back to the center as a consolidation of their power in the land. 

This would be a good place to say briefly what I mean by magic. The Cath Maige Tuired does not spell that out at all, and some translators even use terms which, in a medieval context, were meant to imply that their studies were in some way sinister. We will explore this in more detail in the subsequent chapters focusing on each of the Four Talismans that the gods and goddesses brought back to the center. We are not talking about spells and rituals alone, though I am not suggesting that spells and rituals are excluded either. I have heard the Four Talismans call to me. I have embraced them as talismans of meaning to work with, to learn through, to work through, to be transformed by. Let me state very clearly: I am not claiming to uncover a long hidden magic. I am answering a call to work with powerful portals, symbols, talismans as a spiritual devotion, as a way of initiation, and as a way of working magic in the world for transformation, personal and otherwise. One of the simplest and most powerful definitions of magic I have received is this: magic is an art of change.​[4] 

The Four Talismans each imply a strength, a wisdom, a set of skills emanating from a symbolic or inspirational source of meaning. Context is important. These four items were treasures to a people in a culture where warfare and fighting opposing clans was a centerpiece in their way of life. We who are on modern spiritual journeys of many kinds, including modern Pagan and Druid journeys most often do not center actual, physical warfare in our way of life much less our search for
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