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Abstract 

Goddess Spirituality is both a new social movement and a form of spirituality. It has 

increased in terms of the numbers of members and also in influence. This influence 

can be measured by its impact on mainstream contemporary western society mainly 

from the late 1970s onwards. 

This form of spirituality has developed as an alternative to mainstream secular and 

religious perceptions of women's roles and experiences in contemporary society. The 

central aim of this study is to gain a greater understanding of what Goddess 

Spirituality means for those involved in the movement. Concentrating on how 

Goddess Spirituality is integrated into the daily lives of its members, who are part of a 

society that is patriarchal in character. 

This study is centered round the perceptions of six women (in the Canterbury area) 

who have been; or are; actively involved in the Goddess Spirituality Moment in New 

Zealand. It discusses their views on Goddess Spirituality as a spiritual, social, (and for 

some political) movement. It aims to describe their reasons for becoming involved 

and their perceptions of what Goddess Spirituality is, and what it provides for them in 

a spiritual, and practical sense. These areas of research are important as they provide 

_ an insight into the way these women integrate their chosen form of spirituality into 

their daily lives; using it as a means of developing and strengthening their sense of 

identity and community with other women. 

These perceptions are described in line with various areas of literature on Goddess 

Spirituality, Feminist Witchcraft, and Women's Spirituality, written both within New 

Zealand and the United States (where the movement originated). These areas of 

literature are comprised of texts written by feminist theologians ( or feminist 

spiritualists), on the history of Goddess religions throughout the world, as well as the 

existence of Goddess Spirituality as an alternative to mainstream religions ( e.g. 

Christianity) and institutions, and the social order and structure of contemporary 

society. Recent academic studies on Feminist Witchcraft and Women's Spirituality in 

New Zealand have also been used in this study as a means of highlighting the 
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commonalties, and differences, that exist between the perceptions of Goddess 

Spirituality experienced by the women in this study, and the experiences of other 

women involved in this movement in New Zealand. 

Feminist research methods, wi!ll their emphasis on bringing out the experiences, 

opinions and attitudes of women (Mies, 1993) complemented the objectives of this 

qualitative study and became the basis of its approach in terms of the research 

methods used, the presentation of the data as well as the interview process. The 

interviews themselves were semi-structured covering a list of possible topics to be 

discussed during the interviews but without any rigid structure or questions that had to 

be answered. 

Participation in group rituals with some of the women interviewed was also very 

important to this research. As a person who knew viriually nothing about Goddess 

Spirituality before beginning this study, ritual participation gave me a much greater 

understanding of the importance of the use of women's ritual for those I interviewed. 

It also helped me understand how ritual is used as a means of actively creating a 

physical and emotional space in which to express the values, experiences, and quality 

of life that these women associate with their spirituality. Individual and group rituals 

also allow for these women to integrate their spirituality their daily everyday lives. 

The magic of Goddess Spirituality ritual is based on a form of positive visualisation; 

focusing energy on a particular intention or activity (through various techniques), 

rather than the hocus-pocus magic that many in mainstream society associate with the 

words "witch" and "coven". 

In a sociological context Goddess Spirituality may be approached as a new social 

movement that combines spiritual and cultural elements as a way of recognising and 

celebrating women's common and individual experiences. By combining elements of 

a reverence for the Goddess (Goddesses) with aspects of feminist ideology, Eco

feminism and an awareness of current social and environmental issues, Goddess 

Spirituality indirectly challenges the current patriarchal and capitalist social order that 

western society has been founded on. As a social movement, Goddess spirituality 

should be regarded as existing within mainstream society (as are its members) and not 

as a movement that works on it from the outside. This is highlighted by the way in 
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which Goddess Spirituality has become a means for women in this study to enhance 

the quality of their lives in a society where they feel women's experiences are often 

ignored or undervalued. 
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Introduction: 

Over the last two decades, Western society (including New Zealand), has witnessed a 

decline in the number of people who identify as active Church practitioners. However, 

it may be asked whether this is necessarily an indicator that New Zealand society is 

becoming even more secular, or whether this is a trend more indicative of people 

adopting a more personal approach in regard to their spirituality, and associated 

lifestyle. 

In respect to this study, which is centered on interviews with six women involved in 

Goddess Spirituality, the latter would seem to be the case. As is apparent in the 

United States, Western Europe, and New Zealand, alternative religions such as 

Eastern forms of Spirituality, and neopaganism, were increasing rapidly by the 1960s, 

due to their lack of formal ideology, and loose organisation (Puttick, 1997: 242). This 

trend is also apparent in the increase (especially since the 1980s) in alternative healing 

techniques such as aromatherapy, Reiki, therapeutic massage, and holistic healing 

(links healing of the body and mind). Goddess Spirituality (which is part of the wider 

movement of Women's Spirituality), is part of this movement away from mainstream 

religions to a trend where more focus is placed on "real" quality of life for the 

individual. 

Like these other new social movements, Goddess Spirituality has evolved out of a 

dissatisfaction with the dominant culture, or social order, on which Western society is 

based (Smelser, 1962). For many of these new social movements, the consumer 

culture of Western society, its hierarchical social structure, and focus on economic 

development rather than social and cultural issues (thus distancing humans from the 

natural environment), failed to meet the needs of many individuals in society 

(Sztompka, 1991). Many alternative religious and spirituality groups criticise the 

universal perspective or ideology of mainstream religious traditions for being too 

rigid in their structure, and too confining in their beliefs, and practices, to encompass 

the individual, emotional, and spiritual needs of all members of society. The 

Women's Spirituality movement has expressed similar criticisms of mainstream 
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religious traditions, but also includes a concern with what it sees as the restricted 

participation of women in these religious traditions. 

The Feminist and Women's spirituality movement argues that the focus on a male 

god, with so-called masculine characteristics within these religious traditions, 

alienates women's involvement and religious experience. This is because by viewing 

God in solely masculine terms, men are promoted as closer to the divinity because 

they are created in his image, while women, are placed in a lower position in relation 

to their "closeness" to God because they do not possess these characteristics 

(Schussler Fiorenza, 1979). By doing this, "feminine characteristics" are immediately 

perceived as of lesser value, and their experiences and realities within society are 

undervalued, or go unrecognized. 

Although many mainstream religions are becoming more liberal in their outlook; with 

the inclusion of both feminine, and masculine language when referring to God, the 

incorporation of feminist and environmental issues into the Church system, and the 

opening up of positions of leadership and authority within the Church structure to 

women. Many women still find that this is not enough for them to want to remain 
/ 

involved in these religious traditions. 

The Women's Spirituality Movement is made up of those women who are trying to 

transform the character and structure of patriarchal religions by either remaining 

parishioners of various denominations and challenging them from within, or rejecting 

them altogether (Puttick, 1997). Goddess Spirituality, (on which this study is 

focused), attempts to challenge perceptions of women in patriarchal religions, by 

choosing to reject them, and in turn, create an alternative spirituality primarily for 

women that focuses on those aspects that patriarchal religions and society have 

generally ignored. 

Goddess Spirituality has a strong focus on strengthening a woman's individual sense 

of identity, while at the same time, encouraging the need for a stronger sense of 

women's community. By basing their spirituality around the recognition and 

celebration of women's experiences (whether they be biological changes in a 
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women's life cycle or getting a new job), the aim is to promote a greater sense of self

love, and self-determination among the women involved. 

The Goddess Spirituality Movement displays many ideals and values of the Feminist 

Movement, Eco-feminism, neo-paganism and environmentalism. Like the Feminist 

Movement, Goddess Spirituality is concerned with the socially constructed image of 

what it is to be female as portrayed by the mass media and popular culture - this 

image often inaccurately reflects the actual realities of women's lives in this culture 

(Spretnak, 1991). 

The practices of Goddess Spirituality, especially ritual making, draws heavily from 

neo-paganism and Wiccan ritual practices in terms of the actual ritual process, and the 

timing if rituals according to the pagan calendar. The objectives of Eco-feminism in 

recreating an alternative theology to that of mainstream religions, based on a woman

nature connection, has been incorporated into Goddess Spirituality. By linking the 

Goddess with nature ( as a personification of nature), as well as a symbolic 

representation of all women, Goddess Spirituality reinforces this women-nature 

connection (Mellor, 1997). 

The first chapter of this research project, discusses Goddess Spirituality in relation to 

its various influences, describing it not only primarily a spiritual or religious 

movement, but also in many respects a social (and for some a political) movement as 

well. It's treatment as a branch of neo-paganism in many early academic studies of 

Wicca or modern witchcraft, tends to ignore the attempts of the women involved init 

to challenge, and transform, the way that Western society perceives the natural 

environment and women. The perception of Goddess Spirituality and Feminist 

Witchcraft as a cult movement also tends to create an inaccurate picture of what the 

movement is about. The aim of Goddess Spirituality for its members, as well as its 

organisation (as a movement and within individual covens), does not fit with the 

descriptions of a cult movement as given in sociological and anthropological theory. 
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This first chapter of this study provides a brief overview of the Goddess Spirituality 

movement on a global scale, and its development in New Zealand. However the focus 

of this study is not to make any generalisations about the movement as a whole, but to 

present the perceptions of women who are, ( or have been), actively involved in 

Goddess Spirituality. This is done as a means highlighting the fact that these women 

are all individuals, with their own experiences, family, and religious backgrounds, 

who have created their own spirituality, and means of expressing it, while at the same 

time sharing a common understanding of what Goddess Spirituality is. 

This aspect of the study is discussed in chapter three by outlining the religious and 

spiritual backgrounds of six women involved in Goddess Spirituality (all of whom 

had a Christian upbringing to a greater or lesser degree), including their reasons for 

becoming involved, and how they did so. As is described by each of these women, the 

paths to Goddess Spirituality are as diverse as the women who choose to become 

involved, even though their reasons for becoming involved maybe similar. 

A common perception of Goddess Spirituality is expressed as a cyclical and holistic 

perspective of life that views all living things as interdependent and of equal 

importance (Jade, 1991). Humans are fully integrated into the natural environment, 

rather than viewed as superior guardians of the earth created for them by God, as is 

outlined in many mainstream patriarchal religions (Sheldrake, 1991). The image of a 

male God is replaced by that of a female deity or deities, however she is not a mere 

replacement of masculine imagery with feminine imagery. The Great Mother Goddess 

is based on the same principles of integration and interconnection as the worldview of 

Goddess Spirituality. She exists as a deity, a personification of the cycle oflife, death, 

and rebirth, and as the "inner-voice", or soul that is seen to exist in every living thing 

(Starhawk, 1989). The holistic perspective of Goddess Spirituality incorporates its 

aims of a greater connection with the natural environment, with its aims of 

highlighting and celebrating the experiences of being a woman (physiologically, 

emotionally, and spiritually), as a member of contemporary Western society. The 

cyclical basis of Goddess Spirituality is not only found in terms of the ritual process 

and the timing of rituals, but also relates to a cyclical understanding of social change. 

The perception of social time or "lived time", that is associated with Goddess 

Spirituality, is also cyclical in form. There is much recent sociological theory that 
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discusses the inaccurate distinction made between cyclical and linear notions of time 

as a means of distinguishing pre-modem and modem societies, as was done 

traditionally in the social sciences (Gell, 1992 and Munn, 1992). Instead, sociological 

theory now makes a distinction between the astronomical time, or standardised time, 

on which almost all functions and operations in Western society are scheduled, and 

social time, that relates to subjective experiences of time (Sztompka, 1993). In 

Goddess Spirituality we can see how the cyclical processes that operate in all aspects 

of social life are closely associated to and marked by natural cyclical changes (such as 

the life cycle of birth, maturity, death, and regeneration). Cyclical experiences of time 

and notions of social change are not exclusively part of Goddess Spirituality. There 

are sociological theories developed on a cyclical perspective, ranging from the rise 

and fall of civilisations, to the cyclical processes of social time that exist in 

mainstream society for both individuals and groups (Sztompka, 1993). 

Chapters four and five focus on the way in which the six women interviewed as part 

of this study describe Goddess Spirituality, including the major concepts, or aspects, 

as well as how these goals or ideals are expressed. The use of ritual in Goddess 

Spirituality (and Women's Spirituality in general) is very important as a means of 

actively expressing both the personal, and collective, perceptions and intentions of 

this form of spirituality. It is also a means of integrating the values or ideals, that each 

of these women consider as being important to their spirituality and quality of life, in 

an active and effective way. 

The ritual process itself (in terms of both its form and structure), becomes an 

important means of expressing the restrictions or limitations patriarchal religious 

traditions have for these women, in terms of meeting their own spiritual needs. An 

important part of Goddess Spirituality for these women, is the way in which it 

actively encourages and allows them to integrate their spirituality into their everyday 

lives. Despite the fact that its perspective is vastly different from the social order, or 

perceptions, on which Western capitalist patriarchal society is based. In this way 

Goddess Spirituality becomes more than a set of spiritual beliefs separated from 

everyday life in the material world. Goddess Spirituality becomes not only an 

alternative to patriarchal religious traditions, but also a means of living and coping 

within the current social system, rather than trying to separate themselves from it. 
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Goddess Spirituality is ve1y women-centered, and emphasises women as agents in 

creating their own spirituality based on their own experiences. Feminist research 

methods, and interview techniques, have proved a vital part of the fieldwork and 

research process for this study. This has allowed for the perceptions and attitudes of 

these women towards Goddess Spirituality to come through without any assumptions 

about the information that might be expected, or required, to validate any presupposed 

theory or hypothesis (Patton, 1990). Semi-structured interviews were used in relation 

to this study. There was no set list of questions that had to be answered during the 

interview, however, a list of topics and possible questions were given to the women 

when they were initially contacted to set up an interview, and during the interview 

itself. This meant that the women had some assurance about the type of information 

that the interview would cover. I think this was quite important, as since I was not 

involved in Goddess Spirituality, there was some curiosity as to my reasons for 

choosing it as a research topic. An opportunity to look at the interview topics also 

gave these women the opportunity to think about what this list of topics left out when 

it came to their perceptions of Goddess Spirituality - topics of which they may not 

have thought during the actual interview. 

The fieldwork for this study also included participation in a ritual group that was 

formed with the aim of planning and performing a large public performance in 

Christchurch, based on reclaiming' women's history's and experiences. Although a 

personal reflection on these experiences is not included in the main chapters of this 

thesis (refer to appendix A), this involvement was very important in that it helped me 

understand the significance of the ritual process far more than any book on women's 

ritual ever could. It also made me aware of the passion and love these women have for 

their chosen form of spirituality, and what they get out of it when it is expressed with 

a group of like-minded women. 

The terms Goddess Spirituality, and Feminist Witchcraft, basically describe the same 

movement and form of spirituality. However, this study is headed under the term 

Goddess Spirituality, so it is important to explain the reasons for using this term 

instead of Feminist Witchcraft. Some of the women I talked to during the research for 

this study did not identify their own spirituality with the label Feminist Witchcraft. It 
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was not the term witchcraft with which they did not identify, as most saw themselves 

as witches, and were happy to identify with this label in the context of their 

understanding of the word (at least among their friends and family and those in their 

ritual group or coven). However, the term "feminist" was a bit more of an issue for 

some. Virtually all of the women in this study felt that there was some type of 

political aspect to Goddess Spirituality in the sense that it is challenging conventional 

perceptions of the current social order. For those women who were not as concerned 

with the political element that exists within the Goddess Spirituality or Feminist 

Witchcraft movement in their own spirituality, the word feminist seemed to imply to 

them some type of political stance with which they were not quite comfortable. For 

this reason this study uses the term Goddess Spirituality, because it is a means of 

encompassing the forms of spirituality that each of the women in this study have 

created for themselves, (whether it be more political or personal in nature), while still 

being able to discuss the way in which they are all part of a larger national, and global 

movement. 

Throughout this study Goddess Spirituality is constantly presented in contrast to 

Christianity ( and patriarchal religions in general), in structure, belief, and practice by 

the stories of the women presented here, and by the literature written on Goddess 

Spirituality or Feminist Witchcraft by feminist theologians actively involved in the 

movement. By making these contrasts, these women are not only highlighting the 

differences that exist between the two, but also seeking to make the understanding of 

the Goddess Spirituality movement easier for those who aren't involved. Although 

many women like myself, ( and men), have, little understanding of what Goddess 

Spirituality is, we do have an understanding of Christianity, having been brought up 

in a Western society which is based on Christian principles. As a result we can gain 

an easier understanding of what Goddess Spirituality is for those involved by 

comparing it to what it is not. 

The constant comparisons of the principle aspects of Goddess Spirituality with 

patriarchal religions also highlights another important aspect of Goddess Spirituality 

as it exists today, and this is the close relationship it has with Christianity and 

patriarchal society. This study is by no means implying that the two are very much the 

same or are interdependent, but Goddess Spirituality and the Women's Spirituality 
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Movement have been created in an environment that is founded on the principles of 

patriarchy. As a result, Goddess Spirituality has been impacted upon by patriarchal 

society and religious traditions, in the sense that it was created as an alternative to 

both. It has become one method for women ( and in some cases men) who are not 

satisfied with the way the society they are part of has met their spiritual needs, to 

express themselves. With this in mind, it is very important to consider both the 

literature on Goddess Spirituality, and the voices of the women in this study who are 

involved in the movement, in the context of the wider society within which they live. 

It must be recognised that this male-dominated social environment and allied social 

perceptions have helped form these women's various spiritual and everyday 

experiences, as well as their chosen involvement in Goddess Spirituality. 



Chapter two: "I think it's primarily spiritual, that's how it's 

organised, but it's also social and political." 

12 

This study sets out to present the perceptions of six women involved in Goddess 

Spirituality in Canterbury New Zealand. The focus is to discuss the perceptions and 

experiences of these women in regard to their spirituality. However it is also 

important to recognise that they are members of the larger national and global 

Goddess Spirituality movement which has been on the increase throughout the 

Western World since the mid- 1970s. This social and spiritual movement developed 

in the context of many other social movements during a period of social strain, and a 

general dissatisfaction by sections of the population with the realities of living in 

Western capitalist society (Mauss, 1975). Therefore, before going into an exploration 

of the experiences of the individual women presented here, it is necessary to discuss 

the social environment in which Goddess Spirituality developed both in the United 

States where it originated, and in New Zealand. 

2: 1 Is Goddess Spirituality a cult movement? 

The Goddess Spirituality (or Feminist Witchcraft Movement as it is also called), was 

up until recently, described within the social sciences as a branch of Wicca or 

traditional witchcraft, and approached as a new religious movement with a cult status 

(Robbins, 1988). 

Many social science studies of new religious movements focused mostly on when, 

and how the movement originated, and what the consequences were for the dominant 

culture by its development, rather than what the movement meant, or how it was 

understood, from the point of view of its members (Nelson, 1987: 14). New Religious 

Movements were viewed as "alien" or "deviant" cultures from the perspective of the 

dominant culture, with much attention being paid to explaining what made them 

different to mainstream religions. 
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The description of Goddess Spirituality as a cult movement meant that it was seen to 

exist partially outside of mainstream society because the movement rejected elements 

of it (Sullivan and Thompson, 1986). Cults are defined as religious groups that hold a 

"secret knowledge", which is often claimed to be passed down from their founder 

who discovered this knowledge, and is kept within the group, and not made available 

to the general public (Nelson, 1989: 84). This knowledge is usually passed down to 

the members in stages, as the initiates pass through a series of ranks. Cult movements 

are also described as small, and loosely organised religions focused round some type 

of charismatic leadership (Sullivan and Thompson, 1986: 278). 

The Goddess Spirituality movement has often been interpreted as a branch of 

Wicca (Luhrmann, 1989), rather than a spiritual and social movement that has 

been influenced by Wicca, but exists independently from it. Wicca is often 

defined as a religious cult movement, and Goddess Spirituality does display 

some of the features of a cult movement, such as its loose organisation and the 

independent status of the covens. It also rejects elements of the dominant 

society (including its hierarchical structure) while still living within that society. 

But there are many aspects of the cult definition that do not apply to the 

Goddess Spirituality movement. Firstly this movement is not solely a religious 

movement, it has drawn on many social movements and not all of them are 

religious. The modem feminist movement and Eco-feminism have contributed 

as much to the values or ideals of Goddess Spirituality as neo-paganism and 

Wicca. 

Luhrmann's study of modem witchcraft in England, (Persuasions of the Witch's 

Craft, 1989) locates Goddess Spirituality within Wicca as a religious 

movement. Luhrmann describes the three ranks of witchcraft that start as 

initiates or novices and finish through a rite of passage where the member 

becomes "the God or Goddess in one of their most powerful manifestations" 

(1989: 48). The structure and organisation apparent in the Goddess Spirituality 

movement is very different to what is described here. Locally, the social 

organisation of covens or ritual groups is non-hierarchical and informal. There 

are no principle leaders or elite group, and no system of control exercised by 

some group members over others (Puttick, 1997). 



The Goddess Spirituality movement is described by the women in this study as 

allowing for a strong individual focus while still feeling part of a network of 

people that provide support. "The way I see it is women needing to get together 

so they do .... Its up to me and its up to you to find our spirituality, to claim 

what is significant" (Sue 2/7/99). 

"The thing I like about it is it's ordinary women getting on with their 

ordinary lives and finding ways of doing things without institutions or 

hierarchies and anybody saying this is the way to do it" (Margaret 

27/8/99). 

Not only has the organisation of the Goddess spirituality movement allowed for 

greater individual focus, it is also a means of challenging and responding to 

what is seen as the very hierarchical patriarchal structure of Western Capitalist 

society. Starhawk refers to the non-hierarchical egalitarian structure of Feminist 

Witchcraft as providing a model for society (Starhawk, 1979). 

14 

2:2 The development of the Goddess Spirituality Movement as a 

reaction to capitalist patriarchal society 

The category of cult that has traditionally been placed on new religious movements 

such as Goddess Spirituality may well have the consequence of treating a 

phenomenon as exclusively spiritual. However if approached as a social movement it 

may well reveal that forms of spirituality such as Goddess Spirituality also have 

political and social elements to it as well. 

Like other social movements, the Goddess Spirituality movement should not be 

regarded as operating outside of the society within which its intentions are targeted. 

Rather social movements should be viewed as working on society from within 

because they are part of the historical framework, social, and cultural structure 

(Sztompka, 1991: 156-157). Just as a social movement has the potential to impact and 

change the wider society of which it is part. Wider society will also play a part in 



15 

developing the ideology or way of life (and the organisational strncture) of a social 

movement (Sztompka,1993: 278). Therefore when we look at Goddess Spirituality as 

a social, spiritual (and to some) political movement we must also consider the form of 

society that gave rise to its development and shaped its characteristics. 

The strncture and characteristics of modern society have created an environment 

conducive to the development of many social movements (Mauss, 1975) which target 

and challenge the social and economic inequalities experienced by much of the 

population in Western capitalist society either by virtue of their ethnicity, gender or 
. . . 

soc10-econom1c groupmg. 

Many of the new social movements that have grown out of the culture and strncture of 

modernity in Western capitalist society, have challenged its social norms as being 

ineffective or inefficient, and many of its values and ideals as wrong and unjust 

(Sztompka, 1993: 157). 

Social movements such as the peace movement, feminist movement, ecology 

movement or civil rights movement challenge the hierarchical socio-economic 

structure of modern capitalist society; a society which creates unequal power and 

economic relationships between those that have power and wealth and those that 

don't. The feelings of isolation, oppression and exploitation that are felt by those in 
' more powerless positions are targeted by these social movements (Sztompka, 1993), 

who have responded by calling for a greater creating a sense of community and 

togetherness, while still promoting the intentions of the particular movement. 

Since the 1960s, sectors of the population have come to question the assumed 

authority and superiority of the Western capitalist Patriarchal society which they 

lived. Throughout the Western world the 1960s marked a period of rapid social 

change. There was a "paradigm shift" away from modernist values of conservatism 

with a belief in the importance of the Church and the enhancement of human life 

through the scientific achievement of the 1950s. During this time manufacturing 

advances of the Fordist era enforced the socio-political ideals of rationality, 

objectivity and reason as the basis of a culture of materialism, mass-production and 

protestant work ethic values of hard work, discipline, and duty (Puttick, 1997). 
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However; the youth of Western capitalist society (often highly educated,) were 

experiencing inconsistencies between the ideals of this society and their own realities 

(Mauss, 1975: 39). This dissatisfaction led the rise of the "counter-culture" as a 

reaction against the conservatism of the 1950s and aided in the student activism and 

protest against the two World Wars and the Vietnam War (Puttick, 1997: 11). 

Capitalist society has not only become the target of these "counter-culture" 

movements but in many ways has also provided the environment and institutions that 

helped initiate and develop them. The increasing levels of education among the 

general population and the rapid growth in the mass media and communication 

networks meant that more and more of the population had become aware of their own 

situation in comparison with others at a local, national and even global level 

(Sztompka, 1991: 158). Universities often became (and still are) centres of political 

and social activism due to the heightened level of awareness among students of the 

values and norms of capitalist society which is not being experienced. 

Alternative religious and spirituality groups that also formed during this period, not 

only questioned the social structure and unrealistic ideals of modern capitalist society 

but also how this culture of modernity was reinforced by traditional mainstream 

religious institutions such as Christianity and Judaism. As part of their challenge to 

capitalist society these new religious movements began to look at alternative methods 

of viewing God and their relationship to Him. 

In reaction to the criticisms of mainstream religious institutions there was a spiritual 

revival with the development of new religious movements that focused on individual 

enlightenment and spiritual growth (such as the Human Potential Movement). These· 

institutional spiritual movements of the 1960s and 1970s included transcendental 

meditation, scientology, the Unification Church and Eastern forms of spirituality like 

Zen Buddhism and Hinduism. All had an emphasis in the individual forming a 

personal relationship with a higher being (Listner, 1999: 13). The HPM with its aim 

of personal spiritual development challenged patriarchal religious traditions through 

its attention to the previously taboo feminine vhiues of intuition, tenderness and 

nurturing (Puttick, 1997: 12). 
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The relationship between humans and God began to change in the 1980s from 

viewing God as existing separate from humans to one of God existing within the 

individual. Such a change in the view of Gods existence led to new ways of 

connecting with the divine and the popularity of practicing methods of individual self

actualization (Listner, 1999: 18). During the 1980s there was also the development of 

holistic health movements, aromatherapy massage, homeopathy, self-improvement 

courses, environmental awareness and other relaxation therapies (Listner, 1999). 

Since the 1980s neo-paganism (within which Goddess Spirituality can be included) 

has become one of the fastest growing religions throughout the Western world 

especially in Britain and the United States. This is at a time when the popularity of 

Christianity is continuing to decline despite attempts to introduce spiritualist revival 

aspects to its services. Neo-paganism encompasses Wicca, magic, Eco-spirituality, 

Goddess worship and shamanic traditions such as Taoism, Shinto and the revival of 

tribal religions (Puttick, 1997: 206). The attraction of neo-paganism to many of its 

members is its lack of formal doctrines, use of ritual and loose organisation (in 

contrast with institutionalized religious traditions) which has allowed it to grow into 

mainstream society and business. 

The decline in institutionalised religious traditions and the nse of alternative 

spirituality forms in New Zealand as in other Western capitalist societies indicates 

that people are searching to find spiritual methods that identified with their feelings of 

disempowerrnent in mainstream society. A society where environmental destruction 

and employment insecurity are becoming increasingly apparent (Listener, 1999: 16). 

These feelings are very apparent in the stories of the women in this study who have 

chosen to reject Christianity and criticise its generalised beliefs because it has failed 

to meet their spiritual needs and social ideals of the way women's experiences need to 

be acknowledged. 

The Eco-feminist movement developed from the growing awareness of the need for 

humans to change the way they perceive their relationship with the environment. 

There is a growing general belief that modem science and Christianity are responsible 

for the exploitation of the environment by virtue of envisaging humans as separate 
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from nature (Puttick, 1997, Seldrake, 1991, Mellor, 1997). Eco-feminism combines 

feminist issues with environmentalism in terms of a seeing a relationship between the 

domination of women and nature (Puttick, 1997: 224) found in the culture of Western 

society. The influence of the Eco-feminist movement on Goddess Spirituality is a 

very strong one and can be identified in the perceptions of Goddess Spirituality by the 

women in this study. 

Eco-feminism and Neo-paganism have reacted against the dominant western culture 

by adopting themes from primitive nature or fertility religions and eastern 

spirituality's that view humans are part of nature rather than separate from it. This has 

involved reviving the beliefs associated with ancient Goddess religions in matriarchal 

societies that see humans as custodians of nature and the earth as one aspect of the 

Great Mother Goddess in an attempt to reconnect with nature. The earth became 

associated with the divine and any act of man in relation the environment was viewed 

as sacramental (Mauss, 1975: 557). Many Eastern spiritualities view humans as 

submerged in nature so that no distinction can be made· between the physical and the 

spiritual world. This holistic worldview, acceptance of plurality, the emphasis on an 

idealised human personality without any set dogma of how to go about it, and 

rejecting the idea of separation between the mind and body, humans and nature, all 

play an important part in the Goddess Spirituality movement. 

Social movements do not develop in a society independently of one another. All 

social movements operate in the context of other movements whether they are linked 

due to common goals and aims, or because they are "coupled in conflict" (Sztompka, 

1991: 160) as movements and counter movements. This situation applies to the 

development of the Goddess Spirituality in Western society. The Goddess Spirituality 

Movement has been influenced by a number of other social movements operating at 

the time of its emergence and continues to share many goals and objectives with 

them. 

Like the peace movement, the environmental movement and feminist movement, 

Goddess Spirituality grew out of a social environment in which external trends and 

patterns such as rapid population growth, urbanisation, environmental exploitation 

and a cultural focus on economic, scientific and technological progress as a means of 



19 

alleviating social problems. Goddess Spirituality shares the concerns of new social 

movements that are concerned with providing alternative realities for those groups of 

the population who have found that their experiences don't meet these social norms 

and values. 

Like other alternative religious and spirituality groups Goddess Spirituality has 

chosen to reject the conception of human's relationship with God in Christianity and 

Judaism in favour of a more personal vision of the divine existing as part of the 

individuals and in all aspects of the natural world. The spiritual elements of Goddess 

Spirituality, especially seeing the divine as a Goddess (or various Goddesses) that 

exist both internally and externally has become a central symbol which the movement 

uses to express the common concerns and goals it has with the feminist and ecological 

movement. 

The image of the Goddess ( or Goddesses) in Goddess Spirituality is based on the 

growing area of literature (originating in the United States since the 1960s) on the 

topic of women's spirituality and the evidence of the existence of pre-Christian 

Goddess religions throughout the world. 

Within the feminist movement, there are groups of women who are concerned with 

the perceptions and images of women portrayed in mainstream religious traditions 

and the way they have promoted and legitimated the social perceptions of women in 

wider patriarchal capitalist society (Mary Daly, 1979, Carol Christ, 1979, 1989, 

Spretnak, 1991, 1982, Ursula King, 1989, Naomi Goldenburg, 1989, J, Plaskow, 

1979, Elisabeth Sussler Fiorenza, 1997). Evidence of the existence of ancient Goddess 

religions (before the rise of the current patriarchal based mainstream traditions of 

Christianity and Judaism) is used as a means of asserting the claims of feminist 

theologians of the legitimate need for women to reclaim their "female power" (Christ, 

1989) and link with the great Goddess that has been suppressed by later mainstream 

religions (Merlin Stone, 1979, Spretnak, 1991, Sjo and Mor, 1987, Iglehart, 1983, 

Marijia Gimbutas, 1991). 
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Environmental exploitation is an important concern within Goddess Spirituality. The 

development of a closer spiritual connection with the emih by viewing it as divine 

entity is used a way of heightening the awareness of its members of the 

interdependent relationship between humans and the environment. 

The Goddess Spirituality movement like many other new social movements is 

focused on current social issues and enhancing quality of life by creating a sense of 

community and identity among its members. These aspects of community and 

identity within the Goddess Spirituality movement are by in large women focused, 

and have been influenced by the ideology of the feminist movement. Like the 

feminist movement Goddess Spirituality is concerned with the social perceptions and 

expectations of women in capitalist patriarchal society in terms of the way they often 

fall short of encompassing the realities of most women who live and work in this 

socio-cultural structure. However the ways in which these concerns are trying to be 

alleviated includes a much more spiritual dimension. This spiritual dimension has 

been influenced by neopagnism and more specifically Wicca or modem witchcraft as 

developed by Gardener in the. The ritual practices of Wicca have been adapted to 

express the goals that Goddess Spirituality has in common with feminism and the 

ecology movement, and a means of promoting women's sense of identity and 

community which are so important to the movement. 

2:3 The Goddess Spirituality Movement in New Zealand 

We have discussed the development of Goddess spirituality as a social movement in 

the United States and Western Society in general. However it is also necessary to 

discuss the movement in New Zealand which, is a long way from the United States 

and Western Europe but still has a vibrant and growing Goddess Spirituality 

movement as described by the women involved in it. Literature on the Goddess 

Spirituality movement in New Zealand is scarce, especially in terms of how it 

developed in New Zealand. It seems that similar to the global trends of Women's 

Spirituality (an umbrella term that encompasses both those feminist spiritualists who 

have remained within traditional religions and those that have chosen to reject these 

religious institutions). The New Zealand movement has grown out of the feminist 
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movement as a critique of patriarchal religious tradition first becoming noticeable in 

the mid - 1980s. Women's Spirituality in New Zealand has also been heavily 

influenced by feminist theologians and feminist spirituality literature from the United 

States, such as Carol Christ's and Judith Plaskow' s Womanspirit Rising (1979), The 

Spiral dance (1979) by Starhawk, and the Holy Book of Women's Mysteries (1980) by 

Zusanna Budapest. 

Since the mid- l 980s there has been a steady increase in the recognition of Women's 

Spirituality and Feminist witchcraft in New Zealand. This is reflected in the inclusion 

of public ritual making at Women Studies Conferences in Hamilton in 1984. In 1988 

the first national ecumenical feminist women's conference was also held in 

Christchurch which included workshops for Christian women and those involved in 

pagan spirituality. A group ritual and workshops on spirituality and mysticism, 

exploring the Goddess, and women's wisdom and power were included in the 

conference. The inclusion of pagan spirituality during the conference acknowledged 

that "many women don't find spirituality within the church, for their spirituality is far 

wider than the traditional church allows" (Jacobson, 1988: 68). Other conferences run 

by Christian feminists that have included the attendance of women involved in 

Goddess Spirituality and Feminist witchcraft are the Creation Spirituality Conference 

in Auckland 1990 and Te Wairua Gatherings at Owhango (Rountree, 1994: 218). The 

first neo pagan women's national gathering in New Zealand was held in, 1988 called 

the Wise Woman Festival at Tauhara at Taupo in 1988 (Benland, 1990:248). The 

increasing recognition of Women's Spirituality issues has also been reflected in the 

inclusion of academic studies on the subject offered at Auckland University and 

Victoria University in Wellington since the 1980's. 

Juliet Batten, a prominent New Zealand artist who has also incorporated ritual making 

into her art, holds workshops on ritual making for women in Auckland. In the 

response to the lack of New Zealand or Southern Hemisphere based information on 

how to carry out woman - centered ritual making, Batten published Power fi·om 

Within - a feminist guide to ritual making in 1988. She has followed it up with · 

Celebrating the Southern Seasons: Rituals for Aotearoa in 1995 which combines 

Maori and Celtic religious heritages into the wheel of the southern year and ritual 
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making. Lea Holford has also organised workshops on woman's spirituality and ritual 

making at the Auckland University Center of Continuing Education. 

Although rather limited, the literature on women's spirituality in New Zealand is 

growing including Celine Kearney's The Faces of the Goddess: New Zealand Women 

Talk about their spirituality (1997) and The God and Goddess in Conflict (1999) by 

Helen Heliotrope which covers the growing movement of neo-paganism. Magazines 

include Women's Spirituality Newsletter based in Auckland, Womanscript which was 

based in Christchurch but now folded being replaced by Nymphs Queens and Crones. 

The New Spirit magazine also contains articles on women's spirituality and 

witchcraft. 

Wider recognition of Women's Spirituality or Feminist spirituality through the mass 

media has not been great, which Catherine Ben1and argues is due to the fact that many 

of the women involved especially those who are neo-pagan have not sought it (1990: 

248). However articles have been published in the Listener (1985) and the Evening 

Post (1997). Magazine television programs such as The Drum, have included 

segments on witchcraft. In 1999 a Wiccan wedding was included in a popular TV 

program Weddings, and this year the morning news programme Breaifast also 

recognised the increase in those involved with Witchcraft and pagan beliefs in New 

Zealand. 

Catherine Benland (1990) described the women's spirituality movement as made up 

of small scattered groups of (or individual) women that meet together for public 

rituals, conferences and workshops. Kathryn Rountree, (Remembering the Witch and 

the Goddess, 1994) states that at least twenty ritual groups operate in Auckland but 

the movement also includes those who are solitary witches. Christchurch has the 

second largest number of neo-pagans, but there are witches throughout all New 

Zealand's major centers (1994: 225). Rountree estimates the number of ritual groups 

to be fewer than fifty with the core group of practitioners at about 500. However, 

there are hundreds more who are on the periphery of the movement (Rountree, 1994: 

226). 
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Like the global trend of the modem feminist movement and women's spirituality, 

Benland (1996) argues that the movement in New Zealand is still largely made up of 

white, educated, middle class women. Although there are movements among Maori 

women who have traced their pre-European Maori religion and heritage, they do not 

necessarily consider themselves part of the women's spirituality movement as such 

(1996: 255). 

2:4 Goddess Spirituality as a New Social Movement 

Sztompka in his chapter on social movements in Sociology of Social Change (I 99 3 ), 

describes the various aspects of the types of social movements that can exist in 

society. In the context of Goddess Spirituality a number of these features are apparent 

in terms of the objectives of the chosen form of social change, the target of this type 

of social change and its organisational structure. Like other new social movements, 

Goddess Spirituality has grown out of changes in people's ideas of what should be 

society's values and norms. 

Rather than focusing on direct action towards changing actual social structures, 

Goddess Spirituality focuses on improving the individual by allowing them to develop 

personal forms of spirituality that incorporate the values and ideals of the Goddess 

Spirituality. Like other new social movements Goddess Spirituality would like to see 

changes to the current social structure but is taking a more indirect approach at 

achieving this change. 

Goddess Spirituality promotes an alternative to the values, beliefs and symbols that 

are associated with mainstream society Western society . In this sense Goddess 

Spirituality is more a value-oriented than a norm-oriented (Smelser, 1962) movement 

(that deals more with specific actions that enforce or legitimate the cultural values of a 

society). 

Unlike some mystical or religious movements Goddess Spirituality does not strive for 

conversion or see its spirituality as the only way to redemption (Sztompka, 1993: 

282). However like these movements its objectives do include a call towards reviving 

a sense of the spiritual back into everyday life. 
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As an expressive social movement, Goddess Spirituality like the civil rights, feminist 

and gay rights movements, does not seek to gain political power. Instead it aims to 

give its members a sense of identity and empowerment, coupled with attempts to 

foster a growing acceptance from wider society of its values and way of life 

(Sztompka, 1991: 283). 

These organisational features of Goddess Spirituality seem apply to the definition of a 

general social movement as described by Blumer (1951). Such a movement has a 

relatively informal organisation where by most of its action is done by individuals and 

small groups rather than by the whole group in a collective and coordinated effort. As 

a movement like this grows it gathers spokespeople, but they could not be described 

as appointed leaders. General social movement are described as often being 

influenced by literature expressing common objectives and issues - which relate to the 

individual experiences of its members and can be used to support its claims (Mauss, 

1975: 45). 

In line with general social movements, Goddess Spirituality has a very loose 

organisation, with an informal structure, and it is not uncommon for its members to be 

involved in the environmental and feminist movement as well. At both the 

international or national level Goddess Spirituality has no central organisation, leaders 

or spokes people. Even within ritual-groups or covens, there is no power structure in 

place that distinguishes its members (which is apparent in the Wiccan tradition). 

Its loose organisation has enabled it to retain the flexibility to incorporate elements 

from a number of other spiritual and social movements, and give its members the 

flexibility to practice their spirituality in a very creative and personal way. 

There are many ways in which a social movement can be internally structured or 

organised. Mauss (1975) describes social movements as being made up of three 

concentric circles. The outermost ring is made up of the proportion the public who are 

sympathetic to the cause of the general movement but are not the actual enthusiasts. 

The middle ring is made of those who are in active membership with the movement 

and have definite interests in its success but they may also have interests in other 
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causes. The inner most ring is the heart or core of the movement containing principle 

leaders that have their goals exclusively in the success of the movement (Mauss, 

1975: 47). The two outermost rings are apparent in the organisation of the Goddess 

Spirituality Movement but the innermost ring or core of the movement does not seem 

to exist. 

Sztompka also discusses the processes that go on within a social movement, and the 

waves of recruitment that occur as a movement develops ( or "layers of 

participation"), which are differentiated by the degree of motivation and involvement 

the members wish to have (Sztompka, 1991: 289). The first wave of recruits are those 

most affected by the issues or situation that the social movement challenges. The 

following layers are made up of recruits that while sympathetic to the cause are not as 

motivated to be actively involved. 

As a social movement mobilises it develops an internal oragnisational structure as it 

its members become differentiated on their level of commitment and participation. In 

the Goddess Spirituality movement however, these levels of differentiation are not 

apparent. This is largely due to the criticisms its members have of the hierarchical 

power structure mainstream society and religious traditions are based on, which they 

challenge by not organising in the same way. 

The ability of a social movement to mobilise its members and keep them motivated is 

seen to be the prime factor determining a movement's ability to succeed or fail. 

However what is regarded as success or failure in terms of social change, depends on 

the objectives of the group, and the scale of the envisaged social change. As can be 

seen in the following discussion of the perceptions the six women in this study have 

of the Goddess Spirituality Movement, its success is judged more in terms of its 

ability to meet the needs of individuals than society as a whole. 
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2:5 Perceptions of the Goddess Spirituality Movement in New Zealand 

Kathryn Rountree (1994) describes the movement as being made up of those who are 

members of ritual groups or practice individually and a much bigger group who are 

hold similar values and ideals to the movement, read the literature and attend the odd 

workshop or public ritual. 

This description of the Goddess Spirituality movement relates to the perceptions of 

the movement by the women in this study. Karen describes the Goddess spirituality 

movement as made up of many groups of women tlu·oughout New Zealand who are 

practicing independently of each other. However at the same time there also a 

growing sense of community among these various groups. 

"I think there's still little pockets ... but they don't think they are the only 

ones, they are aware there are other groups out there". (Karen, 2/8/99) 

Hazel also describes a growing sense of community among the various ritual groups 

or covens operating throughout New Zealand. For her the movement doesn't have a 

strong organisation but it isn't made up of scattered groups either. Rather there are 

lots and lot's of groups operating, 

" ... every suburb would have two or three groups I would imagine going on." 

(Hazel, 5/8/99) 

Sue felt that there would be a few hundred women involved in Goddess spirituality 

throughout the Canterbury region but it's hard to tell because they are all practicing 

within their own little groups. Noreen, Hazel, Karen and Sue all thought that the 

Goddess Spirituality movement in New Zealand was growing quickly and getting 

much stronger as more and more are willing to come out publicly about their 

spirituality. "It began in a small way, we often found it difficult to get people to open 

up about it and they didn't want anything to be publicised. Now I think it's becoming 

stronger, larger, and more people are taking part, its more open" (Noreen 5/6/99). The 

growing openness and sense of community within the Goddess Spirituality 
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movement, especially around Christchurch is seen in the publication of newsletters 

such as Nymphs Queens and Crones. Karen felt that this newsletter was both a 

product of the sense of community happening because of the number of women it 

takes to put it together, and also contributed to the growing sense of community as 

well. Hazel felt that since its "revamping" the Nymphs Queens and Crones newsletter 

has the ability to allow women to network each other and find out about festivals all 

over new Zealand. She referred to the public ritual held by the Tui Community that is 

run over five or six days. Further evidence of the growing sense of community among 

the different ritual groups throughout New Zealand are the growing trend of joint 

rituals where one ritual group will invite women from other groups to join them for a 

solstice ritual. Despite the feelings of growth and strengthening community expressed, 

Sue discussed how the Goddess Spirituality movement is still largely unknown to the 

wider New Zealand public. She uses two words to describe Goddess Spirituality, 

"growing" and "underground" which explain how for those involved the movement is 

definitely growing, however within the context of wider New Zealand society the 

movement is still largely unknown. 

Rountree (1994) and Benland (1996) describe the Goddess Spirituality movement in 

New Zealand as having no principle leaders or organizations. This view is also found 

among the women in this study which for Karen related to the egalitarian character of 

the movement as a whole. New Zealand's isolation from the United States and Europe 

where Goddess Spirituality and Wicca originated means that it is also relatively 

isolated from influential people within the movement as a whole. For Karen what 

makes the movement in New Zealand unique is that there are no real leaders or 

principle people within the movement. "There's women who are doing really good 

work and there's women leading workshops and some pretty powerful channels in 

New Zealand, but there are none like Zuzsanna Budapest from America". The 

literature published about Goddess Spirituality in New Zealand comes more in the 

form of newsletters that are put together communally. Karen felt that all the women in 

the Goddess Spirituality throughout New Zealand are definitely of equal status, "I 

think of women like Juliet Batten as just another woman and that's more the sense of 

community of "everyone being leaders and every one being listeners" (Karen 2/8/99). 

Everyone learns from everybody else and no ones opinion is held in higher esteem. 
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The absence of leadership or a centralised organisation within Goddess Spirituality 

maybe due to the ideals on which the movement is based. Members of the movement 

are encouraged to develop their own spirituality, the emphasis on the individual 

means that there is no one path to be taken and as a result this can led to people being 

involved in more than one movement or cause. 

Another feature of Goddess Spirituality that differs from the descriptions of general 

social movements described in the social sciences is the need for social movements to 

focus on the success of the movement in achieving its aims and gaining more and 

more members. Although the women in this study felt the Goddess Spirituality 

movement growing very quickly, they did not think it was necessary for all women. 

This differs from the literature on Feminist Spirituality by feminist authors such as 

Starhawk, (1979, 1989), Spretnak (1989, 1991) and Carol Christ (1979, 1989) who 

promote Goddess Spirituality as an important movement for all. 

All of the women in this study felt that there were aspects of Goddess Spirituality that 

were important for women, however it was recognised that some women do not give 

the spiritual aspects of their lives and ritual much importance. There was an 

awareness that the aspects of Goddess Spirituality that they felt were important for 

women such as greater connection with nature and the ability to empower oneself and 

see oneself as a sacred and valuable member of society could be gained in other ways. 

" .. .I think that there are some for whom it is really not appropriate - those 

women who don't like to do ritual, who live their lives and find ritual trite they 

don't like it so it's not appropriate for them. So I think it's a very good way 

but not the only way. 

I would like to see women see themselves as important and special and 

see everyone else as important and special and I think Goddess 

Spirituality is a way to give people that.,, (Karen, 2/8/99) 

Noreen and Sue acknowledged that although feminist principles are important 

in Goddess Spirituality, some feminists would not want to be involved in this 

movement. There is a debate within the feminist movement over the importance 
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such as equal pay, employment rights and working conditions for women. It 

was also recognised that for some women the values that Goddess Spirituality 

holds as important for women are still gained through their involvement in 

Christianity and other patriarchal religious traditions. So it was not so much of 

thinking that all women should become involved in Goddess Spirituality but 

every women should have the opportunity to view themselves as important and 

sacred individuals in their own right. 

2:6 Is there a political aspect to Goddess Spirituality? 

There is no denying that Goddess Spirituality is a spiritual movement but it is 

also to a large extent a social ( and to some political) one as well. Goddess 

Spirituality like other new social movements has grown out of a reaction against 

aspects of mainstream society and religious traditions that it feels has alienated 

or ignored the experiences of women. 

For the women in this study the political element of Goddess Spirituality was 

given varying degrees of importance. For Sue, Anne-Marie and Noreen their 

description of Goddess spirituality contained definite political aspects, and 

believed the movement to be as much political and social as it is spiritual. 

Noreen, Karen and Sue all felt that as soon as they became involved in Goddess 

Spirituality it necessitated a greater awareness of the exploitation of the 

environment and other social issues as a result of adhering to the holistic 

worldview of the movement. Sue and Anne-Marie also felt that the feminist 

issues that were incorporated into the Goddess Spirituality movement gave it a 

political side. Anne-Marie perceives Goddess Spirituality as "a connection with 

the earth and woman's power" and felt that in Western patriarchal society the 

movement was "politically quite scary because women aren't meant to have too 

much power". So in a sense Goddess Spirituality has developed as a challenge 

to the patriarchy society it exists in. 
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For Hazel and Margaret the political side of Goddess Spirituality was not an 

important part of their spiritual beliefs. Margaret was sure that there was a 

political aspect to the movement and that in a sense her own spirituality drives 

her own politics, and that many of her "witchy friends" were also interested in 

issues of social change. However she didn't feel that she took her own spiritual 

beliefs to a political level. Hazel was concerned about the incorporation of 

political issues in Goddess Spirituality. "There are times when it worries me that 

Goddess Spirituality could be used as a political ploy but that's not what it's 

about, it doesn't feature at all". Even within this small sample of women 

involved in Goddess Spirituality there are different perceptions about the 

political aspects of the Goddess Spirituality movement. However in terms of the 

movement in general and the origins of it, there does seem to be quite a lot of 

influence from socio-political movements i.e. Feminism and Eco-feminism. 

2:7 Summary 

Three areas of literature have been used in this chapter to describe the various 

interpretations of Goddess Spirituality within the social sciences and by feminist 

theologians involved in the movement. The first are academic texts that 

interpret Goddess spirituality as a sub-group of Wicca, and approach it as they 

would any religious movement. The second area of literature (written by 

feminist theologians) takes Goddess Spirituality outside of the narrow context 

· of religious issues and incorporates it back into the mainstream society that the 

women involved in Goddess Spirituality live in. 

More recent academic studies of Goddess Spirituality have focused more on 

what the movement means for those that are actively involved in it rather than 

the way it looks to mainstream society. In line with these studies, the 

interpretation of Goddess Spirituality as a spiritual and social movement in this 

study, has come out of the perceptions of Goddess Spirituality by those women 

interviewed and its portrayal by feminist theologians. 
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Approaching Goddess Spirituality as a religious movement of cult status and a 

sub-group of Wicca is not a very accurate one. Many of the traditional studies of 

Wicca by the social sciences have focused on making generalisations on the 

movement as a whole, its beliefs and practices, and their difference in terms of 

the dominant culture. It has only been in more recent years that studies have 

focused on gaining the information necessary for more in-depth studies of what 

it means to be a member. How those involved in religious, social, political 

movements perceive it to operate, what it means for them, why and when they 

became involved and their thoughts on the place of the religious movement as 

part of wider society. Such studies have revealed a much different picture of the 

Goddess Spirituality. Two recent studies of Feminist Witchcraft (Rountree, 

1994) and Women's spirituality (Wisewitch, 1987) in New Zealand, portray 

Goddess Spirituality in a way that does not reflect its description as an 

exclusively religious movement in earlier academic studies. By viewing 

Goddess spirituality as only a religious movement, earlier studies have ignored 

the other influences on Goddess spirituality which are not religious but socio

political. 

By studying Goddess spirituality in the context of a social movement - as 

defined in sociological theory research - one is able to identify many other 

social and political or political and spiritual influences, which in turn change the 

way in which Goddess Spirituality is interpreted. Portraying Goddess 

Spirituality as a new social movement breaks it out if the confines of a religious 

movement that has distanced its practices from mainstream society as is 

associated with a cult status. Instead it shows an understanding of Goddess 

Spirituality as a movement that is fully integrated into mainstream society. It is 

a fonn of spirituality that has evolved out of a period of questioning of the 

social structure and associated norms, values and way of life of modernist 

society. However at the same time it was this society and social structure that 

also provided the means (such as the education system and communication 

networks) for the Goddess Spirituality Movement to spread its form of 

spirituality nationally and internationally from the United States to New 

Zealand. 
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By looking at the Goddess Spirituality Movement in the context of a social 

movement we are able to get a more accurate understanding of the women 

involved as individuals who have integrated their personal form of spirituality 

(as an alternative to mainstream religious traditions) into their daily lives. By 

doing this these women feel that they have improved their lives as members of 

New Zealand society rather than adopting this form of spirituality in an attempt 

to separate themselves from it. 

As will become apparent in the viewpoints of the women in this study and in 

those of Rountree (1993) and Wisewitch (1987), there is no attempt by these 

women to separate themselves from wider society. Goddess Spirituality at the 

personal level has enabled them to develop and strengthen a sense of identity, 

self-love and determination while at the more collective level of the coven (and 

on the larger-scale of public rituals) to form a sense of community. These 

objectives do not distance them from the type of society they live in, but rather 

provide a means for them to improve their quality of life and spiritual and 

emotional well-being in a society they feel has limited their ability to express 

themselves and recognise their experiences as women. 
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Chapter Three: "/found that Christianity was too narrow, it 

didn't enco1npass all the things I wanted to encompass. " 

Among other things chapter two outlined the importance of not approaching Goddess 

Spirituality exclusively as a religious movement or cult as many secular new social 

movements influence it. These are movements that have arisen (like Goddess 

spirituality) from a general dissatisfaction with the norms and values of mainstream 

society. This dissatisfaction is apparent in the perceptions of six women interviewed 

in this study about their involvement in Goddess Spirituality in the Canterbury area of 

New Zealand. 

This chapter focuses on the religious and spiritual background of these women as a 

way of finding out their motivation for searching for an alternative form of spirituality 

and becoming involved in Goddess Spirituality. The responses of the women in this 

study, and the New Zealand studies of Feminist Witchcraft and Women's Spirituality 

by Kathryn Rountree (1993) and Yolanda Wisewitch (1987), reveal a common 

sentiment among a diverse range of women (with different life experiences and 

religious backgrounds). This common sentiment is found to be a need to develop a 

sense of identity that is not based on a patriarchal style of identity. This type of 

identity is described by Klein (1987) as, "An identity crucially maintained through 

opposition, whether this manifests itself as an actual exclusion of others or as the 

projecting onto others of unwanted elements of oneself ... " (1987: 192). The women 

in this study expressed a belief that the structure and ideology associated with 

mainstream religious traditions, (such as Christianity), are unable to allow them to 

express their identity, and experiences in a spiritual and physical sense. 

Feminist research methods and guidelines have influenced the way in which I have 

chosen to carry out and present the research for this thesis. The specifics of the 

methodology used is given in appendix A, but it is necessary to mention how the 

objectives of feminist research methods have contributed to the way I have chosen to 

present and discuss the interviews. One of the central aims of feminist research is to 

highlight the experiences, and attitudes of women in contemporary patriarchal society 

(Mies, 1993). This also includes the membership of women in patriarchal religious 



traditions which has previously been ignored in much social science research, let 

alone more alternative spiritual and religious forms. The objectives of the Goddess 

Spirituality movement itself reflect the aims of feminist research and the feminist 

movement because the movement itself is woman-centered, focusing on recognising 

the diverse experiences of women. However unlike the feminist movement it also 

brings in a spiritual component that is based on strengthening self-love and 

determination among women. This is done through the celebration of the "Goddess" 

as a symbol of female power and wisdom, as well as through a recognition of the 

natural world as spiritual. 

34 

I have used the objectives of feminist research and Goddess Spirituality itself as 

central guidelines in this thesis. They have been used to present the experiences of the 

women in this study in a way that portrays their experiences within organised 

religious traditions in contemporary New Zealand society, as well as their perceptions 

and experiences within the Goddess Spirituality movement. I have also attempted to 

present the stories of these women in a way that shows how each of the above groups 

of experiences interrelate within each other, influence the way these women perceive 

themselves, their spirituality and their participation in wider society. 

The literature available on Goddess spirituality is predominantly published in the 

United States where the movement originated, and is most often written by feminist 

theologians involved in the movement. Access to this literature was crucial for me 

because I began this study with no prior knowledge of what Goddess spirituality was 

about. My literature search helped me get an idea of the movement's origins as well 

as what themes might need to be covered during the interviews. Although I was 

finding out a lot about Goddess Spirituality I had to wonder how relevant it was for 

women who were practicing in New Zealand. Although Goddess Spirituality did 

develop in New Zealand through access to this literature from the United States from 

the late 1970s (Benland, 1990), is it as influential now for those women who wish to 

get involved? It was therefore important to find out how these women found out about 

Goddess Spirituality and whether or not it actually reflects the experiences and 

perceptions of women in New Zealand who are part of the Goddess Spirituality 

movement. As a means of doing this I have chosen to integrate the stories of the 



women interviewed in this study with the literature available to highlight any 

similarities or differences that might become apparent. 
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As this thesis is presenting the research gathered on Goddess Spirituality in the 

context of sociological enquiry it is important to view the responses of the women in 

this study and the literature on Goddess Spirituality in the context of sociological and 

anthropological enquiry. However this has to be done in a way that does not treat 

Goddess spirituality as the "other" in regards to mainstream religious traditions and 

society as a whole. This can only be done by including the perspectives of the actual 

members on what it means to be involved, and thoughts on the place of the religious 

movement they are part of in wider society. Recent academic studies of Goddess 

Spirituality include the voices of the women involved in Goddess Spirituality. In line 

with the New Zealand based studies of Rountree (1993) and Yolanda Wisewitch 

(1987), this study also includes the voices, and experiences, of women actively 

involved in Goddess Spirituality in an attempt to bring Goddess Spirituality outside of 

the narrow context of religious issues, and relate it to other aspects of mainstream 

society that affects these women's lives. 

3:1 An Introduction to the six women in this study 

This chapter is one of three that will present the extracts of six women I interviewed 

in regard to their insights and impressions of what it is like to be involved in Goddess 

Spirituality in Christchurch New Zealand. This chapter will focus on the religious and 

spiritual background of the six women in this study and whether these experiences 

have influenced their decision to become witches. The following voices presented 

here are responses to the questions asked during the interviews in regard to the 

religious and spiritual background of these women as well as when, how and why 

they became involved in Goddess Spirituality. This material is important because it 

provides a background or context to these women's involvement in Goddess 

Spirituality that is necessary when it comes to discussing why these women hold 

certain ideals or perceptions about what Goddess Spirituality is. 
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The entire accounts from these women of the journey they took in becoming part of 

Goddess spirituality is not presented in this chapter, (but are included in Appendix B). 

As a result, I will begin the presentation of these women's stories in this chapter with 

a brief profile of each woman's previous religious background and present 

participation in Goddess Spirituality. 

Profile one: 

Margaret has spent much of her life as a committed member of a Christian church. 

She was brought up in a staunch Christian family in a small town in the Canterbury 

area She married a man who was also a Christian but he was part of a different 

denomination that was more liberal. Margaret became involved in much of the 

political of this church as well. Her decision to leave the church was a difficult and 

traumatic one. Her husband was a church elder, all her friends belonged to that 

congregation as did her children)s friends. There was also the fear of "Gods 

retribution" which had been entrenched into her psyche from her childhood. However 

she also found a strong compulsion to become involved in Goddess Spirituality and 

Women's Spirituality which came about almost by chance through a group of women 

she meet. Margaret has been involved in Goddess Spirituality for about ten years. She 

has been involved in ritual groups with very dramatic and theatrical rituals and more 

recently more low key ones and made many close friends through them. Through 

these ritual groups I covens Margaret underwent her croning ( a ritual rite of passage) 

where she was celebrated for her age and wisdom. Her work as part of voluntary 

agencies and her occupation, which is also in this area, has been much influenced by 

her personal spiritual beliefs, although she has also felt a concern for issues of social 

justice, and environmental concerns. 

Profile two: 

Noreen has been involved in the Goddess Spirituality movement in New Zealand 

since the 1980s. Noreen also had a strong Christian upbringing and married a 

Methodist minister. Despite her decision to reject Christianity, which also involved 

leaving her husband and moving to Christchurch, she still feels that the spiritual 

component of her life is very important. It was this thinking and her rejection of a 

male God that influenced her involvement in Goddess spirituality. The group's first 

ritual was held in April 1981 on Halloween, the witch's New Year. Initially the ritual 
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group she helped form included women who were still part of the Christian church, 

however many began to feel there was a contradiction between Christian ideology and 

what they were doing, so they made the decision to stop going to church. Noreen has 

also undergone her "croning" as part of her 20 years of involvement in Goddess 

Spirituality. 

Profile three: 

Hazel has been part of the Goddess Spirituality for about 15 years. She was also 

brought up a Methodist as a child participating in bible classes and youth groups. She 

left in her teens when she felt that Christianity was too narrow and didn't leave any 

room for her to express the affmity she feels with nature and its rhythms. The first 

ritual group she attended was while she was in her early twenties as part of a 

correspondence course she was doing ( developed in England) that encompassed many 

of the common threads that exist among the various religions and spirituality's 

practiced throughout the world. Through her involvement in this course she found that 

the spirituality she had developed for herself already had a name, Goddess 

Spirituality. 

Profile four: 

Sue was very committed to the Catholic faith through her childhood upbringing and 

her education in a Catholic school run by nuns. Until her late teens she was committed 

to becoming a Carmelite nun a contemplative order that takes a vow of silence. When 

she left the church at nineteen she went through a number of years feeling that she 

was not a spiritual person because she had always associated spirituality with the 

church and attending mass. For Sue her decision to become involved in Goddess 

Spirituality was "not a head decision." Her choice to attend a public ritual was based 

on her instincts not on logical reasoning and she found it to be just what she was 

searching for. She also feels that the experiences she has had since becoming involved 

in Goddess Spirituality have also happened for many of her women friends who are 

involved in Goddess Spirituality, and those she works with as a psychotherapist. Her 

work has been very much influenced by her own personal spiritual beliefs. 
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Profile five: 

Anne - Marie works as a tutor at a te11iary institution in Christchurch. She was 

involved in Goddess Spirituality for over ten years, however when the last ritual 

group she was part of folded because a number of its members were moving away, 

she decided that she no longer wished to become part of another. She is now part of 

other spiritual support groups such as her 12-step programmes (for an eating disorder 

and alcoholism) and she now finds that this meets her spiritual needs. Anne- Marie 

went to church as a child but it didn't have a large impact on her spirituality. Anne

Marie considers herself a feminist and was part of the Feminist movement both in 

New Zealand and the United States. This has influenced the type ofritual groups she 

was part of which had a strong feminist element to them. The first ritual group that 

she became apart of was formed during a Women's Spirituality workshop in 

Christchurch in the mid-1980s. Anne-Marie had been part of support groups, however 

after the last one folded and the end of her marriage she felt the need to become apart 

of something that gave her the chance to be with other women. Although she is no 

longer a member of a ritual group many of the aspects or worldview of Goddess 

Spirituaiity have been retained in the spiritual belief she has created for herself. These 

include the connection with nature by celebrating the seasons, four directions, and 

elements, and recognising what she refers to as "women's power" and what it is to be 

female. 

Profile six: 

Karen is the youngest of the women I interviewed. She is in her early twenties and 

works as a retail assistant. Karen was bought up a Quaker and feels that many of its 

beliefs are similar to that of Goddess Spirituality making it easy for her to become 

involved, and integrate it into ritual groups with women who have been practicing for 

many years. Her involvement began when she became part of the Goddess Show as a 

performer and then attended a workshop by Zuszanna Budapest ( an influential women 

in Goddess Spirituality movement in the United States). Although she was initially 

cynical about the term witchcraft the workshop changed many of her views. It was 

through the workshop that she met m~y of the women she practices rituals with now. 
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3:2 Section one: Religious and Spiritual Background 

As can be seen from the profiles all of these women were involved in some type of 

Christian religion during their upbringing. Although the experiences they had in terms 

of the types of Christian churches they were part of, the degree of their and their 

family's involvement in the Church and the length of time they were involved in 

Christianity differed considerably there were some common sentiments. Firstly there 

was a general apathy towards Christianity (and to an extent patriarchal society) in that 

mainstream Christianity didn't meet their spiritual needs because of its male focus and 

low regard for nature. 

Although these women had different religious upbringings, a distinction can still be 

made between those who were very committed to the Churches to which they 

belonged (Sue, Margaret and Noreen), and those who had a more casual involvement. 

For the women in this study the Christian Church had some influence on the way in 

which they perceive and describe Goddess Spirituality. This is evident in the way they 

often contrast Christianity with Goddess Spirituality as a means of describing it. 

Nonetheless for those who had a much stricter and lengthier involvement the impact 

of Christianity is greater. 

Noreen, Sue and Margaret were very involved in the Christian Churches they were 

part of until their decision to leave. For Sue this happened in her late teens, however 

for Noreen and Margaret their involvement lasted well into their adult years, marrying 

men who were also very committed to the Church. Margaret and Noreen were very 

much involved in the Christian Churches they were part of. Noreen was brought up 

with a stringent religious background and carried this through to her mruriage to a 

minister, who she later left as she began to question the Christian belief in a male 

God. Even though Margaret and her children have disengaged from Christianity her 

husband is still very involved in the Church. Sue also had a strict Christian upbringing 

and schooling to the point where she made the decision to become a nun at sixteen, 

however unlike Noreen and Margaret she decided to leave the Church much earlier 

when she was nineteen. 
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"Yes I was going to be a nun when I was sixteen and I was very serious about 

it. I was going to be a Carmelite nun, a contemplative order, they have taken a 

vow of silence. So yeah, I was very spiritual, I dropped it when I was nineteen 

really and because I stopped going to church I didn't think I was spiritual 

enough and that was really painful. I spent about twenty years lost because I 

equated being spiritual with going to Church and keeping rules." (Sue 27/7/99) 

Although these women did have quite fundamentalist Christian upbringings this 

didn't necessarily mean that they weren't open to new ideas and perceptions, (which 

probably relates to their decision to become involved in Goddess Spirituality). Noreen 

became very involved in Christian feminism especially in terms of the exclusion of a 

female voice and experiences in the Christian faith. Margaret also refers to her 

experiences as part of the women's movement and the peace movement while still 

paii of the Church. 

For these three women not only was the degree of their involvement in Christianity 

similar but so was the difficult'/ they faced in their decision to leave the Christian 

Church. For Margaret the choice to leave the Church was terrifying. This was not only 

related to her very strict Christian upbringing and her fear of God's punishment for 

leaving, but also because her and her family's life revolved around the Church. 

"This was my life and all my friends were there and the thought of leaving 

God was terrifying really. As a child I grew up terrified of the devil and knew 

if I did anything wrong I would end up in the fires of hell. I was absolutely 

terrified of doing anything wrong." (Margaret) 

Sue also found the process of leaving the Church quite traumatic in the sense that she 

had been so devoted to the Church and it's practices that once she left she felt "lost". 

She had equated being spiritual with going to Church for such a long time and felt that 

her decision to leave the church meant she was not spiritual enough. Noreens' 

decision to leave the church also required that she leave her husband and this also 

suggests that her decision must have been a difficult one. 
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Hazel, Anne-Marie, and Karen also had a Christian up-bringing, attending Church and 

Sunday school regularly as children. However their involvement in Christianity was 

not so stringent and ended during their teenage years. Although they were not as 

involved in Christianity this is not to say that their experiences did not impact on their 

perception of Christianity. Like Margaret, Noreen and Sue they felt that Christianity 

didn't meet their spiritual needs and this reflects their reasons for becoming involved 

in Goddess Spirituality which will be described later in this chapter. 

The fact that all the women in this study had some type of Christian up bringing is in 

contrast to the studies of women involved in Women's Spirituality and Feminist 

Witchcraft in New Zealand conducted by Kathryn Rountree (1993) and Yolanda 

Wisewitch (1987). Both of these studies included women that had been involved in 

both Christian and non-Christian religious or spiritual groups before becoming 

involved in Goddess Spirituality but didn't necessarily grow up in a religious 

household. Rountree found that only three out of the twelve women she interviewed 

had a religious upbringing. However on their path towards Goddess Spirituality there 

\vas fu"1 experimentation with both Christian and non-Christian religions such as 

Anglican, Catholicism, Pentecostalism, Hara Krishna's, Buddhism and Hinduism 

(1993: 86). 

Wisewitch (1987), who also conducted her study in Christchurch, found that all of the 

women she interviewed were involved in other religions before Women's Spirituality. 

However some of them still grew up in atheist or non-practicing households and 

decided to become involved in Christianity in adulthood. In contrast, all the women in 

this study grew up in practicing Christian households although three of them were 

involved in Christianity during much of their young adult and even into their middle 

years. Some of these women had been in other spirituality and support groups but 

none stated that they had experimented with any other types of religious groups. 

The differences shown between this study and that of Rountree (1993) and Wisewitch 

(1987) could be explained by the relatively small sample of this study, which may not 

have allowed for this trend to occur. However what was a common finding within 

both of those studies and this one was that despite the degree of involvement ( or non

involvement) in Christianity, all felt some antipathy towards Christianity. This strong 



aversion was described either in terms of criticism of the patriarchal nature of 

Christianity, of their position within the congregation they were part of, or the 

treatment of women in general by Christianity. It seems to be these criticisms that 

reflect the reasons why these women chose to leave the Christian Church. 

3:3 Section two: Reasons for rejecting Christianity 
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Hazel refers to the to the narrow focus of Christianity because it didn't include a 

recognition of the cycles of nature and a connection with women. Hazel found that 

she couldn't identify with Christianity because it was asking her to worship something 

she couldn't see, which was "out there"; an external deity separated from the earth. 

Her involvement lasted until she reached an age when she began to question the 

relevance of Christianity to her life. 

Margaret found after spending all of her life committed to Christianity she could no 

longer identify with it because it didn't speak of her experiences as a woman and the 

issues and problems she was facing. Even though the denomination she was part of 

was very liberal in terms of including feminine references to God in services, 

Margaret still found she was unable to relate to the predominantly male words ·of the 

Church. Her participation in the women's movement and the peace movement (while 

still part of the Church) may also have influenced this change in her perception of 

Christianity. 

For Noreen the patriarchal nature of Christianity makes it unsuitable for including the 

experiences of women. Although she (like Margaret) acknowledges that the Church 

has made efforts to alter its attitudes towards women she feels it is too entrenched to 

transform itself. This is because it still separates God from the natural world. 

" ... Christianity, Judaism and Islam are all patriarchal and why would women 

want to be in a patriarchal religion anyway? The church here has been trying 

to alter its general attitudes and things but it's never really going to be able to 

go back. They have to give up their God up there, but its too entrenched" 

(Noreen, 5/6/99). 
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For Sue the negative aspects of Christianity are many, and she also refers to her 

Catholic schooling in a negative way. During her interview Sue criticised Christianity 

for viewing women as sinners, as not to be trusted, and not divine in their own right. 

She uses the story of Adam and Eve as an example of this because it is Eve who is 

tempted by the snake and persuades Adam to eat the apple, resulting in the expulsion 

of the human race from the Garden of Eden. 

"This whole Women's Spirituality Movement is about women seeing the 

divine within them and the difference between living with a male God and we 

are the rib from Adams side or we are the women who tempted Adam, we are 

always the after thought with the God, with the maleness." (Sue 2/7/99) 

However she also refers to some positive aspects of Catholicism that have carried 

through into her involvement in Goddess Spirituality. These include the sense of 

ritual, the structure of ritual, and the use of music and incense etc as a way of creating 

a "sensory journey as a pathway to the divine". However the tenets that were attached 

to those aspects of Catholicism are not important to her now. 

Anne-Marie also chose to leave the Church in her teens. She doesn't give any specific 

reasons for leaving the Church she attended but she does criticise fundamentalist and 

mainstream religious traditions for their patriarchal nature and suppression of women. 

She also criticses the Christian faith for its persecution of women labeled witches 

during the Middle Ages. 

"Women have been persecuted a lot in the past [by Christian religions] and 

continue to be persecuted because of their power. At the moment we have 

fundamentalist Muslim religions in parts of Afghanistan, Iraq and Iran that is 

knocking women back making them wear more and more clothing, locked 

away from the public, it's really scary what's happening in these countries." 

(Anne-Marie, 29/9/99) 

Anne-Marie refers to "women's power" which she describes as women's knowledge 

about healing, midwifery and their strong connection to the aspects of nature which 
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she sees as being suppressed with the rise of patriarchy. This view is very similar to 

that of Eco-feminism which perceives a strong link between women and nature, 

arguing that within patriarchal society, there is an association of the feminine with 

"nature" and the masculine with "culture". As humanity has become "civilised" it has 

bent nature to its own purposes and interests. Sherry Ortner (1972) argued that women 

are devalued, along with nature, as a symbolic reflection of human dependence on, 

and dominance of nature (Mellor, 1997: 83). It is the women's body and it's 

reproductive functions, which have led to an association of women with nature. 

Unlike the Feminist Movement, which, in many ways has sought to free women from 

this association as a means of asserting their equality in a male biased society. Eco

feminism has reclaimed this female nature relationship asserting that biology cannot 

be ignored and that the healing of the natural environment goes hand in hand with 

rectifying the subordination of women in general (Mellor, 1997). As will be described 

in greater detail in the following chapter, Goddess Spirituality directly links nature 

with the spiritual through the symbol of the Great Goddess, transforming this women

nature relationship by making it a positive one, rather than pursuing the negative 

connotations given to it by patriarchy, and to some extent the Feminist Movement by 

ignoring it. 

Karen was the only woman I interviewed that didn't refer to her involvement in 

Christianity as a Quaker in an apathetic tone. Instead she refers to the benefits of 

being a Quaker growing up as it provided a good foundation in terms of her later 

involvement in Goddess Spirituality. For Karen aspects of Quakerism are quite 

similar to Goddess Spirituality, in that "no one can tell you what to believe" and "that 

you are as close to God as anyone" and this was carried through to her initial 

involvement in Goddess Spirituality. 

Another criticism made of the Christian Church was the way in which its belief 

system has separated humans from the environment. Noreen and Hazel made 

reference to the way humans are separated from the natural environn1ent through 

Christian beliefs: 

"That's what happens in Christianity because it says our souls not our bodies 

go to heaven. But it's part of what we see around us on the earth; it's not away 



up there. It's all part of us and the cycles of the earth, the Goddess represents 

the life that goes on." 

(Noreen, 5/6/99) 
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Here Noreen is making reference to the way in which Western patriarchal society and 

associated religious traditions are based on sets of dualisms that separate the soul 

from the body, culture from nature, the spiritual from the material. The Christian God 

is perceived as living separate from the earth He created. The earth is not seen as part 

of God in Christianity but rather as an object he created for humans to inhabit while 

they try and live a life that will ensure their transcendence to heaven after death. This 

is very different to Goddess Spirituality in which the Goddess is seen to be the earth 

and the life force that runs through all things. 

Hazel refers to the way that Christianity has failed to recognise the interdependence of 

humans with nature and its cycles. During the interview Hazel used very feminine and 

humanistic imagery to describe the cycles of nature, such as "the arms of the mother", 

and "the man in the moon". This is in contrast to "the conquest of nature for the sake 

of human progress" (Sheldrake, 1991: 10), that is part of Western culture and 

Christian ideology. This ideology of progression and evolution has led to a perception 

of humans as superior to all other animals, and nature itself seen as a resource for 

humans to use. Sheldrake (1991) argues that the association of nature with the 

supernatural beings was part of common belief until the Protestant Reformation, the 

rise of rational science, and the associated mechanistic view of nature as an inanimate 

object rather than as a living organism. 

As is described by the stories of these women, their reasons for choosing to leave 

Christianity also reflect why they chose to become involved in Goddess Spirituality. 

The study of Yolanda Wisewitch (1987) who interviewed fifteen women in 

Christchurch indicates a very similar finding in the link between why the women she 

interviewed moved away from Christianity and what appealed to them about the 

Women's Spirituality Movement (1987: 25). The criticisms the women in this study 

had for Christianity, related to its male bias and domination. The hierarchical structure 

of power, which is the framework on which this gender bias operates, was also 

criticised. For the women in this study Goddess Spirituality contrasts with their 
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perception of Christianity and patriarchy. It has a strong, women focused, character 

not found in Christianity that was very impo1iant to them. What also appealed was the 

absence of the concept of sin in Goddess Spirituality. This does not imply that these 

women enjoy having no moral consciousness of what is right or wrong, but rather 

they are opposed to the notion in Christian belief that all humans are born sinners and 

must spend their life on earth trying to change this. 

You know the Christian attitude is that we are mistakes, "you're born in sin" 

and you spend the rest of your life making up for that mistake, where as 

Goddess Spirituality is the absolute opposite." (Sue 22/7/99) 

" I believe that children are born holy or pure or uncluttered since they have 

no barrier of consciousness between them and their in-dwelling deities or 

energy. So the concept of original sin or the idea that children are born 

innately evil and have to be cleansed by a magical ceremony before they can 

become good is totally alien to me. Babies arrive in this time and place clear 

and uncluttered, morally and ethically neutral." (Hazel 5/8/99) 

The flexible and informal, organizational structure of the movement, also appealed to 

these women (as outlined in chapter two). The nonhierarchical structure of Goddess 

Spirituality means that no one has any power over anyone else, everyone's input is as 

valued as the rest, and there are no set rules or behavior to be adhered to. 

As stated earlier some of the women interviewed also criticised Christianity for its 

low regard and concern for the natural environment and explained that what appealed 

to them about Goddess Spirituality was its close connection and high regard for nature 

as The Goddess. 

"It's cyclical and it's non-judgmental and it takes place everywhere, the cycle 

of the earth, the cycle of the moon and the cycle of us" (Norren5/6/99) 

"1 respect and love nature as divine in her own right and I accept myself as 

part of nature and not as Her "ruler" (Hazel 5/8/99) 



3:4 The Journey to Goddess Spirituality 

A similarity that exists among these women is the search, or journey, undertaken by 

all of them to find a spirituality that met their personal spiritual needs. For some of 

these women this search was quite challenging ( and for one of these women in 

particular quite a traumatic experience), while for others their journey to Goddess 

Spirituality was a relatively smooth one. 
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All of these women were involved in Christianity to some degree and regardless of 

that degree of involvement there still seems to be a common perception among them 

of Goddess Spirituality as an alternative to the image of women and nature portrayed 

in mainstream patriarchal society and religious traditions. However despite these 

similarities this is not to say that the path each women took towards Goddess 

Spirituality was the same. 

Kathryn Rountree (1993) interviewed 12 women involved in Feminist Witchcraft in 

New Zealand and found that there was no typical path followed (1993: 86) among 

them. This seems to be very much the same for the women in this study who although 

having similar reasons for leaving Christianity, found Goddess Spirituality in very 

different ways. 

For Hazel this search began when she enrolled in a correspondence course from 

England that covered a wide variety of religions and forms of spirituality while in 

Auckland. During this course she participated in ritual-study groups and found that 

she was able to combine the connection she feels with nature to her spiritual beliefs. It 

was through this course that she realised that what she was doing and practicing was 

Goddess Spirituality, a lifestyle which is based round a working with nature and the 

seasons. 

For Margaret the inability of Christianity to meet her experiences and spiritual needs 

caused her to leave the Church, however she did not walk directly into Goddess 

Spirituality. Initially she became part of support groups that included "Women's 

Worship". These groups seemed much more able to meet her needs as can be seen 



when she describes the way in which she met a variety of women from different 

backgrounds whom she was able to identify with. 
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"I went over there and here was a completely different set of women from the 

white middle class professionals at the congregation I was part of. And I 

thought, wow, these are real women not these others that I sit with in a pew." 

(Margaret 2/8/99) 

The decision to join her first solstice ritual was a traumatic and scary one due to her 

strict Christian upbringing, yet even so she also felt equally drawn to it "it was just as 

if it was something I couldn't not do". 

It was also Anne-Marie's search to fulfil her spiritual needs with a group of women 

that led her in the direction of Goddess Spirituality by joining a feminist ritual group 

called Gaia that was formed after a Woman's Spirituality workshop held in 

Christchurch. Being able to share her experiences with and have the support of a 

group women, ( especially after leaving her marriage), seems to be an important aspect 

of her initial involvement. The spirituality and support groups she was part of before 

she became aware of Goddess Spirituality, and the ones she continues to be part of 

since she stopped being actively involved in Goddess Spirituality, are still based on 

these initial reasons. 

Karen describes her initial involvement in Goddess Spirituality as a performer in the 

Goddess Show. She also attended a workshop by Zuzsanna Budapest who is widely 

known for her role in the Feminist Witchcraft/ Goddess Spirituality movement in the 

United States. It was through this workshop that a ritual group that she became part of 

was formed. Karen describes her path towards Goddess Spirituality as "a flow and 

quite natural". This is in contrast to Margaret who speaks of the fear she felt at 

becoming involved, yet at the same time there was something about it that was so 

strong she had to face that fear. Karen was not the only one to mention the Zuzsanna 

Budapest workshop, however she was the only one to refer to Budapest as a type of 

charismatic leader that influenced her initial involvement in Goddess Spirituality and 

the ritual group she joined was formed through the women she met there. Although 

Karen says that Budapest's "charisma flowed her in" this does not imply a blind 



following into the movement because she also describes what she see saw as her 

faults in te1ms of the way she perceived Goddess Spirituality. 
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"Since then [the workshop] there are ways that I differ from Zuzsanna, like 

she can be quite anti-male, and she can be quite rigid [in her views] instead of 

flowing ... " (Karen 2/8/99) 

Sue describes the sense of loss and inadequacy she felt after leaving the Catholic 

church, however when she attended a mid-winter ritual with a group of women she 

found something she really connected with and could identify with. She explains that 

her decision to become involved in Goddess Spirituality "was not a head decision", 

rather it was the feeling from attending the ritual that made her feel as though it was 

something she should have been apart of all the time, "it's like coming home". This 

comment is very similar to that of Karen and Margaret in that her decision to become 

involved felt like a very natural one. 

Before Noreen left the Church she was involved in "Christian Feminism" which 

argues for the inclusion of the experiences of women in the understanding of the 

Christian God. However, as she became more involved it became clear to her that 

God was female not male and it was the rise of Christianity that distorted the image of 

the divine. This awareness motivated her to help set up a ritual group, whose first 

ritual, was held in 1981. 

The path to Goddess Spirituality for each of these women was diverse. However as 

Rountree (1993) and Wisewitch (1987) found in their studies of feminist witchcraft 

and Women's Spirituality there are some common features to the way these women 

became aware of Goddess Spirituality. 

"While the paths to Feminist Witchcraft are diverse and tend to begin as 

solitary quests, there are several common immediate causes for becoming 

involved in the movement. Women tend to come across books on the subject, 

they meet other women who are involved in the movement, and they attend a 

workshop" (Rountree, 1993: 89). 
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All the features of how the twelve women Rountree interviewed became involved in 

feminist witchcraft are apparent in the experiences of the women in this study. All of 

the women in this study attended workshops (such as the Suzanna Budapest 

workshop) and/or public rituals that were held to introduce potential members to what 

Goddess Spirituality is about ( as was the case for Sue, Margaret, Karen and Anne

Marie ). Many of the women I interviewed had met other women involved in the 

movement who gave them the opportunity to be included in setting up a ritual group. 

Only a few of the women in this sample were interested in reading books on Goddess 

Spirituality and no one stated they became interested in Goddess Spirituality through 

reading books on the subject. Hazel however did become involved through a 

correspondence course that covers many different forms of spirituality and religious 

groups, witchcraft being one of them. 

During many of the interviews, I was given suggestions of books I should read that 

gave good descriptions about certain aspects of Goddess Spirituality. Juliet Batten's, 

Celebrating the Southern Seasons and The power from within (1988), were mentioned 

often as a good resource for finding out about the wheel of the southern year and the 

ritual process. 

What is clear from the above extracts is that the decision of all of these women to 

reject Christianity, the spiritual aspects of their lives are still very important to them. 

In the case of the women in this study and those of Kathryn Rountree (1993) and 

Yolanda Wisewitch (1987) it is this search to fulfil these spiritual needs that has 

influenced their decision to become involved in Goddess Spirituality. 

What is clear from the extracts is that the decision to become involved in Goddess 

Spirituality was a personal one. Kathryn Rountree (1993) and Yolanda Wisewitch 

(1987) both found that the spiritual quests of the women they studied were very 

personal and often solitary. There was no conversion or alteration from one set of 

beliefs to another. For the women in this study Goddess Spirituality fulfilled the 

spiritual and supportive needs they had at the time, which is why they chose to 

become involved. 
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Kathryn Rountree refers to this spiritual search or journey as a "spiritual odyssey" 

where the women she interviewed, "consciously set out to find a spiritual path with 

intellectual, moral, political and spiritual appeal" (1993: 86). These were women with 

clear ideas about what they wanted ( or at least didn't want) in the form of spirituality 

they were searching for. This is also reflected in the spiritual, social, and political 

values of the women in this study, who are concerned with the way women, and the 

environment, are viewed in mainstream society, motivating them to become involved 

in a form of spirituality that also shared these concerns. 

3:5 Comparison with feminist theologians and Eco-feminist literature 

For the women in this study the reasons they became involved in Goddess Spirituality 

reflect why they chose to reject Christianity. These reasons also reflect the criticisms 

made by feminist theologians such as Charlene Spretnak (1991, 1982), Carol Christ 

(1979, 1989), Mary Daly (1979) and Wilson (1974), who regard Goddess Spirituality 

( and Woman's Spirituality in general) as an alternative to patriarchal religious 

traditions, and a means of empowerment for women. Many have taken a post

structuralist approach by examining the role of language, and the meanings attached 

to words that can be used to reinforce a special form of knowledge, social order, or 

morality (Seidman, 1998). The authors represented above discuss the form of 

knowledge on which patriarchy and the hierarchically based male dominated power 

relations in Christianity and Western capitalist society are based. 

This post-structuralist stance in a feminist form critiques the structure of patriarchal 

society and patriarchal religious traditions and how this particular set of power 

relations is expressed in society to the subordination of women. In particular they all 

argue that patriarchal religions (such as Christianity) have legitimated the hierarchical 

structure and systems of authority that operate in nearly all societies throughout the 

world. The structure of Western society, and its associated religious traditions, are 

argued to be based on a social structure where everything is described and categorised 

by placing it in opposition to something else: Male/Female, Good/Evil, 

Spiritual/Material, Black/White (Budapest, 1980). Feminist theologians and feminist 

academics alike argue that this structure is as much part of mainstream religious 

traditions as it is part of society, and as a result, one reinforces the other. Mary Daly 
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(1979:54) argues that this social order has been created to maintain male dominance 

in Western society, by socially constructing gender roles whereby human qualities are 

separated, and entrenched, into what are now portrayed as traditional, or 'natural', 

gender stereotypes. Under this social order, the female gender exists as the opposite of 

what it is to be male, and this has become the conceptual foundation for forming, and 

maintaining, a patriarchal culture (Spretnak, 1991, Christ, 1979). 

Sue referred to this concept of dualism underlying the foundations of patriarchy. 

During the interview I had with her I asked if there was a difference between 

Women's spirituality, Goddess Spirituality, Feminist Witchcraft and Wicca. In 

response she told me that she was not part of a movement that was interested in 

defining itself and categorising itself under one heading, unlike patriarchy. 

"I don't know. I don't honestly have much interest in definitions or labels; I 

think that is really the patriarchy's question you know to pin it down, define it 

and box it up. I don't really have any interest in it. I don't know the difference 

between this and that - all I know, is what happened for me, and thafs enough 

really. Because in that sense, we aren't running a movement, there aren't any 

beliefs so we don't have to define anything. It's strange a kind of a paradox 

really, by definition we don't have to define anything." (Sue 2/7/99) 

In the context of a feminist perspective of sociology Mary Daly looks at the way these 

dualisms are used to construct certain aspects of the social world as natural or 

universal and as a consequence unquestionable and unchangeable (Abott and Wallace, 

1990: 5). When such a social and linguistic order like this is established, a particular 

set of power relations are seen to be operating which set about to inhibit the capacity 

for other social meanings to be created (Seidman, 1998: 222). Christ (1979, 1989), 

Spretnak (1991, 1982), King (1989), Wilson (1974), and Mary Daly (1979) all discuss 

the way in which patriarchal religious traditions have restricted the ability for women 

to assume positions of power in Christianity. The reason being that Christianity 

defines God only in male terms and as a result places female characteristics in an 

inferior position. 
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Radical feminist theory on the place of women in religion argue that all patriarchal 

based religions refer to a male God with socially perceived 'masculine' characteristics 

of rationality, objectivity, authority, independence and control over their emotions. 

Because these male attributes are associated with god, it is the male gender that is 

portrayed as closer to Him because they were created in God's image and therefore 

should be the rightful political, religious and economic leaders of society (Storkey, 

1995). Patriarchy holds the "qualities" of faith in reason, objectivity, detachment from 

emotions, and rational thinking in very high regard. They have shaped the 

development of science, medicine, law, commerce and government. Yet these are all 

attributes associated with the male gender (Spretnak, 1991:151). Socially constructed 

"feminine" characteristics of self-sacrifice, sensuality, irrationality and intuitiveness 

are not associated with God, they are portrayed as being inferior, (as the opposite of 

being masculine), legitimating women's subservient position in society to the male 

gender. A similar argument is made by Carol Christ who claims that by worshipping a 

male God, women can never have their full sexual identity affirmed as that of the 

likeness of God. The result of this is the emerging attitude of trust in man's power and 

distrust in female power which is then translated into a political and social reality 

(Christ, 1979:275). 

This argument is reflected in the interviews I had with Sue who referred to the 

perception of women as sinners, reinforced by the story of Adam and Eve in 

Christianity. Both Sue and Anne-Marie argue that stories such as these have taught 

society to distrust women's knowledge and their ability to make rational and moral 

decisions. 

"Goddess Spirituality is like a connection with the earth and women's power 

and politically that's very scary because women aren't meant to have too 

much power ... There are a couple of movies where I work that acknowledge 

women have been persecuted a lot in the past and continue to be persecuted 

because of their power and a lot of Christian religions are really knocking 

women back". (Anne-Marie 29/9/99) 

Abott and Wallace (1990) argue that patriarchal ideology has tried to disguise this 

male dominated power structure, by trying to convey it as "natural law". This is done 
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by defining men as being in the most powerful position because of their ability to 

master the natural world and therefore it is only logical that they be in a dominant 

position over women who are associated with nature due to their role in reproduction. 

By creating this image of natural gender roles male domination of positions of 

authority are ensured and at the same time women's work (paid and in the domestic 

sphere) and reproductive functions are devalued. Although not specifically referred to 

in sociological terms, this argument is clearly evident in the works of those feminist 

theologians referred to in this study. To some extent this sentiment is also expressed 

by the women in this study, as will become evident in later chapters when we look at 

the objectives behind a public ritual that is being planned by the Women's Sacred 

Mysteries group for March 2000. 

Christianity is based on the same hierarchical structure, and social construction of 

gender roles, as patriarchal based societies. The ability to be spiritual and intellectual 

(attributes associated with men), are placed at the highest level of the hierarchy, while 

any characteristics that could be considered emotional, or instinctive, (seen as 

'feminine' characteristics), are associated with the natural or physical world, not the 

spiritual, and are placed lower. By portraying women as 'the other' patriarchy does 

not take into account the diversity of women's experiences and their reality in a male 

dominated society. The concept of God based on male personality traits further 

alienates women and hinders their connection to God. 

The women in this study do not criticise patriarchy, or patriarchal religious 

traditions in such specific or radical terms. However they do speak of the 

inability of Christianity to relate to their experiences, despite the very 

committed involvement of some to this religious faith, and expressed an 

antipathy for its hierarchical structure. 

"The church had been very good at the whole inclusive gender thing, but I just 

suddenly thought it is not enough to change the words the whole model is 

wrong, none of this makes sense to me anymore this whole Christian myth 

thing .... I had tried to change it from within and I couldn't so ifl was going to 

so anything about my soul I had to get out of there." (Margaret 27/8/99) 
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Noreen, Hazel and Sue all made similar criticisms to those associated with Eco

feminism. They felt that the structure of mainstream society not only to relegates men 

and women to different spheres or roles in society, but also does the same in terms of 

the separation of the body from the spirit, and humans from nature. Western 

spirituality portrays God as living separate from this earth although He is its creator. 

The goal of this type of spirituality is to transcend the material world to get to the 

spiritual world (or heaven), when our time on earth is over. As a result the natural 

environment is held in low regard and seen by many as a resource to use but not 

maintain and protect. 

3:6Summary 

This chapter was (in some ways) one of the hardest to gather information for in terms 

of the interviews. Virtually all of the women in this study were less interested in 

discussing their religious background, and initial involvement in Goddess Spirituality, 

than talking about what Goddess Spirituality means to them, and how it became an 

important part of their iives now. 

I don't think these women were necessarily uncomfortable talking about this stage in 

their lives. Rather, it seems that since becoming involved in Goddess Spirituality 

(which for some was twenty years ago), their previous religious or spiritual 

experiences are not something they dwell on. 

Neither were these women very interested in talking about Goddess Spirituality in the 

context of a national or international movement. On the whole they were much more 

focused on Goddess Spirituality as a personal form of spirituality, that has the ability 

to meet their individual spiritual needs, and enhance their own experiences, hence 

their present involvement. 

The importance spirituality as an intrinsic component of life was a belief shared by all 

of these women and is reflected in the studies of Rountree (19993) and Wisewitch 

(1987). Present in all of these women's lives was a compelling need for them to find a 

spirituality that would met their specific spiritual needs and allowed for the expression 

of the social, political and moral values no matter how difficult this search might be. 
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These values or ideals are largely based on obtaining a closer relationship to the 

natural enviromnent and improving their perception of themselves as women in 

patriarchal society by adopting a spiritual form that focuses on ways to make women 

feel powerful and important within themselves. Therefore, unlike other religious 

groups which often require some kind of conversion to a particular belief system, 

these women adopted a spirituality that fulfilled the beliefs they had already, and also 

provided an effective means of expressing it. 

Now that we have an understanding of the spiritual and religious background to the 

involvement of these women in Goddess Spirituality, we also have a context in which 

to view their perceptions of Goddess Spirituality, The Goddess, and the importance of 

ritual making, which will be discussed in the following chapters. 



Chapter Four: ''It's all encompassing" 

(Perceptions oftlie Goddess and Goddess Spirituality) 

57 

The religious backgrounds of the women in this study have influenced their reasons 

for becoming involved in Goddess Spirituality. Their dissatisfaction with the religious 

beliefs of Christianity and its organisational structure led to their decision to leave the 

Christian Church (at varying ages in their lives) in search of a spirituality that met 

their emotional and spiritual needs. These included experiencing a greater connection 

with nature, as well as finding a spirituality that recognises and celebrates their 

experiences as women in contemporary patriarchal society. 

When we look at the way in which these women describe Qoddess Spirituality, we 

see a spiritual form that challenges and opposes the perceptions, structure and attitude 

of Christianity and it's foundations, the hierarchical patriarchal structure. The 

following two chapters aim to describe the way Goddess Spirituality has provided an 

alternative for patriarchai religious traditions, and how this alternative has been 

integrated into the daily lives of these women who still live and work within a 

patriarchal based society. 

All of the aspects of Goddess Spirituality (that the women in this study) described are 

bound together and interrelate with each other, which has made this chapter a difficult 

one to write. Nonetheless it also outlines the differences in perception these women 

have as opposed to the neatly boxed and separate categories of the political, 

economic, religious, cultural and social that are established in much modernist theory. 

This sentiment was also expressed by Sue, as discussed in Chapter Three. Although I 

realised that there were many aspects· or concepts within Goddess Spirituality, I also 

began to realise that they are all integrated each influencing the other, so it was 

difficult to separate them into distinct themes. This difficulty actually describes the 

worldview or philosophy behind Goddess Spirituality that opposes separation and 

embraces integration or the concept of "immanence". The structure of Goddess 

Spirituality, its central principles, the Goddess and the use of ritual are all integrated 

into a worldview of "immanence" a holistic worldview based on the concepts of 
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karma, cyclical motion, and a strong emphasis on individual choice and freedom of 

action and expression. 

Postmodernist theory questions the way in which modernist theory separates the 

working of society into distinct categories. Goddess Spirituality and feminist 

spirituality literature also critiques this modernist approach of social enquiry. As a 

result rather than trying to separate the perceptions these women have of Goddess 

Spirituality I will attempt to present them in a way that integrates all the themes 

together as a means of demonstrating their integration and interrelatedness. 

4:1 The organisation and structure of mainstream Western society 

Feminist spiritualists such as Spretnak (1991, 1982) and Daly (1979) argue that 

Judeo-Christian religions with their hierarchically based system of power and 

authority over the access of "Gods knowledge" reinforce and reflect the hierarchical 

structure of patriarchal society, a structure that enforces a sense of power over others. 

Starhawk (1979) argues that no matter whether an organisation is political, social, or 

spiritual, if it has a hierarchical structure it will always convey a consciousness of 

estrangement regardless of the teachings or motivations behind it (1979: 19). This is 

because such an organisational structure does not allow equal access to power and 

authority for all members of a society or organisation, privileging access to some and 

restricting access to others (Abbott and Wallace, 1990). 

Just as there are divisions made within the social structure of patriarchal society, there 

are also divisions in terms of how society is seen to operate. Davis and Weaver (1982) 

argue that patriarchal society has split society into the categories of class, gender, 

ethnicity, and classified social problems or issues into the categories of political, 

economic, ethnicity and religion (Starhawk, 1989). 

During an interview Karen referred to these definitions or dualisms ( discussed in 

chapter three and criticised in post-structuralist academic approaches), and how their 

interdependence with each other was ignored. She expressed her dislike for the 

distinction made between white witchcraft and black witchcraft. Within patriarchy 
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light and dark, black and white have been set up as opposites. Light representing what 

is good, such as the spiritual, purity and innocence, while darkness is associated with 

all that is sinister and evil. However Starhawk (1989) explains that within paganism 

light and dark are given equal importance and respect because they are both 

associated with images that are essential to human life. Karen and other women in this 

study also referred to the need to acknowledge the importance of the light and dark in 

life, and the need to have a balance of the two. The dark is just as important as the 

light, after all, all living things are born from the dark into the light and return to 

darkness in death. As a result the dark is associated not only with death but also with 

life, fertility and safe, warm and nurturing place of the womb. In this sense it can be 

seen that it is not light and dark itself that is good or evil but they have been 

symbolised and perceived in the mind. 

4:2 The holistic perspective of Goddess Spirituality 

One of the major features of Goddess Spirituality is its cyclical and holistic 

perspective. Interconnection and integration are important themes in Goddess 

Spirituality, however so are the concepts of independence, responsibility and 

diversity. These aspects are reflected in a worldview that has no concept of 

"apartness" (Budapest, 1980), but at the same time holds people accountable for 

their actions and acknowledges the diversity of individual experiences. Central 

to Goddess Spirituality is the philosophy that everything is linked or 

interconnected with every other being on earth and the universe. The reason for 

this is because everything is seen to come from the same source, the Goddess. 

Such a worldview requires a different organisation to patriarchal capitalist 

society founded on hierarchical structure. In contrast the Goddess Spirituality 

movement has a very informal and nonhierarchical organisation which is based 

on the concept of the circle or spiral. 

"It has a cyclical worldview, it's not linear like moving from A to B to 

C, it comes back again. Helen's painting actually shows how the spiral 

keeps going. It starts from the big bang, so its always spiralling round 



going back to the same source, but each spiral is slightly different. It 

might actually be slightly further out or up above or down below than 

you were before; you're always moving forward." (Noreen 5/6/99). 

Within this cyclical organisation and perception there is no separation between 

the Goddess, women, men, children, animals and nature; the spiritual, material, 

political, economic and the social are all seen to influence and constantly 

change the other. 

"We are constantly affecting ourselves and others" (Noreen 5/6/99). 

This cyclical perception in Goddess Spirituality regards change in society as 

operating in the same cyclical pattern as those processes of change that occur 

throughout nature, such as the changing phases of the moon, seasonal change 

and the cycle of life, death and regeneration. Societies, community groups, and 

individuals are influenced by the changing phases in the natural cycle, 

especially the seasons, which are associated with suitable times to initiate or 

carry out particular activities. Juliet Batten (1988) describes the wheel of the 

Southern year (adapted from the wheel of the Northern year) which links 

seasonal change with social activities. Like nature's cycle, social change is seen 

to go through stages of birth, maturity, and death. All activities or strategies are 

seen to go through stages of initiation, implementation, maturity or stabilisation 

when the fruits of the groups' labours can be celebrated and also stages of 

gradual decline and death when the objectives are achieved or are unsuccessful. 

This is a stage where mistakes are corrected and learned from and energy is 

saved until another new idea or plan is brought into being. 

This perception of social change is not only found in Goddess Spirituality. It 

can also be found in much sociological theory that criticises the modernist 

evolutionary metaphor of social change that is based on a linear historical 

scheme of cultural development from the stages of savagery to advanced 

civilisation (Gosden, 1994: 4). Anthropologists such as Eliade (1959) associated 

a cyclical notion of time as one where time is marked by reoccurring events and 

activities rather than accurately measured with "primitive" societies. Societies 
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still existing in the present day with this cyclical notion of time and social 

change are targeted in this evolutionary approach as models which can be used 

to explain and describe all previous "primitive" societies (Gosden, 1994: 4). 

However cyclical theorists of social and historical change identified (as is 

expressed in Goddess Spirituality) that a number of cyclical patterns of 

reoccurring events and stages occur at all times throughout eve1y society and all 

of nature such as the agricultural system or the life cycle. In terms of 

functioning and change of social organisations these cyclical processes can 

operate at the grand scale of the development and demise of entire civilisations 

to the micro-scale of individuals and households following daily and weekly 

routines. These cycles can follow different rhythmic patterns in terms of the 

intervals of the phases (which can change within a cyclical process) and the 

time it takes to complete the cycle before it starts again (Sztompka, 1993: 143). 

This understanding of social change does not ignore the idea of time 

progressing or moving forward. Social change or time is not seen to be frozen or 

endlessly repeating the same instances over and over. Although a human's 

social life does involve going through reoccurring stages (such as waking up in 

the morning and making a cup of coffee) these stages or activities are never 

quite identical to those before. This is explained by Noreen (5/6/99) above in 

the description of her understanding of Goddess Spirituality as a spiral or 

reoccurring stages that are fundamentally similar but not identical. There are 

stages that may be repeated but not necessarily under the same set of 

circumstances, the same time interval or the same stage of life and this reflected 

in phrases like "old beyond his years" or "not acting one's age". 

Re-incorporating the natural and material with the spiritual is an important part 

of Goddess Spirituality and this is done by emphasising the need for a greater 

connection of humans with nature. This is done by identifying the many cycles 

that operate in nature and planning rituals that mark nature's changes in 

accordance with these cycles in order to "move in accordance with the energy 

created by them (Jade, 1991: 40). The importance of ritual and the ritual process 

was described by the women in this study as a means of connecting with nature 
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(in a symbolic rather than physical sense) through the acknowledgement of the 

four elements and the four directions. The canying out of ritual according to 

traditional pagan seasonal festivals or sabbats on solstices and equinoxes and 

the times in between is also a means of tuning in to the cycles of nature and 

including it within their own lives. Anne-Marie describes how the biological 

cycles of her body are often tuned into the changing seasons, feeling lethargic 

and going inward in winter and becoming more active and energised in spring. 
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"To me the cycle of the year ... like for me I know in winter I tend to hibernate 

a little bit and so I see winter as a time for going inward. In Spring I tend to 

get up at 6.00 in the morning and I don't sleep so long so to me the ritual and 

spirituality put me in touch with my own personal rhythm which corresponds a 

lot with the rhythm of the seasons ... " (Anne-Marie 29/9/99) 

Karen describes how tuning into nature's cycles makes her feel more balanced, 

and allows her to see each aspect in the cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth as 

being essential and dependent on one another. 

All natural cycles are included in Goddess Spirituality and they include cycle of 

the seasons and the food chain. The rain cycle, cycles of the moon, the 

migration of birds, hibernation of some animals and the cycles of women 

themselves such as the menstrual cycle and the triple aspect of a women's life 

as maiden, mother and crone (Jade, 1991: 40). Within Goddess Spirituality all 

these cycles are encompassed within the larger cycle of the birth, life, death and 

rebirth, that is represented as the Goddess or immanence. 

Re-integrating the spiritual into the natural means that humans are not viewed as 

superior to and separate from the rest of nature, rather they are seen as part of, 

subject to, and dependent on the same processes as every other part of nature 

(Christ, 1989, Spretnak, 1989). Sue describes Goddess Spirituality as very 

"organic" where all of nature is considered sacred, including humans, and is 

therefore honored. Hazel also recognises that she is as much a part of nature as 

any other living being. 



"I respect and love nature in Her own right and accept myself as part of 

nature and not as her "ruler" (Hazel 5/8/99). 

This recognition of the interdependence of all aspects of nature on each other, 

provides Goddess Spirituality with a very holistic worldview. A worldview that 

extends into human behaviour; the way these women act towards the 

enviromnent, others and themselves, which, according to Christ (1989) 

encourages a greater respect for the diversity of all beings (1989: 322). 

Jade (1991), Budapest (1980) and Starhawk (1979, 1989) and Christ (1989) all 

refer to the Great Mother Goddess as a life force or energy, as the cycle of life, 

death and rebirth. All the women in this study also regarded this as a crucial 

aspect of the movement. 

4:3 The "non-judgmental" character of Goddess Spirituality 

"Non-judgmental" was a term used by many of the women in this study as a 

way of describing Goddess Spirituality which they related to what seems to be 

one of the only codes or laws of Goddess Spirituality; "Do as you will and harm 

none". 

"I think the main worldview is there is a difference between the way the 

Goddess people regarded spirituality compared to the God who took 

over later. The central concept is that we don't have an idea of sin, you 

do what you will and harm none. So no one is going to tell you that you 

are sinful, and that's the biggest component of it." (Noreen 5/6/99) 

By acting in accordance with this principle the women in this study found that 

they were able to act and express themselves however they wanted to with the 

support of their ritual group or coven, as long as it didn't harm themselves or 

others: 
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"Yeah, there isn't a way of thinking with Goddess Spirituality really, I mean 

the slogan as it goes is "Do what you will, and harm none" which is pretty 

obvious. There is an absolute radical belief for me that underpins everything 

on this path that everything is organic - we are organic, we are perfect, just 
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like the trees, we are not a mistake we're perfect. You know the Christian 

attitude is that we are mistakes. "You're born in sin", and you spend the rest of 

your life making up for that mistake, whereas Goddess Spirituality is the 

absolute opposite. Your birth- right is this earth, is to be the Goddess, and it's 

wonderful. It's absolutely empowering and honoring and there is nothing to 

believe, I mean I can't give you rules about how you should live your life 

because I don't know, you're going to find that out. You can't tell a plant how 

it's going to grow it's going to grow on its own. It doesn't need you to do that. 

So it's coming from a very different place." (Sue 2/7/99) 

This code of Goddess Spirituality also relates to the belief in Karma expressed 

by these women; that what you do will come back to you three fold. It is critical 

of the demands of the Ten Commandments as set out in patriarchal religions and 

the beliefs regarding a person must and must not act in order to reach heaven 

and the afterlife. It also takes issues with the laws (or tenets of what is right or 

wrong) set down to achieve social order in society. The perspective of Goddess 

Spirituality is one that believes that whatever action a person carries out 

(positive or negative) the impact that it will have on others will circle back to 

the perpertrator three fold. In this sense Goddess Spirituality is also non

judgmental because it is up to the individual to be aware of their actions and 

consider the impact of that behaviour (Jade, 1991, Starhawk, 1989, 1979, 

Budapest 1980). 

Sue spoke of not being able to institutionalise any ethics or rules within the 

Goddess Spirituality movement. For her, the reclaiming of the contact with the 

spiritual side of oneself and other individuals and what you did with that was 

what is important. She believes that no social order should be able to direct 

some one else's behaviour unless their opinion has been asked for. This is a 

very different perception 



"If a friend was sitting here and said something that I thought was pretty 

odd I wouldn't say, "You need to do this, this and this". I'd respect 

that's where she's at." (Sue 2/7/99) 

Starhawk (1989) also criticises the need for the likes of a Judeo-Christian 

external moral code. She sees it as fostering guilt and self-loathing and a fear of 

punishment in the afterlife, without encouraging people to actively set out to 

change the set of circumstances brought about through their actions (1989: 54). 

Goddess Spirituality on the other hand fosters an inner responsibility in the 

individual to face their behaviour in an effective way (1989). 
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These principles or codes of Goddess Spirituality reinforce its holistic perspective 

because acting in accordance with this principle means that the intention and outcome 

of every action must be thought about in the context of the impact it could have on the 

surrounding environment. Such a philosophy also means there is no need for a 

concept of sin and punishment or reward in the afterlife because a person will feel the 

results of their actions in this life. Sue and Hazel referred to the Christian belief that 

humans are born in sin and have to spend the rest of their lives trying to purify 

themselves if they wish to go heaven. However within Goddess Spirituality 

everything thing is perceived to be sacred and in this sense humans just like every 

other aspect of nature are born "perfect" and "uncluttered" (Hazel 5/8/99). "We are 

organic we are perfect, just like the trees, we are not a mistake we are perfect" (Sue 

2/7 /99). There is no need for people to prove themselves worthy because they already 

are. 

4:4 Perception of the Self in Goddess Spirituality 

There is much emphasis placed on the self in Goddess Spirituality, but it is not a 

selfish movement. The concept of self put-forth in Goddess Spirituality is similar to 

the concept of self that Gilligan Carol (1988) found in a study of women of different 

ages and identified two modes of self-description, the connected self and the separate 

self. She found that females tend to define themselves in relation to their connection 

with other people (1988: 204), and understand relationships as the interdependence of 
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people by a concern for the good of others in their own terms (1988: 204). This sense 

of self is similar to the self, perceived in Goddess Spirituality. Although individuality 

is very important in Goddess Spirituality, women are encouraged to exercise their 

"female power" in a way that works in harmony with others_ by considering the effect 

one's actions will have on others. 

Recognising the dependence of humans on nature and each other is a crucial part of 

the holistic perspective of Goddess Spirituality. However this dependence does not 

imply that individuals are powerless and without control in regards to this 

dependence. Although it is necessary for individuals to rely on themselves and 

develop some form of independence and confidence in their own abilities, it is also 

important to accept that they also need to depend on others. Klien (1987) identifies 

this conception of the self in feminist ideology, as an alternative to a patriarchal sense 

of identity. The style of identity apparent in feminism recognises a need to build a 

sense of individual identity while at the same time, acknowledging that identity is also 

a deeply relational issue (1987: 194). 

The interdependence and interconnectedness that means so much in Goddess 

Spirituality is also similar to that described by Carol Gilligan in Mapping the Moral 

Domain (1988). The recognition that the interdependence of attachment empowers 

both the self and the other, not one person at the other's expense. Interdependence and 

dependence rather than signifying a failure in an individual's ability to do things for 

themselves, is a decision by an individual to act out of love and respond to the needs 

of others (1988: 16). This perspective of dependence and the self that Gilligan found 

more among women than men, also relates to the two moral perspectives she found in 

people's attitudes to moral conflict. 

The justice perspective concerns itself with the issue of inequality and oppression 

holding up the view that every one should be treated fairly and equally. This is a code 

that Gilligan found to be presented more by men and is reflected in the justice system 

of Western patriarchal society (Gilligan, 1988: 73). Women on the other hand seemed 

to have a different moral perspective, termed a care perspective. This perspective 

focused on turning attention to those in need and attending to their specific needs. 



67 

Both of these moral perspectives are based on the way men and women generally 

view themselves and Gilligan highlights that there is a tension between the two. The 

detachment and objectivity stressed by the justice perspective that views everyone as 

separate individuals is criticised by the care perspective for not identifying and 

focusing on addressing people's specific needs. The justice perspective however takes 

issue with the care perspective for failing to treat everyone equally (Gilligan, 1988: 

82). 

The tensions between the justice and the care perspective on moral issues may go 

some way to understanding the reasons for the absence of a strict moral code in 

Goddess Spirituality. In the movement's attempt to respond to the needs of women 

(who are in themselves very different people with diverse life experiences) it is not 

possible to develop a set of moral guidelines for all. Rather it takes the perspective of 

the connected self, emphasising the interdependence of others on the self, and the 

responsibility humans have to attend to the specific needs of others. 

4:5 lhe Goddess 

The Great Goddess and the many other Goddesses that are identified within Goddess 

Spirituality are based on both historical and contemporary images. The perception of 

the Goddess is influenced by the pre-historic and "non-western" images of the 

Goddess and her links with both ancient and contemporary nature based religions. 

These ancient images are all integrated with a perception of the Goddess as a symbol 

for all women, as a deity that represents the experiences and needs of all women in 

contemporary patriarchal society. The following perceptions of the Goddess described 

by the women interviewed and the literature studied reveal an image that is very 

different from that of the Christian God. She is not "Yahweh in a Skirt" (Spretnak, 

1991). It is this perception of her that is the basis of the objectives of Goddess 

Spirituality as an alternative to patriarchal religious institutions and their conceptions 

of God. 



68 

With the use of archaeological evidence from neolithic settlements, many feminist 

theologians claim that as early as 25000BC (Stone, 1979, Christ, 1979, Iglehart, 1983, 

Gimbutas, 1991), nature religions existed throughout the world that worshipped their 

perceptions of the Great Goddess who represented as well as created, the natural 

world. The spiritual and the natural were one and the same. 

Within these ancient nature religions women were connected with nature and seen to 

have mystical powers because of their ability to give birth to new life, and nurture the 

growth of new life (Spretnak, 1989: xii). 

The claimed matriarchal social organisation of societies with Goddess religions 

(Iglehart, 1983) are argued to have been co-opted by a patriarchal system that 

replaced the Goddess with a male God that separated the spiritual from the natural 

world, and suppressed women's association with the spiritual by making the Goddess 

· male (Stone, 1979, Gimbutas, 1991). 

4:6 Contemporary Perceptions of the Goddess 

Starhawk describes the Goddess as the divine embodied in nature and human beings. 

She is not one but many, "a constellation of forms and associations" in nature (1979: 

9). 

"[The Great Goddess] She is mother and daughter, maiden, mother, virgin, 

harlot and hag all in one. She is mistress of stars and heavens, the beauty of 

nature, generating womb, nurturing power of earth and fertility, fulfiller of all 

needs, but also the power of death and the horror of decay and annihilation. 

From Her all proceeds, and to her all returns" (Whitmont, 1982: 42). 

Within Goddess Spirituality the Goddess is symbolised by the three phases of the 

moon and the changing seasons are often used in Goddess Spirituality and wicca to 

symbolise the triple aspect of the Goddess and the three rites of passage in all 

women's lives. The new moon represents the maiden or virgin Goddess such as 

Athena or Diana. The new moon represents women who are young at heart and 

unmarried, who are free to move and do as they please. Spring is the season 
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associated with the maiden aspect. The full moon represents the mother or mature 

woman who is the nurturer and the giver of life. Although associated with childbirth it 

can also be associated with the nurture and growth of personal enterprises. Mother 

Goddesses include Dermeter, Gaia and Hera who are often celebrated during summer 

and the harvest. The waning moon symbolises the crone or wise woman. She is an 

older woman (post-menopausal) or who feels old with life experiences. Goddesses 

who represent this crone aspect such as Hecate are associated with the qualities of 

wisdom and knowledge that only comes with life experience, with divination, power 

and inspiration. This aspect of the Goddess is most often acknowledged and 

celebrated in winter (Starhawk, 1979: 263). Although there are a number of different 

Goddesses who are celebrated at different times of the year, they are not considered 

completely separate beings or personalities (Starhawk, 1989: 82). In terms of the three 

aspects of the Goddess, just as no woman becomes a different person when she moves 

from one person to another in her life neither does the Goddess. 

The portrayal of vanous Goddesses with different personalities and human 

characteristics is very similar to the way the Gods and Goddesses were described in -

Greek mythology. They were given very human characteristics and emotions. In 

Goddess Spirituality envisioning the Goddesses in such a way enables women to 

identify more clearly with the Goddesses. The Goddesses are portrayed as capable of 

love and kindness as they are of anger, jealousy and destruction. They can be young 

and innocent and a little naive or old and wise and anywhere in between. Karen 

referred to the way in which she could see herself mirrored in the Goddess(es) and 

this is an important part of Goddess Spirituality for her. 

"I've got a myriad of Goddesses from different cultures that teach me things. 

I've got Goddesses that can be quite ang1y and I can see myself mirrored in 

the Goddess and see her mirrored in me" (Karen 2/8/99). 

The ability to see one's emotions whether they be compassion or resentment mirrored 

in the persona of the Goddess is very important as it gives the so-called negative 

emotions an equal weighting with the positive ones because they are as much a part of 

the human experience. Anger doesn't become a sin it becomes an emotion that 

indicates that there is something wrong that needs to be rectified. 
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In Goddess Spirituality, the perception of the Goddess is one that mirrors the holistic 

perspective of the movement. The concept of the Goddess is that all forms are One 

because the Goddess is manifested in all of them. She is visualised as the immanence, 

the flow of energy that creates all things (Griffin, 1995: 40), but is also responsible for 

their death as the cycle of life, death and rebirth. 

"She is full circle; earth, air, fire, water and essence", She is the "body, mind, 

spirit, emotions and change" (Starhawk, 1989: 78). 

"Basically, it's not a replacement for God, the Goddess is a different aspect, 

and as far as I'm concerned the Goddess comes first and the male aspect is 

like her Sun lover. In the old days the Goddess created things and she created 

her Sun lover, but he died every year creating the seasons. That's what 

Christianity took over with Jesus dying and rising again but the Goddess 

religions had that going all the time. It was the Goddess that remained and the 

son was one that we all represent because we die. But in the case of Jesus they 

say he rose again. The Goddess is more crucial than any God as far as I'm 

concerned ... It's part of what we see around us on the earth; it's not away up 

there. It's all part ofus and the cycles of the earth, the goddess represents the 

life that goes on ... The Goddess is the continual energy that goes on whereas 

the human form will die." (Noreen 5/6/99) 

Karen and Hazel also described the Goddess as immanence, as the energy or life force 

that exists throughout nature and the universe. Hazel described this energy as "all

encompassing", existing both within and without. This energy force is called various 

names and is worshipped through different practices in various religions. This is 

reflected in Karen's perception of the Goddess and her analogy of light shining 

through a coloured window with the light representing the immanence or energy and 

the coloured window representing religious and spiritual belief. However for these 

women it is the ability to identify with this energy as female that directly relates to 

their spiritual needs. 

"I guess that in a sense I acknowledge the immanence. Yeah I don't think the 

Goddess is necessary or the God or whatever but I do think that there is 
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immanence and being able to acknowledge that helps ... It's a lot easier for me 

to see this Great Mother goddess with all her aspects who is nature and who 

looks like me and every other woman. Yeah, it's a lot easier for me to do 

that." Karen 2/8/99 

The Goddess is described as existing in all humans as our inner knowing or 

subconscious. Starhawk refers to Her as "That which-cannot-be-told"; the absolute 

reality our limited minds can never completely know because it is a knowledge that 

literally cannot be expressed in words (Starhawk, 1989: 7). She is part of every 

decision and action humans make and this places a lot of emphasis on the individual 

choice of human beings, both good and bad. 

Margaret acknowledged that many Goddesses existed, the knowledge that the 

Goddess existed in her as an inner-voice and inner-strength was of special 

importance. The need for her to say "Amen" at the end of her affirmations of the 

Goddess was evidence for her of this. 

"My concept of the Goddess is that the Goddess is in me and every other 

woman ... the goddess is in men and She is greater than just the bits we have, 

somehow we create something that's bigger than us." (Margaret 27/8/99) 

4: 7 The Goddess as an expression of the objectives and ideals of the 

Goddess Spirituality Movement 

Within Goddess Spirituality the Goddess(es) and holistic perspective linked to this 

form of spirituality have become a means of challenging what is viewed by feminist 

spiritualists as the suppression of women and nature in patriarchal society. Goddesses 

from a number of different religions have been adopted and given a feminist context 

(Goldenburg, 1989) as a way of linking the spiritual with social and political issues 

(Puttick, 1997: 203). The Goddess within this contemporary form of spirituality has 

become symbolic of a woman's ability to see herself as sacred in patriarchal society 

and also as a way of reconnecting the spiritual and magical with nature so it too is 

seen as sacred. 
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Through these perceptions of the Goddess, a challenge is being made by those who 

argue that the destruction of the earth is rooted in the loss of the connection between 

humans and nature, a patriarchal theology that separates God from humanity and 

humanity from nature (Christ, 1989: 314). Reinterpreting the relationship of the 

divinity, humans and nature by linking them together promotes environmental 

awareness, and reduces its exploitation because it highlights our interconnectedness 

and interdependence on nature. 

The women in this study believed that there was a link between their perception of the 

Goddess as nature and their heightened environmental awareness. Others such as 

Hazel who had always felt a concern for environmental exploitation found Goddess 

Spirituality gave her the outlet to express their environmental awareness and 

interdependent relationship with the environment through ritual making. 

"We automatically become environmentalists when we become part of this 

[Goddess Spirituality and Feminist Witchcraft]. You can't really become 

involved with witchcraft without becoming involved with the earth, the 

Goddess is the earth, and we can't get away from it, so if we are going to look 

after the Goddess we've got to look after the earth. Christianity has done the 

opposite, they have ignored the earth, you can do what you like with it." 

Noreen 6/6/99 

As has been discussed the Goddess is also perceived as a symbol for all women. She 

can be perceived as a deity or a number of deities that are used in Goddess Spirituality 

to symbolise "women", and the common and diverse experiences that are pait of 

women's lives. The Goddess is used as a means of promoting the qualities of women 

and ways of fostering women's empowerment (Starhawk, 1979: 264). 

It is argued that through the Goddess women are able to see themselves mirrored in 

the divinity as was described by Karen. The triple aspect of the Goddess as maiden, 

mother and crone allows women to view themselves as sacred in all stages of their 

lives. Carol Christ (1979) refers to the way in which the Goddess empowers women 

by reclaiming the traditional roles of women in pre-Christian times in villages' as 
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healers, midwives, counsellors and wise women. These roles were later co-opted by 

men, and are highlighted in the exclusion of women from the medical profession and 

universities with the rise of Christianity throughout Europe, and the deaths of 

thousands of women during the witch burnings in the Middle Ages (Rountree, 1993: 

223). The need to reaffirm the power of being female that has been suppressed in 

Western patriarchal society, is an important aspect of Anne-Marie's perception of the 

Goddess and Goddess Spirituality. For her the association of women with the forces 

of nature, as was done in ancient Neolithic Goddess religions, is also a means to 

express the power of being a woman in contemporary society. 

"To me Goddess Spirituality is about women reclaiming their power. It's 

about healing, about women being midwives and not allowing the medical 

establishment to control women's minds. Its like a statement that women can 

be connected with powerful forces be it in the Goddesses of the sun and moon 

the earth, whatever, it's claiming the essential power of women" Anne Marie 

29/9/99. 

The reclaiming of women's power that Anne-Marie talks about also relates to the 

identification all of the women in this study have as witches. The term "witch" was 

originally created as an attempt of the Christian church to suppress paganism. The 

images of witches portrayed in W estem society through fairy tales and the media as 

an evil hagged old woman in line with the devil, is associated with the descriptions of 

witches given in the witch hunters manual Malleus Maleficarum published in 1486. 

However, the conception of witches that these women have is one of women with 

much wisdom and herbal knowledge that assisted the communities they lived in 

(Rountree, 1993). 

In the following quote Noreen explains why she and other women have chosen to 

identify as witches as well as pagans because of the spirituality they have adopted: 

" ... witch and pagan are basically synonymous. We put pagan on the census 

form, some people put different things but we've decided that pagan is the 

one. We don't put witch because it's a word that people don't really 

understand anyway, and it's only one aspect, pagan covers the whole belief 
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system and the Goddess. The pagans were the people of the land, so that's a 

good way to see ourselves. It was only made purgative because Christianity 

took hold of it and made it synonymous with heathen, but I don't know why 

they made them both the same. They [Christianity] condemned everything, but 

it's another word that we have take over and change - like Afro-Americans 

that said "okay we're going to call themselves black" and this is the same, by 

calling ourselves pagan they have to learn to change their ideas about what it 

means, and witch too, but they mean the same thing." (Noreen 6/5/99) 

In this sense this self-identification has become a means of reclaiming words that 

have been devalued or associated with evil, and turning them into a label for members 

of a spirituality that is associated with women's power and knowledge and a 

connection with the natural world. 

As Kathryn Rountree (1993) found in her research on Feminist Witchcraft, the self

identification of the women she interviewed as witches was not necessarily one that is 

publicly broadcasted. This was often due to the wider public perception of witches as 

involved in some type of satanic practices. However, among friends family and those 

in their ritual group or coven, the word witch can become a very powerful symbol of 

expressing who they are. 

"I'm a bit iffy and not totally committed to calling myself a witch because of 

that backlash, but in many ways that's what I am. I also don't call myself that 

partly because it's got a large connotation with herbalism and I don't do things 

with herbs. But it's also got connotations ofhonoring women, of wisdom, of 

honoring the seasons and then comes the realisation that the things that women 

were burned for are the things I'm doing now. There's a power in taking 

something that's been so hated, and honoring it. It would be nice if witches 

and hags were recognised as wise women and I'd like to be part of that, but I 

also don't want to put the backs up of those around me. I'm a bit selective, and 

to little kids it's still a scary thing, it's still used in fairy tales to scare kids and 

I don't want to scare little children. 
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Sometimes I use the word witch; it's empowering when you're with a group of 

women to call yourselves witches, "we are witches, yay". I also call myself a 

witch around people I know and feel comfortable with but I don't want to go 

into things or discuss my spirituality, so I say, "oh it's just a witch thing". It's 

just a term I use that means, "it's just a thing I'm doing, I don't want to talk 

about it, it's just me being weird, don't ask me about it". 

Maybe I shouldn't do that, it's not really honoring but I use it that way. I do 

use the word Goddess, 1 do call it Goddess Spirituality, I like that. Sometimes 

I use the word pagan, especially among people out there because there's some 

understanding about what paganism is and it's not that specific. I can then 

elaborate if I want. Yeah, so I use several terms just depending on where I am 

and whom I'm with." (Karen, 2/8/99) 

Margaret found that when she got involved in Goddess Spirituality her family started 

calling her a witch and the women she practiced rituals with as her "witchy Friends". 

"My family has called me a witch ever since I've gone off to rituals. They 

used to call them [the women in her coven] as my "witchy friends". For years 

I used to get witch candles for my birthday and the witch hanging up in the 

kitchen is what my daughter gave me. 

My daughter used to talk quite proudly of her mother who was a witch. When 

I finally got a car of my own instead of having to drive the old family van, my 

son called it the techno-broom. I've also got the broom from my croning, and 

when I left my last job they got me a broom, so I'm quite comfortable with 

that label." (Margaret 27/8/99) 

Anne-Marie like Margaret has an assortment of objects that her family and friends 

have given her (such as witch dolls) as an expression of their support in her choice to 

become involved in Goddess Spirituality. 
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Although there is a common perception of the word witch among these women, their 

identification as witches are not necessarily the same. Hazel sees herself as a witch 

through her use and knowledge of herbs as part of her spirituality and everyday 

activities. Anne-Marie, Karen and Margaret however, express their identification as 

witches in terms of its representation of wise women, even though they do not 

incorporate the use of herbs into their spirituality as is often associated with the term 

witch in Wicca. In both cases however, the word "witch" is associated with the wise 

women of history. These were women who (to a much greater degree) were also 

judged and stigmatised in the society they lived in because of their knowledge and 

spiritual belief in the existence of a female deity. 

The Goddess has not only been used a symbol of celebrating what it is to be "female" 

in abstract terms. She is also used as a means of celebrating the female body which, 

Spretnak argues, has been appropriated and repressed with the rise of Christianity 

(Christ, 1989), becoming an object for sexual domination, abuse and misuse (Christ, 

1979: 280). The female or womanly power referred to by Anne-Marie and Sue during 

their interviev1s is in is in contrast to the patriarchal perception of power as a 

domination over others. It is an "inner-power" that is used to empower the individual 

and is exercised in harmony with others (Griffin, 1995) which relates to the holistic 

perspective of Goddess Spirituality. Sue referred to this perception of power by 

describing Goddess Spirituality in terms of the word "inclusion" as the "new dance 

with power". Patriarchy was and is "power over". Goddess Spirituality is about each 

soul empowering themselves, it's about "power-with" (Sue 2/7/99), she also talked 

about the importance of honoring women by acknowledging and valuing "women's 

work", "women's knowledge" and "women's bodies" as sacred because they come 

from the Goddess. 

The Goddess also represents a woman's "will" and their ability to express themselves 

(Christ 1979). This is in contrast to the way these women felt. Sue especially, felt that 

women through their actions were portrayed as the downfall of society in patriarchal 

religious beliefs (Christ, 1979: 284). Thirdly, the Goddess represents the importance 

of female relationships. Although there is much emphasis placed on the individual 

and individual choice and responsibility, having the support and connection of other 

women is still a major part of Goddess Spirituality. Christ (1979) sees Goddess 
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Spirituality as a means for women to celebrate the various relationships among 

women that patriarchy is seen to have largely ignored (1979: 285). The Goddess is 

also used to promote the rebuilding of female relationships that have largely been 

ignored in patriarchal society as a means of providing support, strength and a sense of 

fellowship and community (Christ 1979). The use of the Goddess i11 this way reflects 

the ideals of all the women in this study as they all referred to the support and 

connection they felt with the other women in their coven or ritual group. 

In terms of literature, the Goddess has become a very important vehicle to express the 

major goals or principles of the movement, which are to promote self-love and self

determination among women and to attain a greater connection with nature. Within 

Goddess Spirituality the Goddess has become a way to combine the spiritual beliefs 

of those who are also involved in feminist social and political issues. Namely the 

inferior position of women in comparison to men in patriarchal society, and the way 

in which the perception of male superiority has been created and reinforced by the 

current social order. Goddess Spirituality through its portrayal of the Goddess also 

addresses Eco-feminist concerns for the natural environment by incorporating 

spiritual elements back into nature. These conceptions of the Goddess and Goddess 

Spirituality are illustrated by the perceptions of Sue, Noreen and Anne-Marie who 

identified a socio-political side to Goddess Spirituality. 

"[Goddess Spirituality as a spiritual, social, and political movement] ... 

Absolutely, there's no way it can be anything else because as women become 

empowered it becomes a political act you can't separate the two. This whole 

Women's Spirituality Movement is about women seeing the divine within 

them. This is the difference between living with a male God where we are the 

rib from Adams side or we are the women who tempted Adam; we are always 

the after thought with the God, with the maleness... I ran a workshop for 

teenage girls last year called "Girls Speak Out" using the Goddess and stuff, 

and once they realised that these Goddess figures you see around here actually 

existed thirty thousand years ago they are like "Really?" and suddenly they 

find a place for themselves, they are the divine, it's their birthright and they 

find a place for themselves" (Sue 2/7 /99). 
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Anne-Marie still uses the name Goddess but the term "Godde" the feminine and 

original spelling for "God" has a more powerful and in a sense political means of 

expressing her view of this immanence or life force. The reason she gives for not 

using the term Goddess is that she feels that society in general does not give it the 

same equal weighting as God, it is seen as not as powerful or important because it is 

so clearly feminine. For others such as Margaret and Hazel this socio-political aspect 

of the Goddess was not as important as the personal identification and strength they 

gained through her. 

Three of the women I interviewed referred to the masculine and feminine aspects of 

the Goddess or immanence but only one referred to giving them equal weighting and 

worshipping both of these aspects. Noreen discussed the masculine aspects being 

represented by the Goddess's sun-lover or consort who is not as important or as 

powerful as the Goddess but was adopted by Christianity and turned into the version 

of Christ that exists today. Karen also acknowledges the masculine and feminine 

forces ( or duality) that exist in nature but for her it is much easier and more worth 

while to perceive this immanence in a female form only as the great Mother. She also 

acknowledges that although it is not necessarily a very balanced way of looking at the 

world, neither is the male bias in Christianity, and for her and many women 

identifying with the Universe as female is a way to make up for this unbalance. Hazel 

was the only woman I interviewed that saw the divinity or Goddess as having both 

feminine and masculine characteristics and worships both male and female deities. 

"I believe that divinity is both immanent (internal) and transcendent (external), 

with immanence being far more important for us to pay attention to right now. 

That divinity is just as likely to manifest in a female form as it is in a male 

form and that the word Goddess makes just as much sense as god. Women and 

men are spiritually equal and masculine and feminine attitudes, values and 

roles are of equal importance, regardless of the physical gender of those 

exercising them. I believe in a multiplicity of gods and goddesses as well as 

other beings that vibrate at different levels (I am talking here of plants and 

animals) who are worthy of respect, love and worship." (Hazel 5/8/99) 
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This finding from the women in this study reflects the literature on Goddess 

Spirituality and the movement in general that is largely defined as separate from 

Wicca because it only focuses on the Goddess and doesn't usually include the God in 

worship (Jade 1991). However this principle of Goddess Spirituality does vary from 

ritual group to ritual group depending on the feelings of their members. 

For the women in this study, thoughts on the involvement of men in Goddess 

Spirituality generally related to their perception of the Goddess. Those women such as 

Margaret, Anne-Marie and Karen saw the Goddess in exclusively feminine terms and 

as a way to see themselves as sacred because they were created in Her image. 

Although they didn't deny men's involvement in Goddess Spirituality they did 

question what men could get out of it, or were not even aware that men were even 

taking part in group rituals. However, some of these woman did think that the 

principles of Goddess Spirituality such as environmental awareness and the holistic 

worldview are important for men as well. 

"To me it's not my focus; I just find it really hard because my spirituality is so 

tied up with the Goddess. My view of the Goddess is being mostly feminine 

and if I can acknowledge the Supreme Being as being feminine then it's got to 

be good to be feminine within myself .... 

It can't be that way for men and there have been men that say that women 

have to take the lead in this spirituality in terms of talking about honoring the 

great Mother and I really like that. Their spirituality wouldn't be the same as 

mine but I think it is important, I think the idea of the Mother Goddess as an 

archetype that people hold and I think men need a bit of that." (Karen, 2/8/99) 

Those women that identified both a masculine and feminine energy in their own 

spirituality felt that men had a definite place in Goddess Spirituality and could get as . 

much out of it as women. 

"I think it's really important for men too. I don't think there has been 

enough done for men. I think there is a big gap between men of earlier 

civilisations where they went out and were hunters and were providers to 



today's society where these young guys have no place to go. They don't 

seem to know what they want to do with themselves, they've got all this 

"RRRRR" male energy and they don't know what to do with it. I think 

that men need to find their place in it [Goddess Spirituality] and there's a 

very big place for men. They need to find the energies that they are 

comfortable with, that they can relate to, that relate to their own inner 

energy. I think that from that men would find that they can stand tall and 

strong and it's very powerful." (Hazel 5/8/99) 

Hazel and Sue have been involved in rituals that include men and women and 

children. Both were quite comfortable having men included in the ritual process 

but acknowledged that other women might not feel as comfortable about it, 

which was very much respected. They also acknowledged that women have a 

special place in Goddess Spirituality, which is focused on reaffirming women's 

sense of self. It was also recognised that some occasions might call for woman 

only rituals (such as celebrating a woman's movement through menopause, or 

the first menstruation of a daughter). 
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4:8 Tlte ideals and objectives of Goddess Spirituality as a social 

movement 

The picture of Goddess spirituality presented in this chapter has a number of 

different aspects. Although primarily spiritual, it is also displays a perception of 

social functioning and change based on its cyclical worldview. Goddess 

Spirituality could be pictured as a spiral, an interconnection of natural seasonal 

and biological cycles with social, cultural and political activities. 

This holistic perspective in the Goddess Spirituality Movement must also be looked at 

in the context of the wider society that its members live in. Although modernist theory 

has tended to classify the functioning of society and its members into distinct 

categories, the processes of interdependence and interconnection are probably never 

more apparent as they are in capitalist society under the label of globalistaion. 
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We are living in a period where mass media and advanced information and 

communication networks have allowed for the spread of technology, cultural ideals 

(such as the Western consumer culture and Fordist culture of production), and 

political influence. Terms like the globalisation of trade, or globalisation of labour, 

are used to identify the growing interdependence between nations as sites of raw 

materials, labour, and markets for consumer goods. 

It may well be that the grand scale on which these processes of globlisation operate 

has indirectly influenced a much more personal and private understanding of the 

terms interdependence and interconnection in Goddess Spirituality, especially in 

relation to humans and nature, and the impact of one,s actions and behaviour on 

others. 

As discussed in chapter two, the development of a social movement requires the 

production of a social environment conducive to its growth. Movements such as 

Goddess Spirituality have arisen due to the development of social strain, when 

situations have, or are occurring that are not reflecting the objectives or ideals of some 

members in that society. 

Goddess Spirituality is represented as an alternative to aspects of patriarchal society 

and Christianity by the women in this study because the structure, organisation and 

belief system or ideology that Christianity (and to some extent patriarchal society) 

has, did not met their own ideals. Neither had it allowed them to express their spiritual 

and emotional needs in a way that is suitable to them. 

Goddess Spirituality is not an organised or formally structured social movement, 

however these women do have similar goals, objectives, and perceptions about how 

they would like to society changed, and this is largely in terms of the way that women 

are understood and the environment is treated. 

"Just take it into a family, where the woman is totally respected, where her 

body is absolutely honored whatever shape it is. The truth of her body, the 

truth of her gender or her bleeding isn't hidden, it's not considered dirty, its all 

talked about and open. Imagine that; and that does happen, that's my house, 



82 

but there are many many houses where that doesn't happen. But imagine 

where that does happen, then the whole power base in that family is very 

different, and that's the social structure of the family. So you can't shift 

spirituality from the social or the political, you can't do it." (Sue 2/7/99) 

Christ (1989) reaffirms that Goddess Spirituality is a good model on which to base 

social change arguing that if patriarchal society put into practice the concepts of 

interconnectedness and interdependence it would change the human perception of 

seeing themselves as individuals separate from nature (1989: 312). For Starhawk, a 

non- hierarchical egalitarian society would mean that each individual is seen as 

sacred, nobody would be invested with any authority over others, there would be no 

direct line of truth, and those who made the decisions would bear the consequences 

(1979: 36). As a result there would no longer be global scale development and 

national decision making because everyone would have an equal voice which means 

they wouldn't have to accept what they didn't want (Starhawk, 1979; 36). Social 

change would move from the focus on the macro-level to a more grass roots change 

that would happen through face to face discussion. 

The social change that Christ (1989) and Starhawk (1979) discuss here is on a very 

large scale. However for the women in this study the political aspects of 

environmental awareness and feminist issues incorporated into Goddess Spirituality, 

are being expressed at the much more micro-level of the local community, ritual 

groups or covens and personal spiritual beliefs. The spiritual lives of the women in 

this study are not separate from their everyday lives, and as a result it influences their 

view of the world, their political inclinations and influences the perception of their 

relationship with all beings in nature. 

The social change that many of the women in this study would like to see in society is 

associated with changing the perception of what it is to be female (as represented in 

the mass media and mainstream culture), and to honour experiences that may have 

previously been ignored. This may be why many of the women in this study described 

the concepts or worldview of Goddess Spirituality in contrast to Christianity and the 

image of a male God. Goddess Spirituality was often perceived by these women as an 

alternative spirituality that indirectly challenges the structure, organisation, and belief 
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system attached to Christianity by creating the opposite; a very informal, 

nonhierarchical organisation that has no defined leadership, and no rules or moral 

codes that set out what members should believe or how they should behave. The male 

concept of God living away from the earth He has created in a separate spiritual 

world, is replaced by the conception of a female Goddess who gave birth to Herself 

and then nature. She exists both within it as the "immanence" and as a separate deity 

or deities. 

As many of the women chose to reject Christianity because it did not relate to, or 

recognise their experiences as women. Their perceptions of Goddess Spirituality 

therefore include a perception of the Goddess as representing women. She is used to 

celebrate the physical, biological, social and cultural experiences of being woman in a 

society that from a feminist perspective has largely been organised to the benefit of 

men. 

Goddess Spirituality has a strong sense of community while at the same time 

emphasising the need to be a powerful (in terms of inner-strength) and independent 

individual. The Goddess and the ideals of the Goddess Spirituality movement are used 

as a way to build a sense of community among the women involved. However, in 

terms of its concepts and objectives, there is no attempt to generalise or gloss over 

how diverse the life experiences of women can be in terms of family background, 

income, occupation, sexual orientation or ethnicity. 

The following chapter aims to look at the ways in which the women in this study 

actively express the reasons why they chose to become involved in Goddess 

Spirituality. Ritual-making as part of Goddess spirituality is very important as a 

means of expressing these women's perceptions and personal spiritual beliefs, it can 

also be a way of incorporating their spiritual beliefs into their everyday lives. 
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Chapter five: " ... tlte use of symbol and tlte use of tlte senses 

as a patlt way to tlte divine". 

Although it is important to identify the views and values these women associate with 

Goddess Spirituality, it is also important to understand how these values are expressed 

within Goddess Spirituality and how they are integrated into their daily lives. 

This chapter aims to discuss the way in which the main concepts or worldview of 

Goddess Spirituality is actively expressed by its members, and to do this it is 

necessary to discuss the importance of ritual for these women. 

5: 1 The use of ritual in Goddess Spirituality 

There is much literature available on how to become involved in Goddess Spirituality, 

Women's Spirituality or Feminist Witchcraft. This area ofliterature includes manuals 

that give descriptions of the major concepts of Goddess Spirituality and the 

expression of this philosophy of life which is primarily based on the practice of rituals 

(Starhawk, 1989, 1979, Stein, 1990, Jade 1991, Budapest, 1980, Walker 1990). 

Goddess Spirituality is founded on a holistic and cyclical perception of life, and is 

based on the concepts of integration and interdependence. The ideals of achieving a 

greater recognition of women's experiences, a greater sense of women's community 

and "female power" are incorporated into a need (among the women in this study) for 

a spiritual connection with nature. This sense of interconnection is actively expressed 

within Goddess Spirituality through ritual making. Rituals themselves take on 

different forms, depending on the intention, the size of the ritual and the person or 

group that has planned them. Like the Goddess Spirituality Movement itself, ritual 

making tends to be a relatively informal and unorganised ( although there is a vague 

ritual process) with the intention of allowing for spontaneity and creativity throughout 

the ritual process. Focusing on the individual needs of women is an important part of 

Goddess Spirituality and each woman is encouraged to develop her own spirituality 

and ideals. All women are perceived as part of the Goddess as well as Goddesses in 

their own right and are therefore sacred beings that must be respected. 
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It is possible that although the women within a ritual group or coven have common 

ideas about what Goddess Spirituality is, there may well be differences in terms of the 

way in which they chose to express these ideals. This of course relates to the need to 

allow for spontaneity in the ritual process allowing for these different means of 

expression to take place. 

5:2 The Purpose of ritual-making 

Rituals in Goddess Spirituality are a means of actively expressing the values and 

ideals associated with each women's perception of it. Much of the literature available 

on ritual making describes the act as a means of connecting with the "Goddess 

within" or the "inner-self' (the spiritual part of themselves, or soul) and from this 

creating an energy force capable of bringing about positive change. 

This change is not physical; it is not the "abra cadabra" rabbit out of the hat magic 

that Western society associates often associates with the practice of ritual or magic. 

Rather it seems to be based on bringing about a change in perception about subjects 

that have previously been ignored or undervalued in mainstream society. Ritual 

making is a vital part of Goddess Spirituality for these women because it is directly 

associated with their perceptions and experiences in Western society. These are 

experiences that have prompted them to adopt a form of spirituality that expresses the 

subjects and experiences they feel haven't been addressed within this social structure. 

Ritual in Goddess Spirituality becomes a means of making these unacknowledged 

experiences and objects sacred, and because each woman has created their own 

spirituality, each will have different circumstances and objects that are sacred to them, 

hence the individual interpretation of ritual for each woman. 

As can be seen a vital aspect of ritual in Goddess Spirituality is about changing or 

altering the consciousness, and moving that consciousness beyond the realm of 

everyday mundane activities (mentally rather than physically) into the spiritual realm. 

Ritual, as a process, creates a space that enables these women to separate themselves 

from everyday concerns and activities in order to concentrate on their spiritual needs. 
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Ritual also enables these women to celebrate their own experiences by 

communicating with the Goddess that exists both within them as an "inner voice" or 

soul, and as a separate life force or energy. Sue gave an example of this movement 

from the ordinary world into a magical spiritual world of the Goddess by describing a 

ritual she was involved in and a boy's reaction to it. 

"A few weeks ago we had a ritual here and we had an eleven year old boy 

brought in by his mum with his seven year old girl sister. As it transpired they 

ended up being the young God and Goddess for us and it was really beautiful. 

But any way, we statied the ritual with smudging, and there were two guys my 

partner John and another guy at the doors with incense and a feather to 

smudge them which is to cleanse the aura, and I was standing facing. So they 

walk through this door, and I'm standing singing, it was a chant about 

cleansing, and I stood there in my black cape when they came in. 

A few days later I asked their Mum what they thought, and the boy had said, 

"mum there was one real spooky part" - he loved it, he loved the whole thing 

and she said "What do you mean spooky, were you afraid?" "No not afraid 

Spooky", and she said, "Well I don't know what you mean, tell me" and 

eventually he said "magic" and he found the word. She said, "which part was 

it?" and he said "Oh it was when I walked through the smoke and there was 

this lady singing". 

So you see kids know what it feels like, we do too but kids don't have the 

blocks that adults do. So he felt the shift, which was exactly what he was 

supposed to do. He was going from ordinary living by walking through a 

doorway, and there was a shift of energy. Spooky, isn't that great! It's a lovely 

story." (Sue 2/7/99) 

The objectives or ideals of Goddess Spirituality challenge Western perceptions of 

women and nature (as sacred and endowed with a spiritual essence). The space 

created through ritual by means of casting a circle provides these women with a safe 

and supportive environment to express their feelings and spirituality that may not be 

as accepted in wider society. Many of the women in this study didn't feel that 
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Western society and religious traditions had enough ritual or that it didn't 

acknowledge the right things which, is explained in the opinions of Karen and Anne

Marie. 

"I guess that's the other thing about ritual, it allows for emotion or some 

rituals do. I guess the best rituals are the ones that allow time for emotion. It's 

like, people die and the pain doesn't go away. In western society you have the 

funeral and that's it, the pain doesn't go away. I look at things like in Maori 

society when there's always time to acknowledge the dead. It's a bit like that 

in ritual, there's always a time to acknowledge things that are important and 

it's a time to do that acknowledging. There's not a place for that in western 

society there's no place to acknowledge through ritual. Ritual is about 

acknowledging death and dying and growth and fruition and products, it's as 

much about acknowledging for me as it is about high magic and 

changing."(Karen 2/8/99) 

"I like rituals that celebrate special occasions because in Western Pakeha 

society we don't have a lot of ritual. There's birth but we don't really have a 

lot of ritual around that either. Death has a ceremony but it is lacking in many 

ways and I prefer to go to a tangi than a pakeha funeral. We have rituals for 

people turning 21 but it's just a party, a big booze up often. And for 

engagement, it's all presents; it's just another party. Marriage is one of the few 

where we retain some type of ritual ceremony. Marriage and death are the only 

two I think so there's a lot we could be doing in terms of ritual." (Anne-Marie 

29/9/99) 

Ritual making and magic were considered as vital aspects of Goddess Spirituality for 

the women in this study. The description of ritual given above is similar to that 

recounted by Sue who explains that through the use of the senses and various symbols 

chosen during ritual she and other women in her ritual group are able to create a 

pathway to the divine: 

"Well I think its intrinsic I mean ritual is the way in which we move from just 

the human world to the spirit world, the sacred world ... I don't think ritual is 



only used in Goddess Spirituality, but the use of symbol and the use of the 

senses as a path way to the divine is almost like a definition of paganism 

which Goddess Spirituality is." (Sue 2/7/99) 
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The connection with nature and natural processes ( cycle of life, death and rebirth and 

other natural cycles) is achieved in ritual by performing them according to the sabbats 

(pagan seasonal festivals) of the wheel of the Southern or Northern year. The sabbats 

are made up of the solstices, equinoxes and times in between making eight seasonal 

rituals (refer to fig. 1, Appendix D) corresponding with times when the changing 

seasons are obvious, as well as with changes in the phases of the solar and lunar cycle. 

These festivals were originally used by agrarian societies as a means of maintaining 

the cyclical sequence of the changing seasons. In pre-Christian societies, the cycle of 

life, death, and regeneration throughout nature (Walker, 1990) was celebrated by 

worshipping the earth as a living being, the Goddess, who was worshipped in her 

triple aspect. The maiden symbolising spring and the potential for new life; the 

mother representing fertility and the harvest; and the Goddess in her Crone aspect 

representing winter, death and the revealing of hidden meanings and wisdom (Walker, 

1990: 123). Noreen explains that the use of ritual as a means of keeping the cycles 

going is still important in Goddess Spirituality on a symbolic level. 

"Yes, I think ritual is very important, it keeps the world turning. Have you 

seen Juliet Batten's latest book? (Celebrating the Southern Seasons) It's all 

practical ways of doing ritual, and she keeps emphasising the turning of the 

seasons as being something that will still go on whether we do anything about 

it or not. But if we celebrate them then we are helping to turn the wheel, and 

get the wheel turning in our own heads. It's not like we make it up, it's 

actually happening, as the ritual goes on the movement goes on, whether we 

do anything about it or not but if we take part in it we are helping that 

movement." (5/6/99) 

The wheel of the southern year (as shown in fig. 1, Appendix D) celebrated in New 

Zealand is an adaptation of the cycle of the seasons in the Northern Hemisphere. This 

has been done so that the rituals that are performed in the South correspond with the 
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appropriate seasons. Invoking the four directions ofNorth, South, East and West and 

the four elements, fire, water, air and earth are an impmiant part of the ritual process. 

This aspect of the ritual process and the inclusion of objects from the natural 

environment that correspond with the particular season or have a special importance 

to a group member is also a way of linking with and celebrating nature. 

As has already been mentioned ritual is also used as a means of connecting with other 

women with similar beliefs thereby creating a woman's community. The invoking of 

women ancestors as well as the Goddess( es) by group members during a ritual is also 

a way establishing this timeless connection with other women and symbolically 

passing on women's wisdom and power. 

"The other thing that I liked [about Goddess Spirituality] was the link to my 

foremothers. Sometimes at the beginning of rituals we made that connection, 

and at the beginning of a ritual I would say I'm Anne-Marie and I'm the 

daughter of. .. granddaughter of ... great granddaughter of ... and great great 

granddaug..liter of .... So I really like that link with the women in my life" 

(Anne-Marie 29/9/99) 

5:3 Types of rituals 

There are a number of different types of rituals, all of which have different purposes. 

Some rituals celebrate the sabbats (seasonal festivals); some rituals are used to mark 

the rites of passage of coven members, friends or relatives. Some rituals are 

conducted by one person to acknowledge an aspect or circumstance of their personal 

lives, while others are performed within a coven or as public ritual with a hundred or 

more women. 

Using ritual as a means of acknowledging and celebrating life experiences, whether 

they are physiological, emotional, spiritual, social or cultural is impo1iant for the 

women in this study. Often these are experiences that are ignored or in some cases 

considered taboo or shameful in wider society and as a result could be viewed as a 

challenge to the way women are perceived in Western society. Juliet Batten author of 
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The Power from Within: A Feminist Guide to Ritual-Making (1988) outlines a number 

of different types of rituals that mark various rites of passage. These range from 

celebrating a girl's first period as her emergence into womanhood; pregnancy, or a 

woman's movement through menopause into cronehood. This particular ritual (of 

which three women in this study have undergone) celebrates the wisdom, inner

strength and power that comes with age. This perception of the elderly is in sharp 

contrast to the way in which they are perceived in contemporary Western society. 

Rites of passage rituals not only mark the biological stages in a women's life but are 

also used to help and support members of the ritual group ( as well as friends and 

family) that are going through major changes in their lives. These include house 

blessings, celebrating a new job, rituals of healing for people who are ill or are going 

are undergoing medical treatment, and acknowledging death and dying. 

" I remember having a ritual for one of our members whose daughter had 

started menstruating. The ritual for her was just wonderful because for the rest 

of us it was, "my mother gave me this book, and when I started bleeding she 

gave me a rag in those days with your sanitary belt" and all that so it wasn't 

something that was celebrated. 

One of the women in our group had a hysterectomy and we had a ritual for her 

before she went into hospital and we had one afterwards too. We have rituals 

for people to bless their houses and when they moved house. I had a ritual in 

my office when it was burgled and a ritual in my flat when it was burgled." 

(Anne-Marie 29/9/99) 

"Yes, they can be for anything you like really, there are quite a few that Juliet 

Batten suggests. We just recently went down and cleansed a house, the police 

had been in so they felt violated and someone told them that we do rituals, so 

we went down and did a house blessing. We did the same at the women's 

refuge when they rebuilt, that was just a blessing to make it safe. But we've 

also done rituals for baby blessings, and we know quite a few women that 

have had babies. We've had them for crones who are 56 or more, we bless 

them so are seen as a wise woman, its better because Christianity doesn't have 
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anything like that. We can have a special ritual for someone who is sick or 

having an operation, a woman that .is having a baby, menopause or 

menstruation. They are often difficult, we tried to do it for Helen's daughter 

but she was to embarrassed, we ended up having the ritual without her, but 

that's the sort of thing that we are hoping to overcome you see, the feeling that 

there is something dirty about menstruation. It's difficult with the way things 

are at the moment but I'm sure some of these women (women also involved in 

Goddess Spirituality) have probably got daughters that may have accepted it 

and they will have a ritual at the beginning of their menstruation." (Noreen 

5/6/99) 

All of the women in this study had participated in large public rituals, where they met 

other women from different ritual-groups (in some cases from all over New Zealand). 

For Hazel, neo-pagan festivals such as the one that happens at the Tui Community 

(which includes men and women) enables you to feel that you are part of something 

that is much bigger than the coven of which you are part. So in a sense it is these 

types of larger rituals that strengthen the sense of community among the many 

different covens / ritual groups that exist within a particular region. 

"There's lot's of groups and there are starting to be joint groups where we will 

invite another group to join us to do a ritual of some sort - mostly for 

celebrating the equinoxes and the solstices that kind of thing. We are looking 

forward to doing big rituals in Hagley Park, you know, with sixty or seventy 

women. I've been pmt of large rituals in Christchurch. There was a flyer or a 

poster up on the wall somewhere saying Winter Solstice come and join us, 

( and I thought yeah that's novel) and go along and meet all sorts of women 

and find out what they are doing. Women with like-minds, it's just wonderful 

to connect with women from all over that I don't know and find they are doing 

similar things or variations of them - its just great, it's really really good." 

(Hazel 5/8/99) 

Goddess Spirituality is very holistic and as a result one of the prime aspects of the 

movement is to integrate the spiritual and (for some more than others) political 

aspects of the movement into the daily lives of the women involved. Diane Stein 



(1990) describes personal or individual rituals as "ritualized habits of everyday life". 

These rituals are a way of making parts of everyday life sacred, and a way of 

incorporating the Goddess ( and Gods) into everyday life. 

"It can be as simple as getting out a photograph of someone you love and 

lighting a candle. A ritual is anything that you invest with meaning." (Sue 

2/7/99) 
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These rituals vary significantly in their purpose, form and structure. They are often 

very informal and unorganised because they are being conducted by one person who 

is very intimate with the intention of the ritual. Hence, there is little need for formality 

or a strict ritual process. For many of these women it is these rituals that have been 

most fully integrated into their everyday lives. 

" ... Ritual is in everything, making a cup of coffee is a ritual, having a 

cigarette in my case, planting seeds in the garden is a ritual. Our whole lives 

revolve around rituals and we don't even realise it because it's become part of 

our lives." (Hazel 5/8/99) 

Margaret referred to small personal rituals she would do such as picking a card from 

her Goddess tarot set outside under the moon, putting it in her pocket without looking 

at it, and then interpreting later on when she came inside. She also lights candles for 

members of her family when they are away from home. So for Margaret creating 

rituals becomes a means of identifying and expressing her own problems, challenges 

or issues. A means of physically doing something about a situation that she may have 

felt helpless/powerless about otherwise. 

5:4 The Ritual Process 

Ritual-making in Goddess Spirituality is relatively informal, however the women in 

this study did describe a ritual process or outline that they often follow when 

celebrating rites of passage or sabbats. Although it is important for these women to 

have an element of spontaneity and a lot of creativity in their ritual-making, many 

also felt that there needs to be some type of structure or stages during rituals. This 
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enables evetyone to know where they're at during the ritual making the process of 

building the energy of the group, and directing that energy towards the purpose of the 

ritual more effective. Most felt that there was a need to find a balance between the 

established ritual process and adding more creative and spontaneous elements. 

"There's a balance, it's like a certain amount ofritual holds you and if you 

don't (certainly for myself), have set things to go through then I'm just all 

over the place, and having a certain path is easy and it adds power every time 

you walk down the path."(Karen 2/8/99) 

"Sometimes it's a spontaneous process, it occurs as it goes along and 

sometimes it's a planned process. But there clearly was a process that we 

followed of four or five stages. Even when we had spontaneous rituals we still 

seemed to go through that process because it was important, it's a structure." 

(Anne-Marie 29/9/99) 

The ritual process that many of the women in study describe is similar to that outlined 

in books such as Juliet Batten's Power from Within (1988) and Celebrating the 

Southern Seasons (1993) which identify seven stages. Hazel was kind enough to 

describe in detail a ritual she organised and performed with her coven to celebrate 

Candlemass, the festival of the returning light. I am unable to present the whole 

description here but it is included in Appendix C. However the ritual that Hazel 

describes identifies the stages of purification, centering, orientation, enactment, 

absorption, closing and re-integration outlined by Juliet Batten (1988). 

Hazel describes the stage of purification in which the "the mental clutter" or worries 

and concerns of everyday life are cast aside by smudging one another with a sage 

stick. 

"Before we started the ritual we would purify ourselves, which would consist 

of a sage stick that's like incense. Things like is the car gonna go alright, what 

am I going to have for tea tonight ... all these things are put aside and you 

smudge to let the smoke go around you and you're changed really." 
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Batten (1988: 10) refers to centering as the stage of casting the circle where the group 

members reestablish their connection with one another. During this Candlemass ritual 

the circle was cast by all the group members by walking round it's boundary and 

sprinkling salt and water to create a barrier to outside influences, during this stage the 

group call forth the four direction and elements into the circle. Stage three of the ritual 

process described by Batten is the orientation in which the purpose of the ritual, it's 

history and meaning are contemplated and the Goddesses ( and in this case Gods) 

appropriate to the ritual are called upon. During this stage of the ritual Hazel describes 

Candlemass as the celebration of increasing light between the winter and spring 

equinox. This ritual is a celebration of the Celtic Goddess Brigid who is called forth 

(symbolising inspiration, the potential for new beginnings) and the Lord of the Light 

Dugda. Enactment is the heart of the ritual and in the case of this ritual involved 

dance, singing, making Brigid crosses and scrying. The absorption stage of the ritual 

is described as the "deepening" of the ritual through group meditation (1998: 15). 

The activities of scrying and candles in the cauldron as described by Hazel could be 

viewed as a deepening of the meaning of the ritual through group meditation and 

asking for the blessing of the Goddess. The closing and re-integration of the ritual 

was the sharing of moon cookies and milk which Hazel described as a grounding 

exercise to make sure that everyone has centered themselves before leaving the circle. 

At this stage the Goddesses and Gods who were invited into the circle are bade 

farewell as are the elements and the circle was opened. 

Although the ritual that Hazel describes does have definite stages, there was also 

room left open for spontaneity and creativity among other coven members. Hazel 

explained how there was space made for coven members to contribute what they 

wanted to the ritual, such as performing Reiki on other members. 



5: 5 Integrating the spiritual, social and political aspects of Goddess 

Spirituality in ritual-making 
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Within Goddess Spirituality it is apparent that there are some political aspects to the 

movement in the sense that many of the ideals and values associated with it indirectly 

challenge the perceptions of women and nature that are established in contemporary 

patriarchal society and religious traditions. Through the practice of ritual these ideals 

are being actively expressed as a response to the dissatisfaction that many of these 

women feel towards the way Western society ( and associated religious traditions) 

perceive women in general. Many rituals are conducted in relative privacy by coven 

members, but three of the women interviewed for this study are involved in a public 

ritual that is being planned for March 2000 in Christchurch. The ritual or performance 

focuses on celebrating and reclaiming the history and culture of European women that 

has largely been lost through the rise of Christianity and the witch burnings. The ritual 

will include the celebration of the triple aspects of the Goddess as maiden mother and 

crone in the lives of all women. The maiden ritual will be held in the morning, the 

mother at noon and the crone at dusk. Also included in the performance will be dance, 

song, poetry, pageant and art installations (also refer to the description given of the 

ritual by Sue in the Methodology chapter in Appendix D). Sue also referred to the 

desire to hold workshops in the women's prison, women's retirement home and a 

girl's school with an emphasis on the message of"the sacredness of women's life, and 

a women's body". 

"It's about changing society and healing society and it's women focused so 

it's about healing women, which might help men in the end. It focuses on 

blood and topics that aren't talked about it's about making connections and 

making bridges [among women]" (Karen 2/8/99) 

Within the context of this ritual the menstrual cycle and menstrual blood are going to 

be a very strong symbol. This is because menstruation is a biological function of all 

women's reproductive cycle, it is a natural cycle in the female body but it is 

something that is ignored or considered dirty and even shameful in wider society. At 

best among many women it is considered "a hassle" and something they could do 
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without. Sue argues that this perception of women's menstrual blood is very different 

to the way blood shed by men in patriarchal society and religious traditions is 

portrayed. 

Sue explains the focus on menstrual blood in the ritual as a means of reclaiming the 

"blood mystery" or "life blood" that was co-opted by Christianity in the form of Jesus 

who gave up his life and blood to save humankind. Instead this ritual focuses on the 

Goddess and women's menstrual blood that is shed during natural cycles as a means 

of being able to give birth to new life. Sue and Noreen (who is not directly involved in 

this ritual) view patriarchy as associated with the creation of war in Western society, 

as apparently within ancient Goddess cultures war between societies did not exist. 

Where as blood shed on the battlefield is often honored in Western society, blood 

shed by women as a natural biological process is considered something to be kept 

hidden. The subject of menstruation and menstrual blood and the way it is perceived 

by patriarchal society was discussed by nearly all the women I interviewed not just 

those involved in this public ritual. Menstrual blood was often referred to as a symbol 

of feminine power, fertility, and the ability to create new life. The menstrual cycle is 

celebrated in ritual as a symbolic way of reclaiming and expressing this "feminine 

power" and what it is to be female. 

"People say "ohhhh blood" it's "the curse" they call it the curse, they call it 

yucky stuff and have all sorts of horrid names for it. But it's the blood of life 

it's the celebration of life and we should be celebrating it." (Hazel 5/8/99) 

In this sense these women could be criticised for viewing women in a very 

biologically determinist light, especially by feminists who believe that women will 

only achieve autonomy in patriarchal society by rejecting their biological role as 

mothers (Mellor, 1997: 79). It seems that rather than essentialising the experiences of 

all women down to their biological ability to be mothers, menstruation is used as a 

means of forming a sense of women's community because it is something that 

virtually all women have in common. This becomes very important in a society where 

individualism is stressed and the life experiences among women socially, culturally, 

and economically, can be very diverse. 
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Acknowledging women who have or are being debased within Western society was 

brought up by Karen as an important aspect of this public ritual. She planned to have 

a tribute to those women who had children out of wedlock, or are prostitutes both 

whom until recently were considered "fallen women", and even now often stigmatised 

by Western society. Basically this is because they were not seen to conform to the 

society's image of what a women should be or do. This aspect of the March public 

ritual can be seen as a direct challenge to the socialized gender roles of what are 

considered acceptable activities and moral values for men and women. Karen felt that 

these women were labeled in such a way so as to detract from the fact that their 

position was actually due to the problems existing in society (as a whole). 

This public performance or ceremony has the prime objective ofregaining women's 

power and self-determination; celebrating what it is to be a women by bringing to the 

fore, aspects of women's lives that are considered taboo in Western patriarchal 

society. This is one example of the way in which Goddess Spirituality Movement has 

integrated its spiritual ideals and practices with social and political concerns, with an 

objective of heightening and maybe even changing public perceptions. It also portrays 

how the spiritual values of this group are being moved from the private sphere of the 

coven or ritual group into the public and political sphere of Christchurch society. 

So far this chapter has focused on the importance of ritual in Goddess Spirituality as 

way of actively expressing its objectives and holistic worldview. Ritual Gust as 

Goddess Spirituality's worldview) is based on the concepts of cyclical movement, 

interconnection, and interdependence. The end product being a ritual process that is 

designed to incorporate the diverse emotional, cultural, social and biological 

experiences of women into their expressions of their spirituality. This a very 

important function of Goddess Spirituality because as was discussed in Chapter Three 

these women chose to reject mainstream religious traditions because they didn't allow 

enough room to incorporate their personal experiences and their perception of nature 

into its religious beliefs and practices. 

Anne-Marie is no longer actively involved in Goddess Spirituality and her reasons for 

choosing not to join another ritual-group may illustrate what happens when the ritual 
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group and rituals performed do not meet the needs of its members. Anne-Marie 

describes-the ritual-group she was part of, as a feminist ritual-group that was based 

more on performing rituals than providing suppo1i for its members. One of the major 

criticisms Anne-Marie had about these ritual groups was that the rituals didn't relate 

to or provide any room for her to express her own personal spiritual or emotional 

needs at the time. The rituals themselves were often very structured, and for her the 

ritual process "didn't quite fit where I was emotionally". 

As a result Anne-Marie began to feel that the rituals were becoming disconnected 

from her everyday life and her own spirituality. She describes this ritual group as a bit 

like families that go church on Sundays but for the rest of the time "are right 

heathens". 

"So you could be a witch and part of Goddess Spirituality for a couple of 

hours, and then go away and live any kind oflife" (Anne-Marie 29/9/99). 

When the last ritual group that she was part of folded Anne-Marie chose not to 

become part of another one because she wanted to develop a spirituality that was 

much more integrated into her everyday life. For Anne-Marie it is very important that 

her spirituality meets her emotional needs. 

" ... if my emotional needs aren't met, my spiritual needs aren't either because 

the two are linked together quite closely" (Anne-Marie 29/9/99) 

Anne-Marie has since created her own type of spirituality that combines a number of 

different spiritual aspects including meditation and prayer but Goddess Spirituality is 

still very much part of it. Many of the central concepts of Goddess spirituality are still 

very impmiant to Anne-Marie and she still considers herself a witch. She still has a 

circle that marks out the four elements and four directions in her garden, and the 

connection with nature through acknowledging the changing seasons, phases of the 

moon are still important to her. Anne-Marie is now part of other support and spiritual 

groups that she feels meet her spiritual and emotional needs. It seems that it was not 

so much the principles or objectives of Goddess Spirituality that didn't meet her 

spiritual and emotional needs, but rather the way they were practiced in the ritual 
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group she shared. By creating a spirituality that meets her own needs she may well be 

more in touch with the movement's objectives and ideals than when she was part of a 

ritual group. 

Anne-Marie's experiences in the ritual groups to which she belonged, highlight the 

need for rituals to accommodate the personal and spiritual needs of its members if 

they are to be successful. One of the main concepts of Goddess Spirituality described 

by the women in this study was its ability to relate to their own experiences and allow 

them to get support from other women. However if these ideals are not achieved 

during rituals as was the case for Anne-Marie, Goddess Spirituality may be just as 

ineffective for its women participants as Christianity had been in the past. 

5:6 Incorporating Goddess Spirituality into everyday life 

This chapter has focused primarily on ritual in Goddess Spirituality, but it has also 

highlighted the importance of the ritual process in Goddess Spirituality as a means of 

helping women integrate their spirituality into their everyday lives. For many of the 

women in this study Goddess Spirituality has become completely integrated into their 

lives. It has changed their worldview or has helped strengthen the worldview they 

already had, and for some of these women Goddess Spirituality has become very 

influential in their work and chosen lifestyle. 

When asked how Goddess Spirituality has been incorporated into their daily lives, it 

was not uncommon for the women in this study to say that it was their life, and this in 

many ways reflects the holistic perspective of Goddess Spirituality. Margaret and Sue 

are both involved in occupations where Goddess Spirituality has become a vital aspect 

of their chosen lifestyle. Margaret has worked in volunteer community agencies 

where she has found that her perception of the Goddess has helped her in the way she 

has dealt with and understood her clients. 
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"People say, "I don't know how you do it? But I do because I see the Goddess 

in them as well I guess ... For me now, if there are things that have to be 

worked through I have ways of tapping into the Goddess in me and Goddess in 

other women and I just get on with my life" (Margaret, 27/8/99) 

For Margaret her perception of the Goddess is a very personal one, representing her 

inner-self and inner-strength, and being able to acknowledge that in other women has 

been very helpful to her. Margaret has also found that Goddess Spirituality has aided 

her work in other ways. She has run workshops aimed at helping people create their 

own forms of spirituality that she hopes will help them in their own lives. Although 

she said that she never says that the methods or techniques she uses are based on the 

principles of Goddess Spirituality, they are central to the objective of the workshops. 

Sue works as a psychotherapist and feels that Goddess Spirituality is very much a part 

of her life and her work. 

"Well it's my life. I'm a psychotherapist which is a counsellor. I offer a 

counselling service and ninety percent of my clients are women and then they 

bring their husbands, and then they bring their kids in and fifty percent of that 

work would directly touch on archetypal images [ of the Goddess] if you like. 

Or just look around the room we are sitting in [her office], that's my working 

life and the rest is this place, yeah it's my life, it's me, it's who we are 

spiritually, it's who we are it's not separate from anything else. I think I do 

need to say that I do run lot's of groups, which are directly related to getting 

the message out." (Sue 2/7/99) 

Sue also runs workshops that incorporate the central concepts and aspects of Goddess 

Spirituality. The workshops are based on moving through the triple aspects of the 

Goddess and women's lives of maiden, mother and crone. She also runs community 

rituals four times a year which are for the families she works with. Sue's vision of the 

way in which she would like families to be, is very much influenced by the ideals and 

values she associates with Goddess Spirituality, especially its perception of women. 

The use of Goddess Spirituality as a way of honoring women and women's 
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experiences is a very important part of her spiritual and political beliefs. Although she 

acknowledges that Goddess Spirituality is not a widely known movement within New 

Zealand she is very aware of the effect it has had on those who are involved in it in 

their everyday lives. 

"Even without Goddess Spirituality being that big its already patently visible 

to me in my own life, I can see the difference it has made for me and also the 

women I work with. I saw this woman recently who had attended a course I 

ran and she came to our sauna here and said "Sue, you've got a lot to answer 

for". I asked why and she said (her name is Mia), "I've got a house truck". 

She'd been left some money - a few thousand dollars - and instead of buying a 

house - she's got three little kids - she bought a truck and she's headed off. 

She said "it's awful, I've changed so much" and I know just what she means 

because she's not the same. I love to think it was my fault but of course it's 

not, its her. But once there's this opening to yourself its like nothing is the 

same, your world changes. So there's a lot of stuff already happening." (Sue 

2/7/99) 

Sue and Margaret were not the only women to express the way that Goddess 

Spirituality had become part of the way that they live their everyday lives. All these 

women felt that Goddess Spirituality was incorporated into their lifestyle. For Hazel 

Goddess Spirituality is an integral pait of her life. For her it is her life. 

"Being out here I tend to be a solitary witch and work on my own a lot and am 

very very happy with that. I work around my gardens I apply my spirituality 

( or try to) to almost everything I do. Tuning into the seasons, the changes of 

the moon, planting seasons, it encompasses everything, it is all encompassing. 

So for me I am out in it all the time I am seeing it and doing it I'm living it, it 

a part of my life, a way oflife for me. That's a little different from people who 

are in town with a 9 to 5 job and weekends off." (Hazel 5/8/99) 

Hazel's partner is also very supportive of her involvement in Goddess Spirituality and 

he often helps out setting up rituals at their home and making ritual objects such as 
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staffs and swords. For Hazel her involvement in Goddess Spirituality hasn't changed 

her worldview because she always felt a connection with nature. For her getting 

involved in Goddess Spirituality gave what she was doing a name, and other means of 

expressing what she already felt. 

Noreen felt that the. concepts of Goddess Spirituality were part of her every day life 

without her really being aware of it. Goddess Spirituality has been incorporated into 

her feminist and political ideals especially in terms of portraying it as an alternative to 

Christianity for women. She also felt that since becoming involved in Goddess 

Spirituality her political ideals had softened somewhat. Noreen felt that her reasons 

for becoming involved in Goddess Spirituality still reflected her reasons for remaining 

involved. 

"I think they're really very much the same because I was reacting against the 

church, and am still doing that. I'm perhaps not quite as anti-church as I would 

have in the past but I still see no point in wanting to remain. It's okay for those 

who want to but I wouldn't want to." (Noreen 5/6/99) 

Karen felt that her worldview had changed since she had become involved in Goddess 

Spirituality. She felt that she acknowledged the "immanence" or life force 

(represented as the Goddess) much more in her everyday life, and because of that it 

gave everyday activities and life in general more purpose and more meaning. For 

Karen acknowledging the Goddess when she felt scared or was in trouble gave her a 

greater ability to cope with these situations. 

"Yeah it's like when things become scary, when your ability to cope with the 

world gets stretched, it's nice to have something there." (Karen, 2/8/99). 



5: 7 Cyclical perspectives in Goddess Spirituality and the Social 

Sciences 
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As can be seen the use of ritual in Goddess Spirituality revolves around its cyclical 

and holistic perspective. In chapter four this study looked at the similarities and 

differences between the evolutionary tradition of social change and the more cyclical 

based theories of social in the social sciences in regards to Goddess Spirituality. 

When we investigate how the notion of time has been studied in traditional modernist 

sociological theories (and more recently post-modern or post-structural approaches) to 

time theory in the context of Goddess Spirituality, it seems that two very different 

descriptions and understandings of Goddess Spirituality could be formed. 

The evolutionary approach views social change as progressing in a linear fashion 

towards a final stage of advanced social development labeled civilised society. It also 

links notions or perceptions of time to each social development stage. In its attempt to 

distinguish "pre-modern" or "primitive" societies from modern technologically 

advanced societies on the evolutionary scale it has associated primitive societies with 

a cyclical perception of time and modern societies with a linear and progressive 

notion of time. 

Cyclical time (also referred to as "closed time", "organic time" or "sacred time") in 

pre-modern agrarian societies, is described as based on a collective representation of 

time according to the periodicity's in natures cycles such as cycles of seasonal change 

or the phases of the moon, which were marked by new stages in the agricultural 

process or cultural festivals (Gell, 1992: 35). Since these agrarian communities 

marked the flow of time by celebrating reoccurring stages, they were seen by 

anthropologists to have a "closed" notion of time that made no distinction between 

past, present, and future (Shallis, 1986). 

This cyclical perspective of time associated with pre-modern or "primitive" societies 

in evolutionary theory on social change has also been linked to the repetition of 

particular rituals and ceremonies. This theoretical approach regards this use of ritual 

as evidence that these societies have rejected any concept of concrete or linear-
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progression time and as a result any notion of a past or history (Eliade, 1959); thereby 

distinguishing them from modern capitalist society. Through the repetition of ritual to 

mark the reoccurring seasons these societies were not just seen to be imitating a 

particular act or event at another time but were actually performing a repetition of the 

original moment when that first act took place. During the ritual these societies were 

regarded as transcending into a separate mythical time, suspending concrete or linear 

time altogether (Eliade, 1959: 76). These generalisations of the use of rituals and 

ceremonies to mark seasonal changes and social activities associated with then have 

been applied to all agrarian societies regardless of the differences in perception of 

time, social structure and organisation, and cultural activities. 

The women in this study and those feminist theologians who have published texts on 

Goddess Spirituality and Women's Spirituality, have described a perception of time 

that is similar to that described in these academic descriptions of a cyclical notion of 

time. However, this understanding of the flow of time and the use of ritual in Goddess 

Spirituality to mark reoccun'ing seasonal changes and associated social activities, is 

very different to that interpreted by these modernist theoretical principles. 

Starhawk (1979) and Jade (1991) refer to the sequencing of activities or rituals in 

Goddess Spirituality according to the seasonal festivals set out by pagan or pre

Christian agrarian societies. In Chapter Four, Noreen also describes a perception of 

social change through time in the form of reoccurring stages moving in a spiral 

pattern. However it cannot be determined from these cyclical notions of time and the 

practice of similar rituals in accordance with particular seasonal stages that Goddess 

Spirituality is either associated with ( or is attempting to revert back) to a pre-modem 

form of society. Instead it should be understood that the perception of time in 

Goddess Spirituality is a way of helping the women involved in the movement 

achieve its objective of reconnecting (a spiritual as much as physical link) with nature 

and its cycles and rhythms by using rituals to celebrate these seasonal or lunar 

changes. 

More recent theories of social change and time in the. social sciences have critiqued 

the linear versus cyclical distinction in the understanding of time on the grounds that 

both perceptions of time are actually integrated. Every society is seen to have a 
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perception of time as moving forward, it is the subjective representations each society 

has of time and the way it is referenced that is different (Gell, 1992: 291). Gell (1992) 

and Munn (1992) direct their criticisms of the distinctions made between cyclical and 

linear time in reference to the descriptions of pre-modern agrarian societies. But their 

argument in general te1ms can be related to the representations Goddess Spirituality 

has of time in terms of referencing its ritual activities and the holistic perspective this 

form of spirituality is based on. The women in this study collectively represent time 

as moving in a cycle and perform rituals according to a seasonal calendar as a means 

of symbolically helping the regeneration of this natural cycle. Noreen described this 

earlier in this chapter as a means of keeping the wheel [of life, death and rebirth] 

turning. However as Gell (1992) argues this doesn't mean that these women have no 

conception of time moving forward. Noreen for example explained that although the 

cycle of life was constantly repeating itself, time was still going forward, they were by 

no means repeating the same moment in time. The women in this study live and work 

in a modem capitalist society where everyday activities are referenced by 

standardised clock time and accurate measurements of time down to seconds, 

minutes, and hours of the day rather than by seasons and phases of the moon. They 

are all very much aware of the notion of a linear perception of time moving forward. 

As a means for these women to enhance their quality of life while living in an 

advanced capitalist society such as New Zealand, they have also chosen to integrate a 

holistic and cyclical view of time into their lives as a way of "tuning into nature" and 

acknowledging its cyclical changes. 

Rather than making a distinction between so-called linear and cyclical time it maybe 

more beneficial to look at the differences between "astronomical time" and "lived 

time" when it comes to the notion of time and social change in regard to Goddess 

Spirituality. "Astronomical time is time as defined by clocks and calendars, it's 

characterised by continual progression and uniformity. "Time in society" or "lived 

time", is the way time is experienced in a subjective rather objective sense 

(Radhakamal, Sociology of Time, 1990). "Social time" or "lived time" as described in 

recent sociological theory is much more in line with the perception of time described 

by the women in this study; where cyclical processes in social life are closely 

associated with natural cycles (Sztompka, 1993: 47). This understanding of social 

time is also seen in mainstream society. Like in Goddess Spirituality time is also 
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experienced or perceived by the carrying out particular activities at the similar time or 

stages of a cyclical routine. 

Since the onset of industrialisation almost every aspect of daily life is timed. The 

complex capitalist social structure and organisation is in itself maintained by a 

rational and standardised temporal order in which nearly every aspect of life is 

timetable to coincide or synchronise with the timetables of others (Adam, 1990: 106). 

However, even within this relatively linear perception of time passing right down to 

the "nano second" (Gosden, 1994), many aspects of social life are still perceived as 

sequences of blocks of time made up of relatively predictable reoccurring sets of 

activities such as the "daily round" or the "weekly routine" (Lewis and Weighart, 

Sociology of Time, 1990). Experiences of "social time" are not the same for every 

society because of the different cultural and social meanings that can be attached to 

nature's cyclical stages through various activities or celebrations. Goddess Spirituality 

has attached spiritual and cultural meanings to seasonal changes (which in some cases 

replace traditional seasonal holidays such as celebrating summer solstice instead of 

Christmas) to express the objectives or ideals of this form of spirituality. 

Goddess Spirituality adherents (along with other neo-pagan movements) perform 

many of their rituals according to the pagan calendar. These rituals often celebrate the 

same seasonal festivals that were associated with pagan agrarian activities and also 

celebrate the same Goddesses (and Gods). This can be seen in the description of a 

Candlemass ritual by Hazel who included the reasons for its celebration according to 

the pagan agricultural system. 

Although the Goddess Spirituality movement has chosen to use the pagan seasonal 

calendar this does not mean that the movement is proclaiming a need to revive a past 

life style because its reasons for holding these seasonal festivals are no the same as 

they were for pagan society. The women involved in Goddess Spirituality are not 

members of an agrarian based society in which their livelihood is based on the 

agricultural system (and its dependence on the changing of the seasons). These 

women are members of an advanced industrialised society which some sociological 

theorists such as Riftkin (1989) claim has become distanced from nature and its 

biological processes through its almost total dependence on measured or "machine" 
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time. It is this perceived distancing of society from nature that is one of the reasons 

why Goddess Spirituality rituals are held in accordance with the changing seasons or 

the phases of the moon. These rituals become a means of re-establishing that 

awareness and sense of connection with the natural world that early pagan societies 

were so dependent on. 

As discussed earlier, modernist approaches to the notion of time in pre-modem 

societies saw the use of ritual as a means for its members to transcend linear time 

altogether and reenact an original moment rather than replicate it at another time. This 

interoperation of the use of ritual has since been criticised in sociological and 

anthropological theory. With regard to agrarian communities Gell (1992) argues that 

seasonal festivities are not an attempt at imitating the spring or the summer that was 

before. Neither are they an attempt at transcending or immobilising time. All societies 

are seen to have a concept of time progressing and these seasonal rituals or festivities 

are a symbolic way of keeping time flowing so the seasonal cycle will keep turning. If 

there is any appearance that time is being immobilised it is only an illusion to make 

this event seem more impressive than everyday life (Gell, 1992: 326). 

What was interpreted by Eliade as transcendence into a "separate mythical time" 

(1959: 79) is apparent in the ritual making of Goddess Spirituality. The casting of the 

circle creates a space that is meant to move beyond the physical world into the 

spiritual realm where the cares and worries of everyday life are left behind. However 

as Gell (1992) argues this is done symbolically rather that physically and for the ritual 

group or coven it creates a magical atmosphere to their rituals. 

5:8Summary 

It seems that the effectiveness of the Goddess Spirituality Movement for those 

involved is related to the emphasis placed on incorporating ones spiritual beliefs into 

every day life. For all of these women their reasons for rejecting Christianity were 

based on its inability to identify with their experiences and the distancing of humans 

from nature. Through Goddess Spirituality these women are able to honor and respect 

themselves and other women as sacred because they are able to celebrate a deity in a 



108 

female form. These perceptions of Goddess Spirituality are expressed through ritual 

making that directly relates to the experiences or events in these women's lives that 

they feel need to be supported acknowledged or celebrated. The rituals themselves 

can be informal and spontaneous or formal and structured, they can be perfo1med by a 

group or by an individual and the effectiveness and intention of them is no less strong. 

The effectiveness of a ritual is based on how well it is able to reach all of the women 

who are carrying it out. An important aspect of successful rituals is achieving a 

balance between having a sense of structure by following a ritual process everyone is 

familiar with, while at the same time allowing room for creative elements that may 

happen quite spontaneously. 

The perceptions of Goddess Spirituality for many of these women are based on a 

cyclical worldview in which every aspect of a person's life (be it spiritual or material) 

are all interrelated. Just as the lives of others are connected in many ways to our own 

through the effects of their actions. In relation to this Goddess Spirituality was not 

considered a separate part of these women's lives, for many it is their life. Its values 

are expressed in every aspect of their lives including iheir work and chosen way of 

life. 
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Conclusion 

Like Goddess Spirituality, a number of new social movements have evolved as a 

reaction to the hierarchical social structure of capitalist society with its emphasis on 

economic prosperity and wealth as a means of achieving quality of life. Instead, 

many of these social movements have looked at alternative means of enhancing the 

quality of life ( either in a secular or spiritual sense) and have tried to initiate social 

change by adopting alternative beliefs, values and lifestyles to those proclaimed by 

the dominate culture. 

For the women in this study the culture of contemporary New Zealand society has 

largely failed to meet their emotional and spiritual needs - for them an impmiant 

aspect of their individual identities. Their involvement in Goddess Spirituality has 

allowed them to express and strengthen their sense of self, while at the same time 

build their sense of community as members of a movement of like minded women. 

The Goddess Spirituality Movement is very women focused (in terms of meeting 

women's needs, yet not necessarily a feminist movement for all those involved) and 

to some this may seem very separatist. Although there are men involved in the 

Goddess Spirituality movement (as stated by some of the women in this study) the 

numbers are still very low and will probably continue to be so because the focus of 

the movement is not directed specifically towards men. There is no intentional 

exclusion of male involvement (some of these women actively encouraged male 

involvement). None of the women in this study thought that men should not be 

involved. However, some did feel that their objectives of nurturing their "femaleness" 

and strengthening their relationships with other women through their ritual making 

would not be achieved to the same degree if men were included in the covens they 

were part of. 

Through the interviews it became clear that the reasons these women became 

involved and the way in which they became involved, showed that the Goddess 

Spirituality Movement was not attempting to convey or proclaim any form of social 

change that would meet the needs of all women or all society. Instead Goddess 
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Spirituality is viewed as only one alternative for women (and in some cases men) who 

find the dominant patriarchal capitalist culture of western society as too restricting (in 

a personal sense) to encompass the way in which they choose to live their lives and 

express themselves. As is discussed in Chapter 2, Goddess Spirituality is not a cult 

movement. It does not attempt to restrict its membership or keep its ideology or 

practices secret from those outside it. There is no initiation process to prove oneself 

worthy of membership. Nor is there any attempt to proclaim Goddess Spirituality as 

the only true form of spirituality if one is to achieve full quality of life. In this 

respect, Goddess Spirituality differs from other spiritual or religious traditions that 

actively seek to sell their beliefs. 

Although some of the women in this study felt that having their own experiences (be 

they physiological, material, emotional or practical) validated and honoured were very 

important for all women and none of them felt that becoming involved in Goddess 

Spirituality was the only means of achieving these aims. There was also an awareness 

that not all women would feel comfortable being involved in this type of spirituality 

or would view this inner spirituality as a necessary component of their lifestyle and 

identity. 

This brings us to another important theme that arose out of the discussions with these 

women and the literature on Goddess Spirituality, this being individuality (in terms of 

both identity and responsibility). 

There is no attempt in Goddess Spirituality / Feminist Witchcraft as described by 

these women, to convert all women to this form of spirituality and worldview because 

all women (and men) are perceived as truly individual. 

Every person is regarded as having their own identity which includes their unique 

experiences in the society in which they live, their own attitudes, and making their 

own decisions as to how they choose to deal with their experiences and enhance their 

quality of life. 
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As was found in this study and in those of Rountree (1994) and Wisewitch (1987) no 

overriding generalisations can be made about the women that are likely to become 

involved in Goddess Spirituality. All had different family, spiritual and/or religious 

backgrounds. Some were involved in Christianity (the dominant religious tradition in 

New Zealand Society) for a large part of their lives while others had become 

disenchanted in their teens. The studies of Rountree (1994) and Wisewitch (1987) 

included women who had no religious upbringing at all, being brought up in atheist 

households. There were no specific similarities in terms of how the women in this 

study became involved in the Goddess Spirituality movement. However what does 

seem to be in common for all these women was the strong desire to develop or 

strengthen the spiritual component of their lives which they felt was lacking or not 

being met. Their religious backgrounds and the other more traditional forms of 

spirituality open to them had also failed to fill a perceived void in their lives. None of 

these women had been prompted or encouraged by others to become involved. Their 

decision to become involved had been based on personal decisions to look for an 

alternative to what they had before. 

Many religious or spiritual movements focus on converting members to a particular 

doctrine or ideology; however, this does not seem to be the case for Goddess 

Spirituality in respect to the women in this study. None of these women felt that they 

have been converted to the spiritual beliefs, values and way of life that they perceive 

Goddess Spirituality to be based upon. As has been discussed, each of these women 

was in a process of searching for a form of spirituality that would meet their spiritual 

and emotional needs and felt that Goddess spirituality met these requirements. Others 

were already practising a form of spirituality and lifestyle very similar to Goddess 

Spirituality and found that becoming involved with the movement gave what they 

were practising a name and identity. It also gave them the opportunity to express it 

with a group of women having similar beliefs. 

All of the women in this study were aware that they were members of a wider national 

and global movement of Goddess Spirituality, a movement that has increased in 

numbers over the last decade. From the interviews, it is also apparent that this 

awareness is exactly that, an awareness, and not a matter of central importance to 

them personally. All had knowledge of the publication of books and newsletters on 
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Goddess Spirituality (in New Zealand or in the Canterbury region), and some were 

even involved in attempting to strengthen the communication networks and sense of 

community among the various independent covens and individual adherents 

practising this form of spirituality. However, this came second to developing and 

expressing the fmm of spirituality they have created for themselves. This distinction 

between Goddess Spirituality as a movement and their own individual spirituality 

may well be a reflection of the relatively informal organisation and non-hierarchical 

structure that characterises the Goddess Spirituality movement as a whole. Many of 

these women referred to Juliet Batten and Lea Holford (who have written books and 

held workshops) as influential women within the movement. None saw them as 

leaders and neither would Batten or Holford want to be regarded in that way. The 

focus on meeting individual needs (whether it be collectively in a coven or ritual 

group or as solo practitioners) means that any attempts at creating social change is 

focused more within independent groups rather than a collective effort from the wider 

movement as a whole. This may sound as though the movement as a whole is 

restricted from achieving any definite or long-term social change or impact on 

Western society. This should not be seen as a weakness, as social change in the broad 

sense is not the prime objective of the Goddess Spirituality movement. 

This study also discusses the social and political elements that are part of Goddess 

Spirituality. As a wider movement it does contain political elements in the sense that 

it has incorporated elements of post-modern feminist ideology in an attempt to 

transform the images and perceptions of women that are entrenched in patriarchal 

society. This has been achieved through various mediums including the reclaiming of 

words such as "witch" and "coven" that have relatively negative connotations in 

mainstream Western society, and then associating them with positive images of 

women's power, knowledge and community. The association of women with their 

biological functions and with nature is also often portrayed in a negative ( or at the 

very least, restrictive) sense in terms of what it is to be female in society, and this has 

also been reinterpreted. The Goddess Spirituality movement has adopted these 

associations but used them in a different context to reinforce the image of women as 

closely connected to the rhythms and cycles of the natural world. This in turn is 

reinforced by the reclaiming of women's historical roles as healers, wise-women and 

councillors that had a more valued and respected role in pre-Christian society. The 
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Goddess (Goddesses) featured in these ancient religions have in turn become symbols 

for what many feminist theologians term as 'female power or wisdom'. 

Although many of the women in this study recognised that these political and social 

elements were found in the Goddess Spirituality Movement this did not necessarily 

mean that it was a central part of their own spirituality. This seems to indicate the 

political and social aspects of the movement are very much dependent on the 

individual perception of what is important to their own spirituality and the way they 

chose to express it. 

As Goddess Spirituality operates primarily at the micro-level of the individual and 

ritual group it is necessary for this form of spirituality to have the ability to be fully 

integrated into the daily lives of those who have chosen to adopt it. To meet the 

objectives and lifestyle of the women in this study (which are mainly to have a means 

of expressing both their spirituality and physiological identity as well develop a 

connection with nature) their spirituality must be able to be incorporated into all 

aspects of their lives. 

Chapters 4 and 5 discuss philosophy of Goddess Spirituality through the perceptions 

of the women in this study. These chapters describe how the values and ideals of this 

form of spirituality achieve this objective by adopting a worldview that is cyclical in 

form and based on the concepts of interdependence and interconnection. The term 

"immanence" was used by the women in this study and in the literature on Goddess 

Spirituality by feminist theologians involved in the movement. This term relates to the 

holistic perspective of Goddess Spirituality and the way in which the Great Goddess 

(or Goddesses) are used to symbolise the connection and interdependence of all 

aspects of the physical and spiritual world. 

By re-incorporating a spiritual dimension back into the material or physical world, 

Goddess Spirituality has the ability to create not only a spirituality but also a way of 

life that can express the individual needs of those involved. 
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In line with many non-western and pre-modern cultures and religious or spiritual 

beliefs, all of nature (not just humans) are seen to have a spiritual component which 

enables Goddess Spirituality to incorporate a connection with nature into its 

spirituality through the ritual process. Not only are natural objects used in many 

rituals but rituals are also held in accordance with seasonal and lunar cycles as a 

means of strengthening this understanding of the interdependent relationship of 

humans and nature. This is further reinforced through the understanding of the 

Goddess, as not only a separate deity, but a personification of nature itself. She is the 

"immanence" or life force, the cycle of life, death and regeneration that all of the 

natural world is subject to. 

Building a sense of identify and community (mainly among women) is also an 

important objective of Goddess Spirituality and this is also reflected in the holistic 

philosophy of Goddess Spirituality and the symbol of Goddess. The Goddess can be 

perceived both as a separate deity represented in the triple aspects of maiden, mother 

and crone, as an energy or life force and as an 'inner-voice' or 'soul'. As a life force 

or 'immanence' the Goddess mirrors the holistic perspective of the movement 

because she is seen to exist in all things in nature thereby linking them to one another. 

As an inner voice or "soul" the Goddess represents the human subconscious and is 

therefore part of every action and feeling. In this respect she can also be viewed as an 

inner-strength for the women in this study who can draw on her in times of emotional 

distress or self-doubt. The triple aspects of the Goddess as maiden, mother and crone 

are also vital to the objectives of the Goddess Spirituality Movement. Through these 

images, the Goddess (as a representation of all women), is celebrated and revered 

regardless of her age (youthful maiden, or wise old crone age), or physical 

appearance. Each of these three aspects of the Goddess are given equal weighting 

which means that all women, regardless of what life stage they are in, can identify 

with her. In this respect, the Goddess becomes a means for these women to see 

themselves as "sacred" because the Goddess is seen to exist within them and mirror 

their various personalities, experiences and emotions. 



115 

The image of Goddess Spirituality described by the women in this study is a cyclical 

one and this is also reflected in the way Goddess Spirituality as a movement describes 

social change. Social change may be seen to follow the same cycles of change as that 

of nature. 

The evolutionary metaphor that exists within contemporary capitalist society of social 

change as progressing from a simplistic to an advanced stage in a linear fashion is 

replaced with a perception of social change that is focused more on the repetition of 

stages. 

Social change (whether it be on the personal level of individual development or the 

functioning of social groups, organisations and movements), is seen to mirror the 

stages of birth, maturity, death and regeneration as exists in nature. In this sense any 

form of social change goes through a process of giving birth to a new idea or project 

that will reach its peak ( or maturity) once implemented, but will also go through a 

period of downturn before the project is built upon or a new one is started. 

This cyclical perspective is based on the concept of reoccurrence, but this is not to say 

there is no recognition of progression. Although an individual or organisation will go 

through similar stages this is not to say they are identical to the ones that preceded 

them. Just as within nature no winter or full moon is exactly the same. 

In a sociological context this cyclical perspective is very similar to that of the 

sociological theories of historical and social cycles of change from the grand theories 

on the rise and fall of, civilisations to the cultural life cycles of individuals and social 

groups (Sztompka; 1993). 

The cyclical image or form of Goddess Spirituality is not only found in the 

philosophy or worldview of the movement's philosophy but also shapes the way in 

which its values and ideals are actively expressed by its members. Public rituals, 

group rituals and personal rituals are all practised as a means of reinforcing the sense 

of identify, community, and a connection with nature that are central ideals for the 

women in this study. 



116 

The ritual process itself seems to mirror the wider Goddess Spirituality Movement in 

the sense that it is based on an infonnal structure which allows for individual 

expressions of spirituality while still being able to collectively express the intention or 

objective of a particular ritual. 

There are various types of ritual in Goddess Spirituality that celebrate or recognise the 

varied experiences of women, be it the progression into a new life stage or buying a 

new house. However, the ritual process is always relatively similar in that all rituals 

involve the move through successive stages that allow all the women involved to be 

able to focus their attention and energy effectively towards the intention of the ritual. 

As with the image of Goddess Spirituality portrayed by the women in this study, the 

form of rituals is also cyclical. The beginning of the ritual process itself involves the 

casting of the circle. By doing this, the women ( or an individual woman) involved in 

the ritual are physically and mentally creating a space that is separate from their 

everyday material lives. This allows them to mentally alter their consciousness, to 

move beyond the realm of everyday life and activities to the spiritual realm of the 

Goddess and the spiritual dimension of their own identity. For the women in this 

study the ritual circle also became a space in which they felt comfortable to express 

their feelings and spirituality which they may keep relatively private from wider 

society. 

The use of ritual is a crucial aspect of the type of spirituality these women have 

created for themselves especially personal rituals and rituals performed with their 

coven or ritual group. For these women, the use of ritual was not only a means to 

express their own spirituality but also serves as a vehicle for integrating it into their 

daily lives. Personal rituals especially (which are often very informal and simple in 

structure), are used for a variety of reasons (similar to personal prayer) and become a 

means of incorporating their love of the Goddess and the sense of identify, self-love 

and self-determination they get from Her into everyday life. This can be very 

effective in situations where these women feel helpless to act or make a difference in 

a material sense (such as the ill health of someone close to them). 
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Not only is the form of the ritual process cyclical, but, so is the perception of time 

(both in the sequencing of particular rituals and the flow of time itself). This 

perception reflects sociological theories on the concept of "social time" or "lived 

time" which is distinct from "astronomical time" (time moving in a rational, informal 

and linear pattern that can be accurately measured). 

Instead of perceiving activities or actions as "events in time," time is actually 

perceived or marked by the events or actions themselves (Sztompka 1993:45). This 

form of perceiving time operates in all societies but in varying ways depending on 

cultural beliefs and practices, however, the form of this type of time is usually cyclical 

such as the months of the year, days of the week. 

We have mentioned the way in which the Goddess Spirituality Movement has 

reclaimed words such as 'witch' or 'coven' associating them with more positive 

images of being female and using them as symbols to express the movement's ideals 

and values. In the same sense, Goddess Spirituality has adopted the pagan wheel of 

the year (which traditionally marked t.liese agrarian comnrnnities' agricultural and 

cultural festivals) to celebrate their own rituals. For women practising Goddess 

Spirituality in the Southern Hemisphere, this pagan calendar had to be further 

modified so that the right festivals marked the appropriate season. 

By using this cultural perception of marking the passage of time, Goddess Spirituality 

uses different activities or events to replace those that are linked to Western society. 

For example, for some of the women in this study, summer solstice (in the southern 

hemisphere) is celebrated instead of Christmas and the New Year is celebrated on 

April 31st (Halloween in the northern hemisphere, or the witches' new year). 

By holding their rituals according to the agrarian calendar, these women are not 

celebrating the agricultural system, but rather, the close connection these communities 

had with nature and its seasonal cycles. By holding rituals in accordance with the 

seasonal changes, many of the women in this study felt a closer connection with 

-nature's rhythms by symbolically helping to tum the wheel of seasonal change by 

holding ceremonies that marked these visible stages in nature's cycle. 
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There are various interpretations among social movements of what constitutes success 

or failure in terms of social change. In tcrn1s of Goddess Spirituality ( a movement that 

is focused on social change by targeting the individual) it would seem to be a success 

for all of the women in this study (even Anne-Marie still retains many elements of 

Goddess Spirituality in her beliefs). All of these women felt that their involvement in 

Goddess Spirituality has definitely enhanced their lives. 

All these women felt that their emotional and spiritual needs had been met by 

Goddess Spirituality. All expressed feelings of a greater sense of self-love, self

confidence and self-determination and also a closer connection with nature through 

ritual making. These were values that they hoped could be experienced by all women. 

Yet rather than trying to encourage all women to get involved in Goddess Spirituality, 

there seemed to be a common sentiment among these women that if a woman was 

looking for an alternative spirituality and way of life that would meet their personal 

needs and relate to their experiences, then they would actively seek out and find 

Goddess Spirituality for themselves. 

In a sense, my own introduction to Goddess Spirituality illustrates this way of 

thinking. Although Goddess Spirituality has become a subject of academic research 

for me, it originated from my personal interest in discovering the alternative forms of 

spirituality that existed and which led to my own discovery of the existence of 

Goddess Spirituality. Like those interviewed, I found myself uncomfortable with the 

ideology offered by more mainstream organised religions. Although I am still not 

actively involved in Goddess Spirituality my feelings about the importance of 

discovering and developing the spiritual component of one's life is much more 

apparent in my everyday life since unde1taking this research. 

Maybe it is this active search by these women to met their own spiritual needs without 

relying on others to do it for them ( or "show them the light") that has made Goddess 

Spirituality such a crucial aspect of their lives now. So although the Goddess 

Spirituality movement in New Zealand is still relatively unknown to wider society 

(despite increasing numbers), this is not necessarily an issue because it was not 

developed to meet the needs of all members of society, but to offer support and 

fulfilment to individual adherents. 
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Appendix A: 

Methodology 

V 

"Yes you could monitor your own journey as well because you're stepping 

into it and everything you discover will be what the other women discover as 

well." 

(Sue, 2/7 /99) 

The decision to choose Goddess Spirituality as my thesis topic was a sudden one. I 

had never even heard of it until April 1999, while I was doing preliminary reading on 

a previous topic chosen for my research. Catherine Benland (1996) wrote the article I 

came across on the Women's Spirituality movement in New Zealand. The pagan side 

of Women's Spirituality fascinated me and as I began to do further reading I found 

that there seemed to be numerous terms for what seemed to me to be initially the same 

thing; Women's Spirituality, Feminist Spirituality, Feminist Witchcraft and Goddess 

Spirituality. The close connection of the women involved with nature, and other 

women, seemed very important to me, so I decided that I would like to change my 

thesis topic to focus on this. 

This above quote from an interview I conducted during my fieldwork has become a 

very accurate one in describing the way that carrying out this research has affected 

me. It has definitely been a journey both in terms of the process involved in carrying 

out a piece of research and on a personal level as well. Writing this chapter has 

become a way not only to document the research methods I used and why I used them 

but also to refer to the apprehensions and concerns I had while doing my fieldwork 

and the way they have been transformed. 
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Type ofresearch: Qualitative 

This thesis is a qualitative research project. By qualitative I am referring to research 

that focuses on gathering in-depth information that is based on the thoughts, feelings, 

values and opinions of a small number of individuals on a particular topic. The 

methods favored to collect this subjective information are interviews, participant 

observation and documentary evidence. 

Goddess Spirituality is still a recent movement in New Zealand that is undergoing 

much growth and change ( despite its general invisibility to those outside the 

movement). Because of this, there is still a limited amount of information or studies 

based on Goddess Spirituality in New Zealand (or overseas). As a result it would not 

be useful, or practical, to conduct quantitative research methods which are most suited 

to establishing generalisations about visible, or well-known, trends or patterns from a 

large section of the population through surveys and statistical analysis. 

This type of qualitative research is focused on gaining a lot of in-depth information 

from a small sample of women involved in Goddess Spirituality. This is not only in an 

attempt to establish commonalties between them, but also the differences, and 

complexities that exist within the Goddess Spirituality movement, which is illustrated 

in the diverse backgrounds, life experiences, and perceptions, of what Goddess 

Spirituality is for the women in this study. 

The importance of identifying the complexity and uniqueness of the Goddess 

Spirituality movement in this thesis also relates to the principles of Goddess 

spirituality, in which the opinion, attitudes, and experiences, of individuals are 

acknowledged, honoured, and respected. So in this context it seems that attempts to 

find aspects of Goddess Spirituality that only show the commonalties of all the 

women involved was defeating the purpose of trying to understand this form of 

spirituality. 
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The qualitative methods chosen for this research are based on a grounded theoretical 

approach that incorporates the use of semi-structured interviews, and feminist 

interviewing techniques, which were very influential both during, and after, the 

interviewing process. The fieldwork for this thesis also included some participant 

observation through the attendance of meetings with one ritual group that is preparing 

for a public ritual they hope to perform in Christchurch in March 2000. 

Grounded Research Approach 

A deductive method of research first establishes a hypothesis and then sets about 

collecting the data necessary to test the validity of that hypothesis. However, a 

grounded theory or inductive approach doesn't put any pre-existing expectations or 

assumptions on the phenomenon under study, instead it uses specific observations and 

qualitative research methods to build towards pattern making or establishing theory 

that might help explain the phenomenon. As a result the theory comes out of the data 

or experiences of the participants as a means to aid explanation (Patton, 1990:44-46). 

Such an approach has the advantage of taking the researcher out of the abstract world 

of model and theory testing and evaluating and into the real world of the participants 

in the study and their experiences and realities as part of the society they inhabit. 

As has been pointed out in Chapter Two, Wicca and Neopaganism have largely been 

studied from the point of view of describing these groups' members as "the other," 

from the perspective of the dominant culture. However, in the research approach of 

this study, rather than trying to gain an understanding of Goddess Spirituality from the 

perception of the researcher, this grounded theory approach focuses on how those 

involved in Goddess Spirituality understand the movement they are part of, and act 

towards the society they live in. 
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Feminist research methods 

Feminist interviewing techniques were conducted during the interview process 

because they complemented the objectives of this thesis which, are based on bringing 

out the experiences, opinions, and attitudes, of the women in this study. Mies (1993) 

argues, that women have largely been ignored in the research of mainstream religious 

traditions because of their patriarchal nature which, has by in large, made the place of 

women "invisible" (1993:68). When the place of women in these religions are 

examined, it is largely in comparison to that of men, who occupy much higher 

positions in religious authority and decision-making. 

I consider Goddess Spirituality to be an important topic for feminist research because 

the movement itself is very woman-centered, and emphasises women as agents in 

creating their own type of spirituality. It is a spirituality that is based on celebrating 

women's diverse life experiences by achieving greater self-love, and self

determination, among all women. These objectives of Goddess Spirituality challenge 

both the perception, and inferior position of women (relative to men), in patriarchal 

society, and religious traditions which, is also an important concern of feminist 

research. 

One of the main aspects of interviewing using feminist methods is that the interviewer 

has to consider themselves as much an active member fa the interview process as the 

participant or narrator. They aren't a passive observer to the interview, they have to be 

as active in listening to what is being said, as the nairntor is in conveying their 

information. In accordance with grounded theory the interviewer is not there to try 

and fit the narrator into what they already know, instead they are to go into the 

interview without presuppositions, and use it to get further clarification and 

understanding on what they are researching. So instead of using interviews as only a 

means to collect data, there is much more focus on the process of unfolding what is 

being said by the narrator, in order to get their personal experiences. 
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The feminist approach to interviews is one that criticises the relationship of the 

interview participant and the researcher, as set out in traditionally patriarchal 

academic system and institutions. The relationship created is hierarchical, with the 

researcher having the position of authority, because they are asking the questions. 

Feminist interviewing sets about to deconstruct this hierarchical power relationship, in 

an attempt to make the interview process more democratic. The means of doing this 

include meeting the narrator before setting up the interview, so the participant and the 

researcher can get know each other before the actual interview. 

Maria Mies (1993) states that women in research face a difficult relationship between 

the women they are studying and the academic group they are a pa1t of. As a woman, 

the researcher is also subject to the patriarchal oppression of other women. But as an 

academic researcher, they still have some of the privileges of the academic elite, 

especially in their potential to appropriate the data they collect as their own, and then 

do what they like with it (1993: 67). 

Feminist research rejects the claim made by the male academic world that women 

scholars should ignore their experiences as women when researching, and remain 

detached and objective to the life experiences of the women they are studying, 

because otherwise it will act as an "obstacle" to objective research (Mies, 1993:68). 

Feminist research methods argue that there is no value free research, especially in 

terms of qualitative data. Mies refers to the concept of "conscious partiality", where 

the researcher sees their subjects as part of the greater whole, but also see themselves 

as part of it too (1993: 68). 

Kristina Minister (1991), argues that interviews with women can't use the interview 

techniques created by men, because they are not suited to way women communicate, 

and therefore will not uncover the subjectivity's and complexities of the women 

narrators (1991: 38). Where men interpret questions as requests for information, 

women use questions as a means to maintain and enhance communication. As a 

result, verbal and nonverbal communication of the interviewer with women narrators 

is an important part of the interview process, as it encourages more detailed 

description and clearer understanding of the narrators perspective (1991: 37). In this 
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sense, for the researcher, the interview process may involve quite a bit of 

collaboration both verbal and non-verbal with the interviewer as a means of 

maintaining, and enhancing, the communication (Minister: 38). 

As can be seen, the entire interview process is considered in feminist interviewing, 

and this includes what is done with the data after it is gathered, and the degree of 

involvement the participants should have in the data processing and analysis. Borland 

in Women's Words (1991), argues that the researcher needs to examine the way in 

which they appropriate the data collected, and the way they reshape it, when it is put 

in context with the written text of the study. The aims of the researcher, and the 

connections they make with wider literature and society, may differ from what the 

narrator intended (1991: 64). As a result, the researcher needs to include the narrator 

in post-field work interpretation. Handing over interview transcripts to the 

participants for them to check and make changes to, is an aspect of feminist 

interviewing that gives the narrator a more control over the information they have 

given, and their participation in the interview process. There is an argument in 

feminist research over the degree of paiiicipation the narrator should have in the post

fieldwork phases of the research. Ultimately this leads to the question of whose 

research is it, the participants or the person doing the research? So it is necessary to 

consider the agendas of both the participant, and the researcher, as they may differ 

significantly. 

Participant observation 

The objective of the process of participant observation, is for the researcher to enter 

into the everyday world of the participants they are studying, in order to gain a much 

deeper insight into the point of view of a typical member (Layder, 1993: 40). This 

process includes attempting to gain an understanding of the values, and meanings 

placed on particular activities, as well as general attitudes and experiences. There are 

different degrees to which the researcher may participate, ranging .from a spectator 

position of purely observation, to becoming as fully involved as possible, ( even to the 

point of not disclosing your position as a researcher to the other participants). 

However, becoming a member without disclosing your position brings up a lot of 
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ethical issues in terms of appropriating personal information and using it without 

consent. 

Unlike an ordinary participant, the researcher has dual purposes for becoming an 

active member, as they are not only there to participate, but also to observe and gather 

information. This information is made up of field notes of observations made, and 

conversations, as well the researchers own experiences, feelings, and attitudes as a 

result of this participation. This method of qualitative research requires the researcher 

to observe happenings through a wide-angle lens; constantly regarding particular 

activities in the broader context of what is being studied (Spradley, 1980: 56). 

Research in progress 

The fieldwork for this thesis is made of semi-structured interviews with six women 

involved in Goddess Spirituality, participation in ritual groups with the Sacred 

Mysteries group, and the research of documentary evidence, such as the Women's 

Spirituality Newsletter, the ]'lymphs Queen an Crones Newsletter, and other 

Christchurch and New Zealand publications on Women's Spirituality. 

Interviews: 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven women who have been, or are 

involved in Goddess Spirituality in the Christchurch area. Semi-structured interviews 

are a combination of both the structured interview, that is based on more survey type 

questions that will produce standardised answers, and the informal interview, that is 

very similar to a conversation where the narrator talks about the research topic in their 

own terms of reference. 

Each of the seven participants conducted an interview with me; the participants were 

given a list of questions that were likely to be covered in the interview, but this was 

only a guide. The questions were not asked one after the other like a survey, and 

instead, the interviews were conducted more like discussions, where the participants 

talked about one aspect of Goddess Spirituality, and_then flowed onto another. I used 
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the questions as a means to mark off the areas covered, as well as a means of making 

sure that nothing that I wanted to ask was missed. I used the questions as a frame 

work so I could identify themes or differences later on, yet I still wanted the interview 

to be flexible enough to allow room for the participants to discuss those aspects that 

were important to them. 

Some participants felt intimidated by the lisrof questions given to them, thinking that 

I expected that they give definitive answers on Goddess Spirituality. However, when 

I explained that the questions were a guide only, and I was not testing their 

knowledge, they seemed to feel much more comfortable. 

I had no personal experience of what Goddess Spirituality was like when I began this 

thesis, and because of this the questions I set out were based only on preliminary 

reading on Goddess Spirituality published mainly in the United States. As a result I 

was very interested to get feedback on whether these women felt that some of the 

interview questions or topics were especially important to Goddess Spirituality in 

New Zeaiand, or whether some were completely irrelevant, and why that was the 

case. 

I tried to make sure that the interview stayed as flowing as possible, I did not want the 

participants to feel they should limit what they were saying in case they answered 

three questions when I only asked them one. It was a lot easier for me, and more 

comfortable for some of the participants, to chose what aspect of Goddess Spirituality 

they wanted to start talking about and go from there. 

As stated previously, the questions used in the interviews were based on preliminary 

reading I had done on Goddess Spirituality, and what the literature seem to regard as 

important aspects of the movement. The list of questions were not the same for each 

interview, as sometimes a woman would bring something up in an interview that they 

regarded as very important, and I would then ask other woman in following 

interviews to see if their response was common or different. However, all the 

questions asked covered the same types of topics. 
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This research was as focused on how the participants felt about the Goddess 

Spirituality movement as a whole in Christchurch, and New Zealand, as well as what 

Goddess Spirituality meant to them personally, and their understanding of it. 

Therefore, the interview questions covered the following topics: 

The Goddess Spirituality movement: 

• A description of the Goddess Spirituality movement in Christchurch and New 

Zealand, this included any changes that had or were occurring 

• The way Goddess Spirituality has been perceived by wider New Zealand society, 

and whether that perception is changing. 

• The spiritual, social, and political aspects of Goddess Spirituality. 

• Accessibility; how easy is it to become involved. 

• The involvement of men in Goddess Spirituality. 

Background and Reasons for becoming involved: 

• Involvement in other religious or spirituality groups, and reasons for becoming 

involved in Goddess Spirituality. 

• Length of time they have been involved in Goddess Spirituality. 

• Whether the reasons for becoming involved are the same reasons why the 

participants have remained. 

What Goddess Spirituality is and what it means for those involved: 

• The central concepts, aspects, or worldview of Goddess Spirituality. 

• The most important aspects of Goddess Spirituality for the participants. 

• The perception of the Goddess. 

• How they describe themselves in terms of being involved in Goddess Spirituality. 

11 How, or if, Goddess Spirituality has changed their worldview, and how it is 

incorporated into their everyday life activities. 

• The importance of ritual. 
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Each interview took between one and two hours to complete; all of them were audio

taped and then transcribed. Each transcription was sent back to the participant to make 

changes and/or additions. I did not want there to be any anxiety that what was said in 

the interview might get distorted in the transcription. · As it turned out, I found this 

process very useful, because it enabled me to get clarification on issues that I didn't 

quite understand during the interviews while I was transcribing them. Each of the 

interviewees was given a copy of the transcript for them to keep, and many of them 

liked the idea of having on paper their own beliefs, and perception of Goddess 

Spirituality. Some of the women I interviewed referred to the fact that although they 

practice with other women, and discuss many aspects of Goddess Spirituality with 

them. This interview process has been a means to get their ideas out. It is also a way 

of articulating them in a way they haven't done before. The practice of Goddess 

Spirituality involves a lot of communication, but more often it is through symbolism 

and action, rather than words. 

I conducted an opportunistic sampling method (Patton, 1990: 179) with respect to 

contacting interview participants. At first I found it quite difficult to find anyone 

involved in Goddess Spirituality as I had no personal experience in the movement, or 

knew anyone that did. 

My first step was to get in contact with other people who had conducted studies on 

Goddess Spirituality to ask how they went about finding contacts to interview. 

Visiting the women's bookshop in Christchurch also proved to be very helpful, as 

they have a large section on women's spirituality. Anne suggested that I put up an ad 

for interview participants on the notice board which got no response. However, she 

also helped me get in contact with the Nymphs Queens and Crones newsletter, telling 

them about my topic and asking if anyone was interested in being interviewed to get 

in touch. So that's how I got in contact with two of the participants, and the others 

snowballed from there, as I was given their names through others I had interviewed. 

This may not be very systematic sampling, but because this is qualitative research, the 

perceptions of any woman involved in Goddess Spirituality is important. This sample 

(as it worked out) is made up of women of different ages, different backgrounds, 

martial status, and occupation, so I don't think that ~ more systematic sampling 

method may have been necessary. 
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Each of the interview participants was contacted through an introductory letter that 

explained the nature of my study, what their participation would involve, and an 

overview of the interview process. I followed this letter up with a phone call, 

answered any questions they had, sent them further information such as the interview 

topics, and later arranged a meeting with them. 

Of the seven women that I contacted six agreed to be interviewed. Not only did they 

agree, but were also very supportive and encouraging of the fact that I had chosen to 

do this topic even though I had no previous involvement in it. 

The Interview process and the Participants 

I found the Chapter written by Janet Finch "It's great to Have Someone to talk to": 

Ethics and Politics of interviewing women in Women's Words (1991 ?) quite similar to 

the experiences I had when interviewing the women in this study. 

Finch interviewed ninety women who were clergymen's wives about their 

relationship to their husbands work, and 48 women running and using pre-school 

playgroups. Like her I conducted semi-structured interviews with all the participants 

in their homes, and tried to make the process as informal and relaxed as possible (as 

you can when you also have to produce a consent form for them to sign). 

What I related to most from this chapter, was the ease with which the women in this 

study (as in Finch's) talked to me, and the informal, friendly, and relaxed nature of the 

interview. I was somewhat surprised by this because I was asking them about what 

are potentially very personal beliefs and perceptions. I thought they might have been 

much more suspicious about the objectives of my research because for one they had 

never met me before, and two I had no personal involvement in Goddess Spirituality, 

or knew anyone that did. Although I was asked why I had chosen this topic for my 

research, it was asked in a curious and interested manner with no hint of suspicion or 

tension. When I explained my reasons to them they accepted this happily. In fact 
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many of the women I interviewed told me that they were glad that someone was doing 

this as a topic and that they thought it could be really valuable. 

Another thing that surprised me during the interviews, ( and was also referred to by 

Finch), was that many of the women interviewed welcomed the opportunity to talk 

about their lives, to articulate their experiences, and their beliefs, and make sense of 

them. In a way maybe it was a chance for them to trace their own spiritual journey. 

Unlike the situation in Finch's study, where the women interviewed did not have this 

opportunity to talk openly about their experiences often. The women I interviewed 

were all involved in ritual groups, and I thought that the close connection they had 

with the group they were part of would have given them this opportunity frequently. 

However, and I could be interpreting this incorrectly, they may have also felt the 

outside interview gave them the chance to share their experiences with others outside 

their ritual group. A new person to identify with them, as well as broaden the 

perceptions of those who know very little about Goddess Spirituality. However, I do 

think that that the guarantee of confidentiality, and also having someone whose sole 

purpose for being there was to listen to their experiences, may also have been an 

incentive to be so helpful and honest in their answers (Finch, 1991). 

Participant observation requires the researcher to participate in the subject they are 

studying. Because I knew very little about Goddess Spirituality when I started my 

fieldwork, I found it was very useful for me to get involved in the initial planning for 

a large public performance that was being planned to take place in the Christchurch 

Square in March 2000: 

"Well what we plan to do is to have a whole day of celebrating women. In the 

morning we'll have the maiden ritual or nymph ritual - a maiden is a women 

of herself (it has nothing to do with virginity), it's celebrating this first flush of 

your life. At noon, at the height and fullness we'll have the ritual for the 

mother and at dusk we'll have a ritual for the crone. 

In amongst that we'll have a woman's choir - we've made the drum over 

there, we made that together. It will be a mixture of pageant, costume and 

humour, and it will be very profound as well. In and around those rituals, there 
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will be things like women's poetry, the ritual itself, women's dance, anything 

that people want to do really. 

I've just seen some buskers, you know all the kids busking. so we should get 

all the teens out with all their Spice Girls gear ... I don't know what they do. 

Part of what we are doing as a lead up to this, is that we hope to spend a day in 

the women's prison, in a retirement home with all the women, and a school of 

teenage girls; and within the framework of the sacredness of a women's life, 

and a woman's body, do some ritual with them. From this we want to produce 

some art work that will become paii of the set. 

There will be circle on circle on circle. A circle of stones, a circle of bones, a 

circle of feathers, then a circle of artwork, of big installations. At the moment 

the thing that's in our minds is to have a big Goddess, and she will be made 

out of a mixture of tampons and the strips of pads, so it's all about bleeding, 

women's blood". (Sue, 2/7/99) 

During an interview my interview with Sue, I was given an invitation to a meeting to 

welcome volunteers that wished to help out in the performance mentioned above. 

There were a variety of activities to become part of such as the women's choir, 

costume and headdresses, as well as the planning and making of large installations. 

Women were also encouraged to carry out their own projects that could be 

incorporated into the performance later on. 

Since attending the welcoming, I went along to some other group meetings, all of 

which involved consecrating the circle, invoking the four elements of earth, air, water 

and fire, invoking the Goddess and women ancestors, and after that introducing 

ourselves. These meetings usually dealt with the administrative matters of organising 

everyone into groups that would organise to meet independently of each other. 

Participation in this project has given me not only a greater understanding of what 

Goddess Spirituality is, and what ritual means for those involved, but I also found it 

easier to relate to what these women said when they talked about how ritual-making 

made them feel. Attending these meetings also gave me an opportunity to look at the 
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way new members were introduced into a group that has been together for a couple of 

years, and clearly had formed a very strong friendship. 

The other advantage of participating was that I felt more comfortable about 

approaching women to interview because I didn't feel like a total outsider who was 

just interested in getting some interviews for my research. By becoming more 

involved, rather than just conducting interviews, I was also able to _talk to a number of 

other women about their perception of Goddess Spirituality and this contributed to a 

more in-depth and detailed understanding of the movement as a whole. 

Issues that arose during the fieldwork 

While conducting my fieldwork I overcame a number of issues that concerned me 

based on my anxiety of having no previous involvement in Goddess Spirituality, or 

knowledge about it. The first was that I wouldn't be able to find any research 

participants, the second being that if I found some participants they would change 

their minds. Both of these assumed problems were based on literature and studies on 

Goddess Spirituality and Wicca, which referred to their highly personal, and almost 

secretive nature. However, any concerns I had in this respect proved to be unfounded 

and I have found every women involved in Goddess Spirituality that I have 

approached during my research to be nothing but helpful. 

The third problem that arose for me was based around the question of who owns the 

research once the information from the interviews was collected. These women had 

gladly given me personal information about their spirituality, yet what had I given 

them in return? However I soon realised from the encouragement and support from 

the participants in the interviews, and the women in the meetings I attended for the 

Sacred Mysteries group, that the study itself was enough. Some participants also 

talked about the interview transcripts as a means of documenting their own perception 

of their spirituality which, they had thought about doing, and this gave them an 

opportunity to do so. 
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Evaluation of the research process 

Combining feminist research methods and interviewing techniques, with paiiicipant 

observation, in a grounded, qualitative study, has allowed for the collection of the 

subjective opinions, feelings, thoughts and attitudes of a small sample of women 

involved in Goddess Spirituality. Starting out on the fieldwork with little knowledge 

of what to expect, meant that there was no aim to test a specific theory, or hypothesis. 

Instead, the important aspects of Goddess Spirituality both at the level of a movement, 

and at the level of personal beliefs, emerged out of what the participants said. 

Feminist methods of interviewing favour the informal interviewing style in which 

there is no set list of questions or topics to be covered, and the narrator discusses the 

research topic in their own way. Tim May (1993), argues that such an interviewing 

style allows for, "a more qualitative and in-depth investigation of the subject", 

providing, a "greater understanding of the subjects point of view", and focuses on, 

"flexibility and discovery of meaning rather than standardisation and generalisation" 

(1993:94). This type of interview process, or the oral history approach, would serve 

this research well, as it would provide even greater insight and understanding of 

Goddess Spirituality for those who are involved. However, due to the time consuming 

nature of informal interviews, the advanced interview skills required to make effective 

use of such an interview style, and the time and word constraints placed on a Masters 

thesis, they were not practical for this research project. 

During the interviews I asked all the participants about the degree of involvement 

men should have in the Goddess Spirituality movement. Although many of the 

women I talked to had heard of, or knew of ritual groups that included men, I do not 

have the perception of men involved in Goddess Spirituality in this research. I think 

this could be an interesting aspect of further research into Goddess Spirituality, 

especially in terms of how the movement has changed, or might need to change, to 

accommodate this, or even if it wants to accommodate men into the movement 

anymore than it is now. 
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AppendixB: 

The Religious and Spiritual background oftlte women in tltis 

study 

The following voices of the women in this study, relate to interview topics and 

questions asked about religious and spiritual background, as well as when, how, and 

why, they chose to become involved in Goddess Spirituality, as discussed in Chapter 

Three. 

Margaret 27 /8/99 

"I can't think of when it started [Margaret's involvement in Goddess 

Spirituality], I've been trying and trying to think of a pinpoint, and the only 

thing I probably could have found was my resignation from the Christian 

church. I wrote a letter that I've have put a way somewhere in my little study, 

but I'd say that it's been 10-15 years probably. Probably five years sort of 

getting there, but actively involved I suppose for ten." 

Well I was raised as a Christian in Oxford which was a small isolated town 58 

years ago when I was growing up there. We had no vehicle; we never got into 

town. 

I was raised by a fanatical Christian mother, and apart from going to school, I 

didn't mix with people who didn't go to church. So I grew up in a very 

sheltered Christian environment and went along sort of as a matter of course. 

So I suppose I didn't know any different. When it came time to do the 

confirmation thing, I can remember saying to one of the ministers, "I suppose 

I might as well, I'm involved", so I did it. 

And then I married a man who was also a Christian growing up, whose family 

was also very involved in the church, and moved to Dunedin. I changed 
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brands of Christianity at that point because he was part of another Christian 

Church. 

This Church was a reasonably liberal church, so I felt quite comfortable, and 

when I came back to Christchurch we looked round and ended up going to the 

same Church. Once again a very liberal and open church, and I was very 

involved, I sang in the choir, and I was also very actively involved in the 

political life of church; running Sunday school and running hobbies on Friday 

night. All of my friends, and all my children's friends, were part of the 

Church, it was my life. 

I'm not sure when things started to get uncomfortable but some of my radical 

ideas didn't go down very well with some of the older members of the 

congregation. I think the minister had changed also, so I no longer had his 

support. 

I'd also worn myself out from doing all this stuff in Church, I put I a lot of 

energy into it until I ran out of steam because there wasn't a lot of support 

apart from two or three people. However, when I was part of the congregation, 

and the active stuff wasn't there, it lost its meaning. 

The women's movement had just started and I'd been to a few of the big 

rallies in Christchurch, and somehow, I found it unsatisfactory to be sitting 

there in a pew being preached at by a man. It didn't seem to have any 

relevance to my life. 

I'd go to bible study groups, and when I tried to talk about the things that I 

was struggling with in my personal everyday life nobody had any answers. 

They were sympathetic, and very understanding, but they had no answers, so it 

seemed to become impractical when I wasn't the practically involved. 
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At the same time, a neighbour of mine, and her co-workers, had decided to run 

this group where they look at things together. She and I were fairly close, she 

knew of some of the stuff I was dealing with, and suggested I come and join 

them over there. 

I went over and here was a completely different set of women from the ones I 

knew from Church. Here were solo women who had partners in prison, who 

had kids in borstal; it just blew my mind, and we sat around and talked about 

the real things that I was struggling with. I thought, "Wow these are real 

women not these others that I sit with in a pew", and the more I felt attracted 

to them, the more I felt uncomfortable sitting in a pew because they would 

hate it here. 

But at the same time, it was really scary to contemplate leaving [the Church] 

because I would have been in my 40s. I'm now 58, so even if it had been 15 

years ago I was in my 40s. This was my life, and all my friends were there, 

. and the thought of leaving, the terror of leaving God really; because I grew up 

as a child terrified of devil, and knew if I did anything wrong I would end up 

in the fires of hell. Both my sister and me have done extensive work trying to 

get rid of that, I was absolutely terrified of doing anything wrong. 

I remember when the crunch came, I was in a state of flux, I was very pre

menstrual and really miserable. I was probably heading up to those last few 

years before menopause and I said to my husband on Saturday morning, "I 

don't think I'll go to church tomorrow because I just don't feel like being 

around people". But in the night my period came, blood was everywhere and I 

went up and had a shower. As the blood washed off I just felt wonderful 

again, it had come and I thought, "I'll go to church tomorrow". But when I sat 

in that pew, celebrating my bleeding, and being a woman, all I heard were 

male words, and I thought that's it. 
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The Church had been very good at trying to do the inclusive language thing, 

but I just suddenly thought it is not enough to change the words, the whole 

model is wrong, none of this makes sense to me anymore, this whole Christian 

myth thing. 

But it was those experiences that gave me the courage to recognise that I had 

tried to change if from within and I couldn't, so if I was to do anything about 

my soul I had to get out of there. 

It probably took five years took about five years to leave because there were 

aspects of the church I still enjoyed, but it felt increasingly deceitful to be 

there so I left. It was very scary and very lonely time, and a lot of those church 

members tried to convince me to come back. 

I don't know how I ran into her but I met this women that was into what they 

called "women's worship" at the time, and they met every second Sunday, 

once a month in a friends meeting house and did worship together. 

Each week they would pick up a theme for the following week and then 

everybody would bring a contribution. It wasn't organised, we just met, and 

we sang, we danced, we drew pictures, and it was just, wow. And I thought, 

"this is what I've been missing", and I started bringing those things back into 

my life. 

I don't know how long I had been doing that, but I saw an ad in the paper for a 

women's ritual at the beach on the summer solstice. So I decided with another 

woman to go along to this thing, but I nearly chickened out. 

Women's worship seemed okay because most of the women were refugees 

from the church like me, trying to find a new way of doing things, and that felt 

quite safe. But the idea of a women's ritual on the beach, I nearly didn't go, 

and if I hadn't promised this other woman, I probably would have chickened 

out. But when we got there, there it was .... Just to be part of that circle of 

women dancing on the beach it just suddenly, it was wow ... 
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At the ritual they took a list of names of people who might be interested in 

starting a new ritual group, so I put my name down. I was rung and told about 

this meeting and once gain I freaked, but somehow got the courage to go. 

They were talking about star signs, and magic, and I thought, "oh no the devils 

going to get me", and it was all that old conditioning, it was just so scary. 

This group decided they would form a ritual group, and it was strange because 

I couldn't not do it, even though I was really frightened, I felt really drawn to 

it, it was just as if it was something I couldn't not do." 

So we joined up as a group, and for three or four years and we celebrated the 

solstices, and we would do it properly, you know cast circles, and the more 

rituals we did, the more they turned in these great dramatic presentations. 

They really were amazing to me, and suddenly I had something that worked, 

something that was answering these questions and building up these 

relationships with these women. But as our lives moved on \Ve decided that we 

no longer had the energy to put into these major productions, so we decided to 

disbanded as that sort of thing. 

But I'm still in close conntact with some of these women. Six or seven, 

maybe nine of us, still meet on the solstices, like the recent solstice, but we do 

it differently, it's much more personal. It's not all the big "hoo ha", we meet 

on the beach and watch the sun come up and then have a potluck breakfast at 

one of our homes near the beach. In spring we go to another lady's house and 

have a pot luck meal, so it's become much ordinary and manageable. 

It was so theatrical before, and we kept trying bigger and better things. We all 

agreed that we loved doing that, and I just learned so much from that, and 

found the Goddess through that. It also forged our closeness; leaping over 

cauldrons, and running naked into the sea at midnight, and all that stuff was 

something I needed to do, but I don't need to do it now. It was really exciting 

times when we were all new and together and exploring these wonderful 

things. 
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So we still keep in contact, and if there are public rituals I still go to them if I 

can. When Juliet Batten's book was launched, and they had the ritual in the 

park, I went to that. 

Noreen 5/6/99 

"Well in that year I think, 1980-1981. My husband was a Methodist minister, 

so I was living in a parsonage as they call it, but I left in 1980, and came to 

Christchurch. So that was my choice I think at that point to not go to any 

church, so I moved, and separated. I suppose that being a Methodist all my life 

and then marrying a Methodist minister was carried over into the Women's 

Spirituality movement because I still wanted to be involved in some kind of 

religion, or spirituality, I still felt that I needed that. 

That sort of answers the reasons for becoming involved. I had always had it in 

my life and I still needed that spiritual component, but I certainly didn't want 

to continue go to church. So it was necessary to create a place to be I suppose; 

an environment that would be an alternative to the church, an alternative to 

patriarchal religion, that's what we were really trying to do." 

"Well our particular group started in 1981, we had had a discussion group 

going for a while, we called it Christian feminism at that point, with the 

emphasis on the feminism. Many of us were still part of the church, that was 

through 1980. 

For a long time people could move from one to the other and didn't seem to 

feel any contradiction. But now, most of us have reached the point where we 

can't go to church, we can't subscribe to the church, and those beliefs." 

In 1981 we decided to have a weekend, we put out notices for those who 

wanted to come, and we held a ritual. Some didn't take part in the ritual, but 

out of that came a continuation of the study group, and a group of us came to 

do actual rituals. The first was on Halloween, that's the end of April in New 
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Zealand, and it was quite a good time because that's the witch's New Year, 

and so we just carried on from there. 

We began using the American writers. Did you see Zuzsanna Budapest? She 

was the main one we used but there are quite a lot of others like Starhawk. So 

we used their ideas, and then we adapted them for New Zealand because all 

the dates had to be turned round." 

Sue 2/7/99 

"I was brought up as a Catholic, and I was with nuns in school and training 

college, I was training to be a teacher until I was twenty-one. 

I had a very strong Catholic grandmother, and a very, very deep upbringing in 

Catholicism of which the minuses are legion, bloody nuns. However, there are 

pluses too in that through religion, or that framework, I got he sense of ritual, 

the sense of beauty, the use of music, and the importance of the sensor; 

experience as a path way to the divine. 

What the Christians have done is taken all the pagan stuff, so it was actually 

my pagan heritage that was there in the Christian church, and now I've let the 

dogma of that drop away and I've still got the sensory journey. I was going to 

be a nun when I was sixteen, and I was very serious about it. I was going to be 

a Carmelite nun, a contemplative order who have taken a vow of silence. So 

yeah, I was very spiritual, but I dropped it when I was nineteen and because I 

stopped going to church I didn't think I was spiritual enough, and that was 

really painful. I spent about twenty years lost because I equated being spiritual 

with going to Church and keeping rules." 

" .. .I only know how I got involved [in Goddess Spirituality] and there was a 

ritual advertised, an open ritual at dawn at the mid-winter Solstice. I saw the 

ad and thought I've got to go, I just had to go. So I went and it was absolutely 

amazing, freezing, but amazing, and I just knew, I knew from the minute we 

walked on into the circle. I can't remember what they did, it wasn't the content 
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it was the being, only earth and these women in a circle, it was just amazing, 

and then I realised I had to do more." 

[Reasons for getting involved] ... Well it's not a head decision; it's an absolute 

knowing that this means something. Like I said when I was in that circle with 

those women, I knew they said things to the elements but I don't know what 

they said, I couldn't remember it, but I just knew that I'd been there before 

many, many times. It just fitted me, it's that simple, it was like coming home, 

and that happens again and again and again with women in groups. Usually 

there's a flood of tears of recognition, it's like their home; so this is something 

that we know in our psyche, we know this place. 

"[Length of involvement in Goddess Spirituality] ... Probably nine or ten years, 

as long as I've been in this work [psychotherapist]. I left my last employment 

and it was just like I'd shed the system, I just let it go and that's it, I never 

looked back. It wasn't an easy decision .. .I challenged the system and I 

challenged the union. It was a big court case that involved three other women 

and as a result I lost my job. It felt very traumatic at the time but it was the 

best thing that happen to me, it's wonderful, great." 

Hazel 5/8/99 

"I was brought up as a Methodist, as a small child I was taken to church every 

Sunday. Sunday was the dress up day. Sunday was the day you were good, 

you were nice to people on Sunday because that's what Christian's do. 

I went right through that; bible class, youth groups that sort of thing until I got 

old enough to sort of ask what was I doing? Why was I doing it? Why do I 

have to get dressed up on Sunday you know? 

I found that Christianity was too narrow it didn't encompass all the things I 

wanted to encompass. It doesn't talk about the earth, it doesn't talk about the 

seasonal cycles, it doesn't do those things. It's asking me to worship 

something I don't know. 
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I found that it was too nmrnw for me and I had to break out and find a rhythm 

that I was comfortable with, a rhythm of cycles of the universe, cycles of 

women, cycles of nature, cycles of the moon. They are all out there, and that 

seems for me to be much more, to encompass them all, and hold them in the 

arms of the mother, the earth mother, like the man in the moon, it comes right 

back to that. 

So other religious groups, yes I was brought up a religious child, and very 

quickly grew out of it I think." 

"The first ritual group I got with was a study group from England, I was doing 

and am still doing, a correspondence type course with them and they have 

different aspiring stages and degrees that you go through. There were eight of 

us in Auckland that were tied together, and used to meet once a month and we 

would do a ritual together ... " 

.. .It wasn't until my early twenties that I discovered this group in England 

doing correspondence courses and I sent away for it. They weren't under one 

heading, or particular thing; they weren't Goddess Spirituality, or something 

else over here. What that particular group was doing was taking common 

threads of all religions, not the differences, and from that I was able to get an 

overview of what the others were about. Then I found out that I was doing 

and practicing was Goddess Spirituality, and I was doing it without a name. I 

was working with the cycles of nature in the garden, and with the seasons, and 

there wasn't a name for it, I just did it and all of a sudden I realised there is a 

name, I'm a witch, which was a surprise to me." 

"I don't know, I really don't know how it started off [the Goddess Spirituality 

Movement]. I would suspect and I've been doing ritual for seventeen years 

now that it's been going long before that too ... " 
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Anne Marie 29/9/99 

"As a child I was brought up with a religion [Christian] and going to Sunday 

school, but from my late teens I went away from it. I am currently involved in 

spiritual groups; I am a recovering alcoholic, workaholic and bulimic, so I 

belong to twelve-step programmes and spiritual groups. That's in a sense why 

I didn't join another spirituality group because the twelve-step groups meet 

my spiritual needs today." 

"Well I was on this search. I had just left my marriage, and I had been looking 

for something for quite a while. I had been in a woman's support group, which 

was a type of thing where we met weekly and talked about our lives and 

things. 

We had been going for about seven years and things kind of came to an end, 

and I left my marriage soon after that, so I needed another group, I was 

looking for something that was spiritual, something that was women, 

something that was group. It was a new direction" 

" ... In 1985 or 1986 there was a workshop at Rangiruru Girls School, a 

weekend workshop, and through that this group that I was originally part of 

called Gaia was formed. I didn't actually go to the workshop, but I knew 

women that were at the workshop and joined quite soon after that. 

Gaia had thirteen members, at one stage twelve, we tried to have thirteen but 

we struggled, things kept changing. Yeah, so that's how long I've been 

involved, up until the end oflast year." 
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Karen 2/8/99 

"I was brought up a Quaker, and I don't normally say that because I think 

people think that Quakers are generally a weird religious group, when they're 

quite ordinary. 

I do think that it helped me with my Goddess Spirituality. Basically 

Quakerism starts with the premise that we all have something of God in us, so 

we are all sacred, and this is the same stuff that Goddess Spirituality has, it has 

the same base. Quakerism also has the basis that no one can tell you what to 

believe, that you are as close to God as anyone, as any priest, and that meant 

that when I started my Goddess I basically thought those things, and I had the 

confidence to have a voice. I knew that all I had to do was look inside me and 

I could be as spiritual as anyone who had been doing rituals for years, so I 

think that set me up for Goddess Spirituality. 

But Quakerism is a very plain religion, very pure and plain, and Goddess 

Spirituality isn't plain at all, it's flamboyant and I really like that." 

"She [Zuzsanna Budapest workshop] was influential. I'd been involved in 

some small productions. I got involved with the Goddess Show basically as a 

perf01mer and came across bits of Goddess Spirituality through that. It was 

quite a flow how I got into that, it seemed quite natural. 

Yeah, basically it was her [Budapest's] charisma. I hadn't planned to go to her 

workshop, and the term witch, and the things she said ... I was very cynical 

about it. But there was a pre-talk before the workshop, and I was totally 

carried away by her charisma, she just flowed me in. 

Since then there are ways that I differ from Zuzsanna, like she can be quite 

anti-male, and she can be quite rigid instead of flowing. But yeah, I went there 

and in some ways I continued to adore her, but I also made contact with other 

women (in other ways). There was a woman who was at the workshop that 

then had an evening and I went along, I got a ride from her, and since then I 
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started doing rituals with her and others. I haven't read much that Zuszalllla's 

written, I'm not good at reading, so most of my influences come from what I 

feel and from picking up things from the people around me, and perhaps little 

bits that I read. 

So I guess the mam influences would have to be my own sense and 

knowledge, and the people around me, learning from them." 

"So it's been about four years, it's nice, it gets into a rhythm, different things 

happen." 
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Appendix C: 

A Description of a ritual to celebrate Candlemass 

The following is a description of a Candlemass ritual that Hazel and her coven can-ied 

out shortly before I interviewed her. I found her description of the meaning of this 

ritual, and the stages involved in the ritual process, to be very valuable to my 

understanding of the importance of ritual making in Goddess Spirituality. This excerpt 

from the interview I had with Hazel, also describes the way that the use of the pagan 

wheel of the year, and it's agrarian festivals, are used as a way for these women to 

tune into natures cycles and rhythms by marking seasonal and lunar changes. The 

meanings of these ceremonies for these ancient agrarian communities are 

acknowledged, but their meanings are also modified, and adapted, to identify with the 

life experiences of these women who are members of contemporary mainstream 

society. This is illustrated in the use of the Brigid crosses for the women who were 

involved in this ritual, and their original use in pagan societies. 

This excerpt also shows how seasonal changes in nature, are linked to social change. 

This ritual celebrates the increase in sunlight hour's that occurs after the shortest day, 

marked by the winter solstice. However, Candlemass is also a ritual that marks the 

time in social activity when new projects or ideas are inspired and initiated. It is a 

time to start to channel one's potential and creativity. 

Hazel 5/8/99 

Candlemass was held traditionally on the 2nd of August, that is exactly half 

way between winter solstice, and the spring equinox. So halfway during that 

three month period we would start to welcome back the light, because the days 

are starting to get longer, and winter solstice being of course the shortest day. 

Before we started the ritual, we would purify ourselves, which consisted of a 

sage stick, which is like incense. Things like is the car gonna go alright? What 

am I going to have for tea tonight? ... All these things are put aside, and you 

smudge to let the smoke go around you, and your changed really. 



147 

We cast a circle, we walk round in a circle and we visualise a blue light either 

coming from our fingers, or a wand and we create a consecrated circle. We go 

round that circle and sprinkle salt and water which creates a barrier to stop any 

outside stuff from coming into that area. The circle is usually a nine-foot 

circle, or something in a multiple of three, so it would be a 6, 9 or a 12, but a 9 

would be ideal. 

When we are creating a circle, what we are doing is creating a world within a 

world I guess, a sacred space. From there we would then evoke the elements, 

and in this particular case one would stand in the north, one would stand in the 

south, one would stand in the east, and the other would stand in the west. The 

person standing in the east would evoke the element of air and bring all the 

energy of the air into the circle and so on around the circle; fire, to water, and 

to earth. Then the central person, who would be your high priestess, at that 

stage would call on the spirit, call on the energies of the Goddess, call on spirit 

and energies from within you, from without you, from below you, and you're 

bringing this into that area, into this whole circle. 

So we would then call the Gods and the Goddess, whoever we needed, and in 

this case we called Brigid because it was Candlemass. Brigid is the Goddess 
I 

of light, she's a Celtic Goddess. Others were called but I don't remember who 

called which ones. In this particular ritual I was high priestess so I called in the 

Gods and the Goddesses I wanted in, and this is what I said, I've got it written 

here: 

"On this festival of returning light I call on the daughters of Dugda. I 

call Brigid, the Queen of heaven, the Goddess of fire and inspiration. 

The mother of light, who calls us from the darkness, I now call you to 

the celebration of increasing light. Fill your priestesses here with the 

wisdom of your spirit, and through her, touch the goddesses within us 

all. I light a candle in your honor." 
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So it's simple, and I've called her and she's here. Then I called on the lord of 

light who embodies the vibrant energies of the God within us all: 

" I call our spirit to this rite. You who were the son reborn at Yule ( or 

mid-winter), now come forth in the bright hopes of youth, fill your 

priestesses, and through them shine to touch your light and kindle hope 

within us all. Behold the lord of the forest caressing the dreaming 

earth. As there is renewal within the plants and animals so should there 

be renewal within our own lives. We welcome the lord of light." 

So that's' what I said, each says their own, and it's entirely up to the 

individual what you say. 

So welcome back the light, the days are getting longer, things are starting to 

stir in the ground, the changes are starting to happen. Yeah so the lord of night 

and the goddess of light is also called. 

Then I spoke about Candlemass to the rest of the group as there were several 

new members. I consecrated the circle, and as I walked around I said: 

"We meet to turn the wheel. At Yule winter solstice a son child was 

born. An infant child heralding the darkness of the old years cycle, and 

the coming of the light of the new. The promise oflight was born, but 

then it was only potential. What was born now starts to manifest, the 

days begin to grow visibly longer. This is the feast of the waxing light, 

called Imbolg in Celtic tradition, sacred to the goddess of Brigid. 

What does this mean to each of us? This a time of initiation and 

individuation, and here we experience the phase of any personal cycle 

when an unformed potential beginning to take shape. The spark of 

inspiration begins to take flame as we mould our new beginnings with 

a will and purpose that is uniquely our own. To do that we must often 

sweep away that which no longer serves us in order that we may focus 

our energies towards the increase of the new light that grows within us. 
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I do consider this to be a circle of power and inspiration, where within 

the bounds of the supportive and protective love of brothers and sisters, 

we may raise and then release the energy of the increased light. By the 

love of triple Goddess and her mighty consort I do bless and consecrate 

this circle. As it is so mote it be. 

So here we are saying that the seeds we sowed in winter, at mid-winter when 

the days were short, were our new hopes and new dreams of the future and 

now it's time, as the days are starting to grow, to bring these into 

manifestation. To start taking the next step and asking, so what do you want to 

do with these dreams? What do you want to do with this? Let's look at that 

and start to manifest it. 

We also did a dance, and then we sang a song called "we are the flow we are 

the ebb": 

We are the flow 

We are the ebb 

We are the weavers 

We are the Webb. 

And we danced around singing and stamping our feet on the ground, and the 

idea of stomping on the ground is to waken the seeds. It's symbolic; a lot of 

this stuff is symbolic. 

So we did that and then we made Brigid crosses and there's one in the middle 

of my dream catcher. This I found from an old book that I was reading. It's 

just made out of flax. Over in Europe they make them out of com, but it felt 

much better to make them out of flax. These are equal armed crosses, 

unilateral crosses, equally representing earth, air, fire, and water, and woven 

into the spirit in the center. They are called Brigid crosses and it was 

appropriate to do that because we were calling Brigid at this time of year. 

These little crosses are protection crosses really, they protect yourself if you 

want to carry one in the car, or your home. I read that in early Europe they 



150 

were used for protection against fire and lightening, because at time of year 

they were prone to lightening strikes. So they were for the protection of crops 

because at that time of year in the Northern hemisphere they're harvesting, so 

fire was a real wony amongst the com and the wheat crops and things. 

So we make them here as symbol of the four individual parts interwoven 

together into spirit and we keep them as protection for ourselves. So that was 

really nice. 

Then we did some scrying, which was looking in a bowl of consecrated water, 

that one of the women had brought, and the idea is that we sit and meditate for 

five or ten minutes as the bowl is slowly passed round to you, and you look 

into it. It's like a mirror for you to see whatever is right for you to see, that sort 

of thing. 

People will scry to look at the future and all sorts of reasons, they will look to 

see if things they are trying to bring back into their lives will manifest this 

time and where it will go, where they are going to take it. 

When I looked into the bowl of water, I saw it spinning around and around and 

I felt like I was almost going into a hollow tube. This was very appropriate for 

me because that's something with the blood mysteries that I've been doing 

with my journeys with them. We did a maiden, mother, crone journey of the 

different stages in a woman's life. For the first journey, the maiden, we went 

up to Hamner, into the mountains, and found the hot water springs there under 

a full moon. 

We lay in the water, in the water in the form of a cross, and the other women 

took your arms and legs and turned them round so you were actually being 

turned in the water. They were chanting Goddess names and it was so 

incredibly potent, incredibly powerful, and I felt like I was in this circle, this 

spiral that was going round and round. It was like it was a spiral that went up, 

and the voices I could hear were like voices from eons ago, they were ancient 
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voices, they were old songs that I was hearing and I painted it when I crune 

back. 

So for me seeing that in the scrying again was confirmation for that what I was 

doing was right for me, the knowledge was there for me if I explored it, tuned 

into it, it was incredibly powerful. 

After the scrying we did "candles in the cauldron". I have a little black 

cauldron that was actually a crerun separator, and each of us lit a candle and 

we said: 

"Hail the triple goddess, bringer of light, and darkness, and new life. 

Out of the cauldron of rebirth we give you honor and ask your 

blessing." 

We each lit a candle, and it was like a confirmation of the returning light into 

the soil. And then several members contributed what they wanted. In this case 

Istah did some Reiki on each one of us. 

We also did moon cookies and milk and that is representative of quite a few 

· things. Candlemass, and/or the candle· and the nrune of the first light was 

Imbolch, or Imbolg, derived from the Celtic word for Yews milk. 

After the cold of winter, the flowing milk was significant not only to nourish 

new lambs, but for old people, and the young. For them the availability of 

milk could mean the difference between life and death, especially because the 

weather was still cold. 

At Imbolg you would actually pour milk onto the ground as an offering to the 

earth. So for each of us to do the milk and the moon cookies was taking us 

back to that part of the ritual that was done years before. 

That was also a grounding exercise because when you do these things it's very 

easy to get swirled away in that energy and be really, "buzzy", about the 
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whole thing, and it's really important that you center yourself again. So eating 

and drinking is a perfect way to ground and focus again on you. So now our 

ritual is starting to close, we are grounded and then we started to farewell the 

goddesses and thank them for being with us, and we farewell the elements of 

earth, air, fire, and water, and we open the circle again. 

That was our own ritual that particular year. There's lot's and lot's of things 

that you can do. 
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Appendix D 

Seasonal ritual calendar for the Southern Hemisphere 

~ 

surrmer Solstice 
Marks the longest day of the year. It Is a 

time of positive energy and making 
decisions or resolutions that require inner 
strength. This is the time when agrarian 
commmttJes would have celebrated Ute 
growth of their crops and Is now used to 

acknowledge the success of 
adlieverrents lhroughoot the year. 

TIiis Is May Ew In the northern 
herrisphere, which celebrates the 

Increasing fertility of the earth as well 
as seXllal and creative energy in 

general. The maypole is symbolic of a 
phallls planted Into Mother Earth fn 

order to make Her fertile. 

Sodoo Eouinox (Eoslec} 
Marks the resurrecUon of the sun child 

from the undeJWOdd of Winter. 
Celebrates the re.warning of the earth 
and the renewal of the earth's fertility. 
Represents a Ume of growing energy, 

optirrism and expectation. 

Caad!emass fin:t,oJg) 
This a fire festival which celebrates the 

Increasing suoflght hours with the 
beginning of Spring. Th1s ritual is 

associated with the growth of potential 
and c.reaUvity in creating and initiating 

new goals. 

Lan:mas Cfeast of Bread:) 
A harvest festival that acknowledges 

the sacrifice of the god Lug, a 
vegetation deity, and hls part In 

nature's cycle of birth, maturity, death 
and regeneration. 

Auturm Equinox (Maybon) 
A harvest festival that also acknowledges 
the coning of the dark (as the nights start 

lo get longer) as part of nature's life 
cycle. This festival also celebrates the 

success and new knowfedge gained from 
COOl>le!ed projects. 

Winlet solsUce CYu\el 
Marks the shortest day and 

encourages the rebirth of the sun from 
the longest night Key themes 

associated with winter solstice is the 
need to face Inner feara, or darkness, 

in order to set new goals with the 
corring of Spring. 

Sao:taln Oialloween) 
This ritual malks both the end of the 

old cycle and the beginning of the new. 
It Is a time dedicated to ancestors and 
the honouring of the lives and works of 
those who are dead. fl is a time to Jook 
inward, and contemplate the necessity 
and l"l)Ortance of death as part of the 

cycle of fife. 
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