
hotomosaic, a contemporary art process pat- 
ented by Robert Silvers, uses small pictures 
as a medium to construct a large picture, 
related in theme. In visual effect it recalls tile 
mosaic. You have probably seen Silvers' im- 

age of the Mona Lisa, composed of hundreds of miniatures 
of women's faces, reproduced on magazine covers, posters 
or ad illustrations. If a viewer first looks at the finished 
picture from afar, then moves closer, he is startled to find 
that the image is made up of smaller pictures - full face 
portraits, distant figures, cartoons, photographs, fine art 
reproductions. It is even more startling to begin by exam- 
ining the separate components, and then to draw back and 
see the large image come into focus. 

That technique sprang to mind recently when I encoun- 
tered yet another popular promotion of Goddess religion. 
"The divine feminine" is the theme of Dan Brown's awk- 
wardly written, historically false, commercially successful 
novel, The DaVinci   Code. Put in photo-mosaic terms, this 
hook is the newest wart on the end of the Goddess's nose. 

Gazing at it, I was dismayed to consider how many 
collaborators are promoting neo-paganism in American so- 
ciety these clays. Like the disparate components in Silvers' 
Mona Lisa, many of its advocates seem only remotely re- 

lated to each other, or to their end. One has to retreat some 
distance to see how they combine into a complete image. 
When it comes into focus, we are faced with a shocking 
conclusion: this movement intends to root out the faith in 
God the Father from which Western culture springs, and to 
replace it with the neo-pagan cult of a Mother Goddess. 

Where did this "Goddess" come from? 
What kind of religion stirs so evangelistic a spirit in an 
age inclined to toleration, if not indifference? What is her 
appeal? Who are her apostles? What kind of "gospel" do 
they preach? 

Goddess religion rose in our society like seawater 
seeping into a leaky ship, so quietly that few dancers in the 
salon noticed what was happening until the vessel began to 
list. Twenty years ago, parents recoiled in anger from any 
suggestion that neo-pagan witchcraft might be invading 
their children's campuses. Today, it is lapping at our chins, 
and no one seems embarrassed to float out of the broom 
closet any more. Assisted by an unlikely swarm of allies 
- some of them nominally Catholic - the Goddess move- 
ment is swimming boldly toward its blasphemous goal. 

Contemporary Goddess religion is an unstable com- 
pound of neo-pagan practices drawn from dubious sources: 
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it combines appropriations from established religions with 
Masonic rituals, primitive drumming and bonfire dancing, 
elements from Theosophy, Santeria, occultism and voodoo, 
ancient mythology, literary fantasy, even comic inven- 
tions. (One Dallas group calls itself the "HotTub Mystery 
Religion" and uses nitrous oxide as its chief sacrament.)' 

Disciples might be sorted by their attitude toward the 
truth of their "tradition." Serious occultists exist, who 
believe they can command spirits and manipulate people 
and material forces. Such disciples may insist that rituals 
be performed in a "right" way, to formulaic specifications. 
Others think they are dealing with unknown but benign 
spiritual beings, or with imperfectly understood natural 
powers. These may feel that exact formulae are unimport- 
ant. 

They call themselves Pagans, Wiccans, witches, Druids, 
Shamans, followers of Celtic Spirituality. Little distin- 
guishes them from New Agers, except perhaps a fondness 
for costume. A few, like the HotTubbers, regard the entire 
neo-pagan experience as creative play, 
or "performance art," having nothing 
to do with truth or falsity. Members of               Goddess religion rose in 
such covens are not likely to evange-                 our society like seawater
lize, and may reject applicants to their            seeping into a leaky ship, so
closed circle. There is ample room for            quietly that few dancers in
individual imagination in the Goddess'            the salon noticed what was
nebulous cult, which is a principal                    happening until the vessel
part of its attraction. One observer                              began to list.
says, "Neo-pagans couldn't agree long 
enough to organize granola." 

Some Goddess followers hold that 
the deity, if there is one, must be both male and female, 
both Father and Mother. Others believe "divinity" is only 
to be found within the self. Most see neo-paganism as 
a way to flout traditional Christian or Jewish faith, to 
defy its moral strictures or mock its perceived hypocrisy. 
More than a few non-believers use Goddess spirituality 
as guerrilla theater, to make political points or to advance 
an agenda. Like the publishers and manufacturers who 
profit financially from the neo-pagan movement, political 
ideologues are apt to be active recruiters. 

Earth Religion? 
However much they differ, virtually all neo-pagans de- 
scribe their belief system as an "Earth Religion" in harmo- 
ny with the universe; they reject the old belief that nature 
exists for man's use. The most conspicuous plank in their 
platform is "eco-feminism," a form of intense environ- 
mentalism deeply influenced by two men. One is British 
scientist James Lovelock, whose 1979 book, Gaia: A New 
Look at Life on Earth (Oxford University Press), proposed 
the mythological goddess "Gaia" as a metaphor for a liv- 

ing earth system in which all terrestrial beings are inter- 
connected. The other senior guru is 89-year-old Thomas 
Berry, a Passionist priest who mutated into a "geologian" 
during a 12-year stint (1975 to 1987) as president of the 
American Teilhard Association. He condemns civilization's 
central institutions, including the Church, as patriarchal, 
environmentally exploitative agencies. Sounding less like 
Teilhard than like discredited doomsayer Paul Erlich (The 
Population Bomb, 1968), Berry warns that mankind must 
limit population if the universe is to survive. 

Berry wants us to learn to look upon the natural world 
as if it were a sentient being. Enthusiastic and compliant 
neo-pagans stretch the Gaia metaphor to claim that the 
Earth is not only living but also a conscious, personified 
life force. They become pantheists, worshipping material 
creation as "Gaia" (or Gaea), the Goddess herself. 

A more Teilhardian neo-pagan principle holds that all 
creatures, human, animal, vegetable, and mineral, are 
equal in value and dignity. Seen from that perspective, 

mankind's original sin is "anthro- 
pocentrism." But Wiccans deny the 
doctrine of original sin, along with 
other Christian dogmas. 

The Origins of Goddess Spirituality 
Neo-pagan celebrities like Starhawk
and Matthew Fox have taught and 
defended spurious historical claims as 
literally true, maintaining that peace- 
ful, Goddess-worshipping matriarchies 
were conquered by warlike prehistoric 

patriarchs, who ruined their flourishing culture. Most also 
insist that nine million innocent women were burned as 
witches during medieval "Burning Times." Some neo-pa- 
gans now concede that such tales are fictions but defend 
both the false "history" and Wiccan doctrines as having 
"symbolic" value. 

But today's Goddess spirituality is of quite recent vin- 
tage. Its virtual grandfather was Aleister Crowley, an Eng- 
lish satanist from the turn of the last century, though he is 
rarely mentioned these days, as his perversions horrified 
even the permissive occultists in the Hermetic Order of 
the Golden Dawn. After they expelled him, Crowley tried 
Freemasonry, then set up his own "Abbey of Thelema" to 
practice "sex magic." When he died in 1947, he left behind 
a trail of women degraded and terrified into madness. 

The major figure in Wicca's invention was Crowley's 
younger friend, Gerald Gardner, a twentieth-century 
English civil servant with occult tastes and a desire to 
impress the world. In the 1950s, Gardner joined a Rosicru- 
cian "Fellowship of Crotona" where, he later claimed, he 
met members of a "hereditary witch cult" who taught him 
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their ancient rites. In fact, he designed them himself, from 
rituals borrowed from Crowley, Freemasonry, Rosicrucian- 
ism, Theosophy, and the Order of the Golden Dawn. In 
other words, "ancient" Goddess Wicca is a product of the 
1950s,compiled and adapted by eclectic borrower Gerald 
Gardner.

2 
  Newer adherents have been adapting it to their 

own tastes and purposes ever since. 
Onlookers alarmed by witchcraft's long association 

with Satanism are always assured 
there is nothing to fear. Goddess 
worshippers  don't even believe in           
Satan, they are told, but live by two         
Wiccan laws. One is the caution-           Contemporary Goddess religion
ary "Law of Threefold Return":                    is an unstable compound of
whatever you give, for good or                neo-pagan practices drawn from
ill, comes back to you threefold.                 dubious sources: it combines
The other is the quaintly archaic              appropriations from established
"Wiccan Rede," which states, "An                      religions with Masonic rituals,
ye harm no one, do what thou wilt                  primitive drumming and
Those familiar with Aleister Crow-          bonfire dancing, elements from
ley hear it as a sanitized version              Theosophy, Santeria, occultism         
of his motto, "Do what thou wilt             and voodoo, ancient mythology 
shall be the whole of the Law," and            literary fantasy, even comic
continue to assume the Goddess has                           inventions.
cloven hoofs. 

Who are her apostles? 
Goddess Wiccans do not proselytize, according to au- 
thorities on neo-paganism. Ye t someone is spreading the 
word and attracting new devotees. Wicca is said to be the 
nation's fastest-growing religion, thanks chiefly to teenage 
girls. Who are its apostles, and how have they achieved 
this increase? 

Feeding the growth curve for some 15 years has been 
writer "Silver Ravenwolf," who has 32 Wiccan books 
listed on Amazon; one cynical reviewer refers to her as 
"$ilver." From her first major success, To Ride A Silver 
Broomstick (1 990) through her mid-decade super-seller, 
Teen Witch: Wicca for a New Generation, to her latest, 
Solitary Witch: The Ultimate Book of Shadows for the 
New Generation (April 2003), all offer explicit, practical 
lessons on spell casting. (To judge by the eager but untidy 
reviews her adolescent fans send to Amazon, they might 
be better advised to study traditional spelling.) 

However large Ravenwolf's royalties may be, the 
Pagan boom has first of all been a bonanza for Llewellyn 
Publishing, a longtime supplier of occult materials. Fans 
defend Ravenwolf's star status against that of the late Scott 
Cunningham, another popular Llewellyn author. His 1990
bestseller, Wicca: A Guide for the Solitary Practitioner, is 
still in print, still holding an extraordinary 987th place in 
Amazon's sales standings as of this writing. 

The immense popularity of the Harry Potter books and 
films helped detoxify witchcraft in the eyes of the public, 
as did two teen-targeted television series: Buffy the Vam- 
pire Slayer recently concluded seven smash seasons, and 
Sabrina the Teenage Witch is currently enjoying its seventh 
season. Sabrina has spawned a torrent of paperback 
spinoffs. Scholastic Books, with access to schools every- 
where, offers and praises novels about "the Craft." Glam- 

orized "pagan magick" is available 
in children's board games and video 
games. Seeking both companion- 
ship and direction in their esoteric 
search, enticed by websites shim- 
mering with crescent moons and 
enchanted forests, hoping for poetic 
ritual, imaginative costuming and 
magickal power, teenagers of both 
sexes throng into the Covenant 
of the Goddess, a federation of 
autonomous covens and individual 
witches, incorporated in California 
in 1975. 

It isn't only adolescent girls who 
embrace neo-paganism; adults of 
both sexes do so as well. A CoG
poll done in 2000 estimated the 
total number of "Witches and Pa- 

gans" in the U.S. at approximately 768,400. (Only l l per- 
cent were 17 years and younger; 65 percent fell between 
18 and 39; 23 percent between 40 and 59. Only 1 percent 
were 60 or older.) California has the most, followed by 
Texas, Florida, and New York, in that order. So perhaps it 
is unsurprising that cars bearing Wiccan bumper stickers 
- BLESSED BE, or MERRY MEET, or HONK IF YOU 
LOVE ISIS- park beside mine in the supermarket lot. 
At Barnes and Noble and Borders bookstores, neo-pagan 
titles fill yards of shelf space. In recent days, I stumbled 
on more local instances of open Paganism, tesserae in the 
Goddess image now under construction. 

While shopping, I overheard a young retail clerk chirp- 
ing audibly to co-workers about the delights of her 
Wiccan religion. 

One friend, a convert to Catholicism, said she avoids 
her pre-conversion coterie because they are caustically 
critical of the Church, and still deeply involved in the 
occult, often casting spells in an effort to win her back. 

The son of a devoutly Catholic local couple married a 
girl from a devoutly Wiccan family; the bride's mother, 
a Wicca priestess, officiated at the "hand-fasting." 
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