Whosoever wishes to know about the world must learn about it in its particular details. Knowledge is not intelligence. In searching for the truth, be ready for the unexpected.
     Change alone is unchanging. The same road goes both up and down.
The beginning of a circle is also its end. Not I, but the world says it: all is one. And yet everything comes in season.

— Heraklietos of Ephesos

One convenient thing about Paganism is that you don’t need a book to learn it. All you need is the world around you; live in it, and it will teach you how it works. The secrets of our faith are not written in pages but in plants and animals, oceans and mountains and stars. We see those hidden truths in the dance of gravity, hear them in heartbeats and thunder, taste them in the hydrologic cycle, and experience them in the subtle exchange of energies that we call magic. And the first thing we discover is that everything changes — it’s all part of a vast cycle consisting of many smaller cycles interacting to pass matter and energy from one to another.

As Pagans, we identify and venerate the meaningful patterns around us. Some are patterns of matter — trees, bears, stones — while others are patterns of energy like seasons and lightning. Some phenomena partake of both, such as the ocean with its tides and the stars with their course across the heavens. We see circles, spirals, cycles of all kinds and in all places. We find change.

Transformation catches the eye. It holds our attention like nothing else. We can ignore a wealth of information, such as the inventory of a room, until something changes — even a tiny thing — like a pen rolling off a table. In the natural world, things are always changing: clouds glide through the sky, leaves rustle, animals move. The tide rises and falls; the seasons turn. Plants bloom and fruit and die. Our instincts cue us that change is something we need to respond to, so it sticks in our minds.

All people live with change. Pagans particularly recognize transformation as a powerful force. So we associate that power with divinity, in sayings like “Everything She touches, changes.” We tell myths about gods and goddesses who go through incredible challenges, sometimes triumphing and other times not. Inanna dies and is resurrected. Loki shapeshifts. Persephone descends to become the Queen of Hades during winter, yet returns to visit Demeter during summer. Chango learns to forge iron. 

Pagans mark the changing phases of our lives with rituals. We hold rituals for birth, for puberty, for croning, for death. The ceremony of investiture changes an ordinary person into clergy; the ceremony of marriage makes two single people into a couple. For all of these things we have legends that tell us how they can go right, and how they could go wrong. We dance through transformation knowing that we dance, choosing if not the tune then at least the way we place our steps, making our own way through the music.

In her science fiction novel, The Parable of the Sower, Octavia Butler explores the theme of transformation in spirituality. Her main character, Lauren Oya Olamina (notice the African goddess in that name), derives an entire religion from this principle. She comes about it like this: “All that you touch, you Change. All that you Change, Changes you. The only lasting truth is Change. God is Change.” (For more information on this interesting novel and its religion, see: www.omidyar.net/group/solseed/ws/earthseed/ ) And then Lauren goes on to suggest that humans can shape reality by shaping God — by changing themselves. 

Sound familiar? It should. That’s how magic works, and you can find discussions of it in the field of magical theory.

Transformation makes a good servant but a poor master. You can let it push you around at random, or you can learn to work with it. In the Earthseed religion described above, the idea is to stop being a victim of God and learn to become a partner of God. In Paganism, we observe that uncontrolled magical talent can cause no end of problems. It’s like a fire raging out of control. But a fire properly cared for can instead warm your home and cook your food. Fire itself is nothing more or less than the transmutation of fuel into light and heat.

We look at our lives as part of a cycle. As we grow, we move through the Moon’s phases, the Wheel of the Year, and the stages of child, adult, parent, elder. When we are not incarnate — after we have died, before we are born — we exist as spirit, outside of time and matter. That too is a cycle, a phase, a process. That too is transformation.

Birth and death are not opposites, but different aspects of the same thing: change. Each marks the end of an old phase and the beginning of a new phase. Even things which do not share the life cycle of animals and plants have their point of origin and dissolution — mountains heave up and wear down, stars kindle and burn out. These are the gates of Becoming and Unbecoming, through which the path of Transformation runs in a perpetual spiral. All that is must pass this way. Nothing remains the same, yet nothing is ever truly lost or destroyed.

Everything changes except change itself. Everything dies except Death. Entropy is not subject to itself. Or is it? When the last life dies, Death dies, for without life there can be no death. If the universe wound down to finality, it would be not anarchy but stagnation, without movement or change – for the far end of chaos touches order, like Orouboros catching its tail in its teeth.


In this issue of PanGaia, we explore the fire of transformation. By studying it, we can learn to use it to our advantage. Archer tackles the most fundamental change of all: death. Her article, “Do Pagans Need an Afterlife?” compares the respective merits of assurance and mystery in facing the transition from life to afterlife.

Change comes to groups as well as individuals. In “Shouldn’t You Be in Church?” Jay Stewart and Holly Burt map out different sizes of organizations and the path one can take as it grows larger over time. Growth is risky business; there are many pitfalls awaiting a group. Happily, this article also suggests some ways to embrace change and reduce the chance of disaster.

Transformation includes variation, the bell curve of ordinary and extraordinary. Passion can spark fires in unexpected places. Chris Penczak explores homoerotic magic, and the frisky gods and goddesses who practice it, in his article, “Queer Deities.”

Loki is the ultimate agent of change, whose antics ultimately help bring about Ragnarok. While waiting for the world to end, Loki also forces the Aesir to confront things they’d rather not, upsets social structures, mocks rules, and polymorphs into a mare. He’s not exactly an upstanding character, but he is a god — an inconvenient issue for people who like to look up to their gods. Galina Krasskova investigates these and related matters in her article, “The Problem of Loki.”

Our relationship with the Divine is a subtle and dynamic thing. We shape reality and spirituality through ritual. Sometimes, though, we find that what we have been doing before is no longer working for us. Paganism is unusually adaptable to reflect our changing awareness.    

“Encountering the Sacred,” by Cynthia Jones and Jennifer Wilson, follows the process of adapting ritual to acknowledge that all space is sacred and doesn’t necessarily need to be consecrated by humans.

To take up a path and pursue a calling is to become something new. That isn’t always a popular choice, but for many people, it’s the only way to go. Join Galina Krasskova on an exploration of “The Warrior’s Braid.”

This issue we have three poems. “Blood Medicine” by Terry Barbieri hints at the mystery and power of mixed heritage. “Passing out of the Mists” by Kiwi Carlisle looks at moving on. “Sonoran Full Moon” by Sheryl Nelms touches on the tidal force of evolution.

Our “Toe to Toe” debate asks, “Should your coven join a national organization?” Belonging to a huge group has advantages and disadvantages; the decision to join is a big change for any coven. Let our debators give you some ideas what might happen before you make your choice.

Change is inevitable, but sometimes it helps to have a hint which way to go. Check out the final installment of our popular “Pagan Bookshelf” series for some divination tools that can give you a peek at what your future holds.

As the seasons turn, seeds become roots and leaves, flowers and fruit. The light waxes; the dark wanes. What changes will this growing season bring for you and yours? What transformations will take you by surprise? What will you choose to become – and what old shells will you shed as you grow out of them? The “what” is less important than the “how.” Turn the page for some ways you can ride the tides of transformation s
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— Elizabeth Barrette is the Managing Editor of PanGaia and assistant editor of SageWoman. She lives in Charleston, Illinois. You can write to her c/o PanGaia or email her at: m_editor@pangaia.com.

