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Making Choices, Taking Chances: 

Drug and Alcohol Use in Ritual


The issue of drug and alcohol use and abuse in the Pagan Community has not been addressed often and is probably controversial. Despite all the current media coverage of these subjects, I've only seen them addressed once by Pagans - at a COG Festival workshop, Abby Willowroot's "The Government Wants to Keep You Stoned" (1984 COG Grand Council).

People choose to use or avoid many substances for a variety of reasons, including allergy or other medical indication, conviction or personal preference. Some of those most commonly avoided are certain medications, other drugs, preservatives, tobacco, alcohol, salt or sugar. I will focus here on alcohol and drugs; please note that I am not making moral judgments on their use.


Surprisingly, at many Pagan functions it seems people forget that others may have made usage choices. Even people who are adamant in enforcing tobacco anti-smoking household rules may fail to understand someone else's desire to avoid exposure to marijuana smoke. I have been present at rituals where everyone else got stoned into near-catatonia, and the air was thick with smoke. I now try to discretely inquire if there will be drug use involved in a ritual before I go. If I don't get a negative response ("I don't know" doesn't hack it), I stay home..

It may be fairly straightforward to avoid drug use at gatherings, but alcohol use is woven deeply into Pagan ritual and custom, as well as being inescapable in modern society. Ritual drug use is uncommon - alcohol is commonplace. Other than the choice not to drink, some people cannot use alcohol for various reasons. These involve medical reasons - including alcoholism.


What about alcoholism? I'm not a specialist, but I'll give a try at a description. Alcoholism is a progressive, fatal disease that causes specific biochemical and neurological changes and damage. There is a genetic link in the susceptibility pattern. The alcoholic's body does not process alcohol in the same way as a non-alcoholic's does. Toxins are produced in the alcoholic's system that are not in the "normal" drinker's. This is coupled with a gripping physical addiction. People who are alcoholic usually have these biochemical changes and the addiction long before they show obvious signs of the disease, even to themselves. Alcoholism is not caused by over-drinking, nor is it due to emotional or psychological problems. It is usually the cause of such problems, as the disease follows its inevitable, ultimately fatal progression. Conservative statistics show that one person in ten is alcoholic. Anyone who would like the straight facts about this disease from a medical point of view should read Under the Influence by James R. Milam, PhD. and Katherine Ketcham (Bantam Books, 1983, $3.95). It's written in a layman's terminology and is compelling reading.


Many alcoholics are fortunate to have been diagnosed, and have received treatment. The fact is that once one's body has begun the biochemical changes that occur with alcoholism, one can never again use even small amounts of alcohol (or certain other drugs) without re-triggering or maintaining the chemical addiction response and the disease progression. It's a matter of life and death.


Why is this important to Pagans? Two reasons immediately come to mind. First, as a priesthood one of our responsibilities is counseling and referral. Alcoholism and substance abuse cause serious internal and inter-personal disruptions, and unless we can recognize it we cannot guide those in need to appropriate treatment. Second, because there are so very many Pagan rituals, feasts, gatherings and festivals where food and drink is offered that contain alcohol. I'm not recommending that we all become tee-totalers, but there are many occasions where alternatives have not been offered, and could have been, especially in ritual settings. I've seen brandy-soaked cakes and whiskey used as cakes and wine, for example. Sometimes it's hard to tell if an item contains alcohol (what if you've got a stuffed nose?). If the alcohol content is discovered, one can easily be faced with a choice of bowing out of a ritual, often after it has begun. It can be embarrassing or rude, declining the Cup or sniffing the Cakes before taking one, as well as leaving one with a feeling of spiritual incompletion at not being able to partake fully in a ritual of one's religion. I've tried "anointing" with wine rather than drinking, but it's just not the same.


Non-drinking alcoholics usually do not introduce themselves to all they meet with, "Hi, I'm Bob/Jane, I'm an alcoholic and I'd like you to point out anything that has alcohol in it so I can avoid it." Some Pagans who would like to attend open rituals or festivals avoid them for this reason. On the other hand, not everyone who chooses to avoid alcohol is alcoholic. It remains a personal choice.


I would like to see Pagans routinely offer a choice to people attending rituals - a choice to avoid alcohol, drugs or sugar, and still partake fully in worship. How about a non-alcoholic drink being offered with the Wine? How about a biscuit or cracker being offered with the Cakes? How about mentioning if drugs will be a part of your ritual when you invite someone? Or perhaps a tradition could evolve to label "substance-free" gatherings as such; how about it?

--

Reprinted from http://www.totse.com/en/religion/pagans_and_wiccans/sexdrugs.html
How I "Heal"

by Matrika of PAN - the Psychic Awareness Network

You asked what forms of healing people do and included things that might not be considered healing in the usual sense.  Well, one of my special interests is Pagans in Recovery.  This is a group of Pagans who are in 12-step recovery programs - Alcoholics Anonymous and other self-help groups that are based on A.A. such as Gamblers Anonymous, Al-Anon, Narcotics Anonymous, Overeater's Anonymous, Adult Children of Alcoholics, Emotions Anonymous etc. etc. etc.   If you can think of an obstacle in your life or somebody else's, chances are that someone somewhere has started a 12-step program to deal with it.

The problem is that many Pagans, Feminist Priestesses, Shamans, Druids, and any other type of Magickal folk you can think of, often don't feel comfortable in AA and these related groups.  WHY?  The meetings CLOSE with the Lord's prayer or the "our father" and have many Christian overtones taken from the general culture, although they are technically supposed to be non-sectarian in their spiritual approach.  Many Pagans in these groups find that they have trouble applying the steps of recovery in the context of what they believe to find recovery for their specific problems.  This is particularly difficult in cases of Alcoholism and Drug addiction - and these problems DO exist to a great degree in the Pagan/Magickal communities - in which A.A. and Narcotics Anonymous are often the most successful treatment approaches available to the average person and that feeling excluded from them can mean death, insanity or jail to the person who does not find the help they need.

While living in New England I wrote a series of articles on how to apply the steps of recovery in a Pagan/Magickal context in HARVEST - a popular newsletter for the Craft in that region, which is now becoming nationwide. The last of these was printed in Yule of 1989, just before I left to move here. At the same time I discovered PAGANS IN RECOVERY had been formed on a national basis in Ohio and had a list of a large number of people, as well as nationwide contacts for networking.  (Pagans in Recovery is published for $8.00 a year  - address Pagans in Recovery Newsletter c/o Bekki 6500 S.R. 356, New Marshfield OHIO 45766)

An interesting note is that we both started doing this work separately and originally I also had a network called PANTHEISTS IN RECOVERY.  Neither of us had known of the others existence at the time of starting the work and taking these names.  Pantheists in Recovery has since merged with the national network, as I saw no need to duplicate their excellent efforts. Another interesting note is that, in my case, doing this was inspired by J.A.C.S. - an organization for Jewish Alcoholics, Chemically dependent people and their Significant others.  It had been founded for the same purpose by some Jewish folks in A.A. in New York City and has now spread across the country, to Canada, and to Israel with several thousand names on their mailing lists.  These people also felt the need for support to integrate their recovery program with their religion because they were non-Christians.

A very special part of this extended "healing" work for me is that I have the support of my partner Koren, the sysop of PAN, who is my partner both in the Craft and in our lives together.  Although he is not himself in any of these recovery programs, he has been very helpful and supportive of my work in reaching out to other Pagans who are also in these groups.
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From http://www.creativeanime.com/~iria/wicca/B_O_S/General/Magick/howiheal.txt

