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Is ritual – especially religious or spiritual ritual – something that is ordinary and everyday, or something 
that is set-apart and special?  Or is it both?   

When ritual is ordinary/everyday, what spiritual needs does it meet?  When it is set-apart/special, what 
spiritual needs does it meet?  What needs do we meet when we bring the ordinary/everyday and the set-apart 
together in a both/and space?   

  The place to start might be the question, What spiritual purpose does ritual serve? In an earlier paper, I 
identified ritual as an avenue for: magic (transformation and change); conservation and stability; expression; 
inquiry; and encountering Mystery.  The next questions might be, How do ordinary/everyday ritual and set-
apart/special ritual effect each of these?   

Magic 
If we borrow from Dion Fortune and Starhawk and define magic as “creating change in accordance with 

will,” or, “a change in consciousness in accordance with will,” how do these kinds of ritual help effect magic, 
help effect transformation and change?   

Set-apart/special ritual is, perhaps, the form of ritual and magic that many Pagans are most familiar 
with.  Ritual is something we do regularly – usually in accordance with the seasons – and there is usually some 
form of magic, of transformation and change, we seek to effect.  In most Witchen and Wiccan traditions, we 
gather eight times a year, roughly every six weeks, to celebrate the Sabbats on the Wheel of the Year.  This 
kind of ritual is easiest to see as set-apart/special: it is not part of our everyday lives the other 357 days of the 
year, although it becomes regular, part of the cycle of the seasons of our lives, when practiced year after year.  

In many traditions, there is an association between what is happening locally in nature and the spiritual 
work we do in our lives, and ritual participants seek to take a particular transformation or change back into their 
ordinary lives.  One of the most useful ways to do this is combining the abstract and the concrete: a 
visualization with something tangible, solid.  This use of the concrete is also a way in which ritual as an avenue 
for magic becomes both/and: both set-apart/special and ordinary/everyday.  For example:  

• At Yule, we may reflect on the rebirth of the light in the darkness, on the sacredness of both darkness and 
light; we may wish for a feeling comfort and hope in the dark times of our lives and the dark time of the 
year.  If, in ritual, we walk (or crawl, or dance) a spiral into the darkness, find tangible expressions of 
comfort, peace, inner growth, and light there – such as a honey mint, a comfort shawl, a piece of rock, a 
seed, a candle – and take those tangible objects back with us when we spiral back out into the light, we 
have solid objects to eat and to touch, to experience with our senses in the everyday, to help us experience 
that transformation in an embodied way – to help us effect that change in our ordinary/everyday lives.   

• At Brigid, we may reflect on the ways we feel powerless in the face of seemingly-endless winter and 
extended cold and dark, and on the seeming insufficiency of the days becoming longer in the face of 
February; we may long for spring, movement, a feeling of our own power and agency, or simply for light 
and warmth.  In ritual, if we are able to give voice to the times in our lives when we feel or have felt truly 
powerless; have those witnessed; transform them through noise, fire, or water; name the times in our lives 
when we feel or have felt powerful; and light a candle for each moment of power and agency – soon a 
previously-dark ritual space is not only bright, but also warmer in temperature, with the blazing light of 
many acts, small and large, of power and agency.  There is a concrete change in the environment which 
ritual participants can take forward with them to their ordinary, everyday lives and look back on.  Each 
occasion of the lighting of a candle during the following year can re-present that moment and become a 
celebration of agency in everyday life; each small act of power can be connected visually to a room bright 
and warm with light.   

 

Ritual as set-apart and special gives us the opportunity to carve out space and time to do a particular 
piece of spiritual and magical work.  Ritual as ordinary and everyday gives us the opportunity to integrate a 
particular piece of spiritual and magical work into the rest of the fabric of our lives.   
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There are also ways in which ritual that originates in our ordinary and everyday lives can help us effect 
magic.  Perhaps I wish to become more aware of my connection with nature, my food, and the cycle of life.  If I 
make a practice – an ordinary, everyday ritual – of taking a moment before each meal to close my eyes, 
breathe deeply, and think about what I’m about to eat and where it came from, then I am changing my 
awareness of that connection without having to create a separate, set-apart, special ritual in which to do so.   

These are just a few examples of how both set-apart/special ritual and ordinary/everyday ritual can effect, 
can be avenues for, magic/transformation and change.   

 
Conservation and stability 

Both set-apart/special ritual and everyday/ordinary can be useful for conserving and stablilizing a 
religious or spiritual tradition, as well as institutions within that tradition.   

Take, for example, marriage within unprogrammed Quakerism (the Religious Society of Friends).  
Marriages which are requested under the care of a particular Meeting – ie, to be held under the care of 
Friends, rather than simply in the manner of Friends – go through a process that is very similar across Monthly 
and Yearly Meetings throughout the United States.  (Practices vary, although not significantly, in Britain and 
Canada; they can vary significantly in Africa, where most Quakers are of a programmed, pastoral tradition.)   

First is the clearness process: the couple writes a letter to the Monthly Meeting requesting marriage 
under the Meeting’s care; a clearness committee is appointed, which meets, counsels, and worships with the 
couple, to discern corporately both the couple’s clearness to marry and the Meeting’s clearness to take the 
marriage under its care.  The marriage clearness process, something that is special and set-apart, functions to 
conserve the stability of unprogrammed Quaker tradition, the community of the Meeting involved, and the 
institution of marriage (particularly Quaker marriage).   

Quaker weddings themselves can be sterling examples of special, set-apart ritual as avenues for 
stability and conservation.  In keeping with Friends’ Testimonies of Simplicity and Equality, most Quaker 
weddings are, compared to non-Quaker weddings, quite simple: there is no processional; any music is 
restrained; there are not usually bridesmaids, groomsmen, or formal wear, although these occasionally make 
their appearance, particularly in light of family considerations.  Critically, no minister marries the couple: they 
marry themselves.  This is in keeping with the Quaker Testimony of Equality, the belief that there is that of God 
in everyone, and that everyone can have a direct experience of God, meaning there is no need for an 
intermediary.   

While it is not required that couples use traditional Quaker wedding vows, it is very common for them to 
do so.1  When couples make this choice, there is a pronounced effect for other couples attending the wedding 

                                                
1 North Pacfic Yearly Meeting’s Faith and Practice outlines these vows:  
 

“In the presence of God, and before these our Friends, I take thee, [name], to be my [wife/husband/partner], 
promising, with Divine assistance, to be unto thee a loving and faithful [wife/husband/partner], as long as we both 
shall live. 
 “or, 
“In the presence of God, and before these our Friends, I commit myself to thee, [name], promising, with Divine 
assistance, to be unto thee loving and faithful, for as long as we both shall live.”  
 

(North Pacific Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends, Faith and Practice (Corvallis, OR: North Pacific Yearly 
Meeting, 1993), p. 96.  [For blog: http://www.npym.org/2007/FnP/fnp_idx.htm]) 
 
Philadelphia Yearly Meeting’s Faith and Practice outlines the same vows, with a very slight variation in the first clause:  
  

“In the presence of God and these our friends, I, [name], take thee, [name]…” 
 
(Philadelphia Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends, Faith and Practice (Philadelphia, PA: Philadelphia Yearly 
Meeting, 1997), p. 53. [For blog: http://www.pym.org/publish/fnp/index.php]) 
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who have also used traditional Quaker wedding vows.  This can serve to link the couple to those couples who 
have been married in the Meeting in the past, as well as to future couples who will one day be married in the 
Meeting.  The repeated use of this wording, over time, particularly since it is not the wording used in most 
American weddings, is a strong force for stability and conservation within the Religious Society of Friends, 
within individual Monthly Meetings, and for each couple.    

When my wife and I married, we were married under the joint care of our Monthly Meeting and my 
Coven.  This was a big stretch for our Monthly Meeting.  We deliberately used traditional Quaker wedding 
vows, modified slightly, both as an expression of how important Quakerism is to each of us, to our relationship, 
and to our marriage, but also as a way for Friends who were unfamiliar with Paganism to understand how 
seriously we took the “under the care of the Meeting” part and to help them feel connected to the Pagan parts 
of our wedding.   

Feeling that linkage with those who have gone before, and those who will come after, was somewhat 
unexpected – but quite welcome.  I personally can see how that linkage has helped stabilize our connections to 
our Quaker community, and stabilize our marriage, as well.2 

The special/set-apart nature of Quaker weddings moves into the ordinary/everyday in several ways.  
Part of the wedding is the reading and signing of the wedding certificate, which everyone present at the 
wedding is then asked to sign.  The wedding certificate is traditionally displayed in the couple’s home, where it 
can be seen every day.  It becomes part of a couple’s everyday life.  Marriage certificates, as part of the fabric 
of ordinary life, also become a resource during times of trouble and stress: they are a concrete object which 
one or both members of the couple can look at and re-read.  There have been several occasions when Sue 
and I have stood before our certificate, and: pointed at a particular person’s name, and reminded ourselves 
that So-and-so has faith in us; or re-read our promises and realized, yes, those are still true, every day; or… 
You get the picture. 

One classic example of ordinary/everyday ritual’s power for conservation and stability is grace before 
meals.  For Pagans, this can be taking a moment to be mindful of and honor the Goddess as the Earth, Air, 
Fire, Water, and Spirit which are necessary to our own lives and for the food to grow so we can eat it, or the 
sacrifice of the Horned God as animal or Grain God in fruits, vegetables, and grains, so that we may eat this 
food.  For Friends, this can be a few moments of silent worship before a meal.  Both of these preserve 
essential values and practices of those religious and spiritual traditions, in an ordinary and everyday way.   

Another classic example, which I will touch on only lightly here, are daily blessings in religiously 
observant Judaism.  These permeate and saturate everyday life, particularly for Orthodox Jews, and include 
blessings or prayers said when waking; dressing; preparing to eat; eating different kinds of foods; washing 
one’s self; lighting candles; preparing food; going to sleep; and more.  Traditional Jewish blessings have the 
same essential form, with some variations for the occasion, and have retained these forms and words, with 
little change, for generations. Daily blessings are a powerful force in the conservation of Judaism.   

An interesting development in the 20th century is the work of feminist scholars such as Marcia Falk.  
Falk has re-developed traditional blessings using non-gendered language.  Falk’s work can be seen as an 
example of changing Judaism, but also of conserving and stabilizing Judaism.  Her blessings change not only 
the male, gendered wording of traditional Hebrew blessings, but also the underlying structure of the blessings 
– from “Blessed are You, Lord our G-d, King of the Universe…” to the active/agentive “Let us bless…” and “I 

                                                
2  “In the presence of God and these our friends, I, Sue, take thee, Staśa, to be my beloved wife and 

partner, promising, with Divine assistance, to be unto thee a loving and faithful partner and wife as long as we 
both shall live.”  
 “In the presence of the Goddess and these our friends, I, Staśa, take thee, Sue, to be my beloved wife 
and partner, promising, with Divine assistance, to be unto thee a loving and faithful partner and wife as long as we 
both shall live.”  
  “Staśa, thou art Goddess.” 
  “Sue, thou art Goddess.”   
(Staśa Morgan-Appel and Susan J. Sierra, Marriage Certificate (Philadelphia, PA: Central Philadelphia Monthly 
Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends, and Roses, Too! Coven, 2004).)   
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call to mind…”3  Yet, these changes have allowed many people, particularly feminist women and men, to 
remain actively engaged in religious Jewish life, and therefore have acted as a conservative and stabilizing 
force in modern Judaism.   

 
Expression 

Both set-apart/special ritual and ordinary/everyday ritual, as well as the places they meet, can be 
places of expression: expression of our beliefs and values; expressions of our creativity; expressions of how 
we feel – grief, joy, celebration, sorrow; outward expressions of inward transformations and other changes.   

In most Quaker Meetings in the US, Meeting for Worship with Attention to Business takes place 
monthly: it is set-apart/special.  In addition to an avenue of discernment – how are we led with respect to the 
business in front of us? – it is also an avenue of expression of Quaker values and beliefs: it is an opportunity 
for Friends to express our values as Friends – simplicity, peace, equality, integrity, community, earthcare, 
stewardship.   

The practice of Quaker process in Monthly Meeting for Worship with Attention to Business gives rise to 
the use of Quaker process in a Meeting’s committee meetings – which after a while, feel completely 
ordinary/everyday, and not set-apart/special at all – and in other decision-making processes in life outside the 
Meeting – in our families, friendships, and workplaces.  Thus, the set-apart ritual of Meeting for Business leads 
to the everyday practice of Quaker process.   

Rituals at Beltane, with the Sabbat’s emphasis on fertility, sensuality, and sacred sexuality, can be an 
opportunity for us as Pagans to express our understanding of sexuality, our bodies, and our senses as sacred: 
a time to put those values into words, to enact them in set-apart/special rituals, and to express them literally 
and physically, to embody them.   

Samhain gives us the opportunity to express our grief and sadness over deaths and the year’s losses, 
and our joy in the year’s new babies and new beginnings, in a special/set-apart way.  It can be concrete when 
we create altars to our dead, cook their favorite foods, burn mementos to them, make birthday cakes for the 
babies.  Each year, I take comfort from making and eating foods cherished by my genetic and cultural 
ancestors; from writing down and burning the names of my dead so that the Fire and Air return them to the 
Goddess; from remembering those who have died that year and burning, for example, the programs from their 
memorials or funerals, to help release my grief; from telling stories of my dead and my losses.  I take joy in 
telling stories of the new beginnings; from naming babies born and lighting birthday candles for them.   

The Jewish practice of tearing one’s garments, or wearing part of a torn garment, to mark a death, 
originated as both set-apart/special and ordinary/everyday ritual: while under strict law it is to be first performed 
upon the occasion of or upon learning of the death – a special moment removing one from everyday life – 
keriah then becomes a constant aspect of one’s everyday life (along with many other Jewish bereavement 
customs, particularly during shiva).  Whether we tear our actual garments, wear a torn token, or use a 
combination, keriah becomes an ordinary/everyday expression of our grief and loss. 

Both set-apart/special rituals, such as weddings, and ordinary/everyday ones, such as ongoing wearing 
of torn garments, are also outward expressions of transformation and change that has already occurred.  In 
much of unprogrammed Quakerism, as well as many traditions within feminist Witchcraft, holding a wedding is 
“an outward sign of inward grace,” an outward symbol of a change – in this case, a marriage – which has 
already occurred, rather than the effector of that change.  Wearing rended garments or rended tokens is an 
outward sign of a loss felt deeply; it is not the loss itself.4   

 
Inquiry 
                                                
3 Marcia Falk, The Book of Blessings: New Jewish Prayers for Daily Life, the Sabbath, and the New Moon Festival (New 
York: HarperCollins, 1996). 
4 Should one choose to rend a valued garment, as some hold is proper, then the rending would be both an expression of 
bereavement and the effector of the loss of the wholeness of the valued garment.   
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Ritual can help us ask questions of ourselves, our communities, the world, the Divine of our 
understanding.   

Two experiences of Quaker discernment which I have already mentioned are clearness committees 
and Meeting for Worship with Attention to Business.  These both originate as set-apart/special rituals for asking 
and answering the question, in community, “How are we led?”  Both are rooted in the Quaker practice or ritual 
of “expectant waiting.”  While for some Friends, expectant waiting takes place once a week during Meeting for 
Worship, for many, expectant waiting becomes an active part of our ordinary lives.  In this way, Friends’ 
discernment can then also become an ordinary/everyday ritual – or, if not everyday, unconfined to special 
occasions, Meetings for Business, or committee meetings: always available.  This kind of discernment is one 
where we ask questions of ourselves (how am I led?), our communities (how are we led?), and the Divine (how 
am I/are we led?).  It is also one where we can increase our understanding of the world.  In particular, when we 
discover we don’t have enough factual information to listen accurately to how we are led, we are prompted to 
go out and learn more.   

There are many forms of Pagan and even Witchen or Wiccan ritual that are forms of inquiry, 
discernment, or divination.  Some of these are set-apart/separate, some of these are ordinary/everyday, some 
of these are both/and.  Vision quests, scrying, tarot, runes, and chewy conversation are some examples; there 
are many more.   

Another example of ritual of inquiry is dance.  While Scottish Country Dance is not specifically religious 
or spiritual ritual, it is for me a celebration of my body and brain as the immanent Goddess, and an avenue of 
inquiry and discernment – a way to be fully and immediately present in my body, and a way to come to know 
my body and my brain better, answering both immediate questions and freeing up answers to others.  Can I 
physically learn to do a particular step or figure well?  Is my body physically capable of it?  What parts are easy 
for my body?  What parts are difficult?  Can I get all those parts into muscle memory?  Can my brain remember 
the tricky bits of some of the really wacky newly-devised figures?  Can I remember the sequence of figures for 
a particular dance well enough to free my body’s muscle memory to perform the dance?  Can I remember it 
well enough to help the weaker dancers in my set?  Do I have enough stamina, physically and mentally, to 
reach that place where the music, the physical exertion, the mental concentration, and the artistry meet in pure 
joy?  What other things come to me later, in the dim quiet after a social dance or a good class, that tell me 
truths about myself, my life, and my spirituality?   

 
Encountering Mystery 

There are ways in which ritual is simply an avenue for an encounter with Mystery: where ritual meets 
none of the needs listed above; where ritual can range from communion with the Divine to something we do 
not understand, but know is important.  This encounter can be deliberate and planned, or surprising and 
unexpected.  It can come in set-apart/separate ritual, in ordinary/everyday ritual, and perhaps most especially 
in the both/and space where they meet.   

 

 

[author’s note, 6/09:  If I were writing this paper now, I would include more about the magic of communion with 
the Divine and about the magic of being in spiritual community.] 


