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Introduction


Rituals are a mainstay of our lives; they anchor us to our location, culture, and society. You may think you don’t do rituals and have bought this book because you want to learn how. Well, I can almost guarantee you already perform rituals! Do you always lay out your clothes for the next day before going to bed at night? Or do you spend Sunday mornings in bed scrolling through social media while having tea and croissants? Those are small self-care rituals. Did you get married in front of family and friends, saying vows and holding hands, or have you ever attended a funeral? Those are life rituals, helping us mark important occasions and bringing together a bubble of society—friends, family, and neighbors—to celebrate or commiserate. This book is about these rituals, and much more.


I don’t tell you how you must celebrate, because that is not what witchcraft is about. Instead, for each occasion, from childbirth and Yule/Christmas to smaller daily and monthly events and notable dates, I have described rituals you can perform, as well as suggested decorations, crafts, and other fun things that relate to each one. I hope to inspire you to adapt them as you wish and even create your own rituals.
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Basic elements of a witchy ritual


Just as in mundane life, rituals in witchcraft are structured occasions that are done in a similar way over and over. A witch preparing to do a ritual usually starts by getting their altar or ritual space ready. The details of that will depend on how much space there is and how many people will attend (unless it is a solitary ritual), but there are some common elements. Note that none of these are absolutely needed! You can perform a ritual every night before you go to sleep without any supplies, or during a walk on the beach just because the mood takes you. But if you want to be more elaborate, and you have the time and supplies, here are some typical inclusions:
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• Candles are an easy way to symbolize the Fire element, and there are often many candles used in rituals, such as for the five points of the pentagram, for the God (often gold or yellow, as the God is represented by the sun) and Goddess (often white or silver, as the Goddess is represented by the moon), or specific colored candles for the intent of the ritual—for example, blue for wisdom and healing, pink or pale green during spring time, or red for love.


[image: images]


• To represent the other elements, a traditional altar set up has incense as the Air element, a drink or cup of water for Water, and some salt or local soil for Earth.


• Add an item to represent the ritual intent—for example, a postcard of a Roman statue during a ritual celebrating a Roman festival, a blanket to be blessed during a baby naming, or fruit and nuts during a harvest Sabbat.


• Wear clothing suitable to the occasion. In a solitary ritual or with their coven, witches usually wear robes—either white, to symbolize pure intent, or in a color specific to the occasion, such as black during a funeral rite. But robes are not necessary; you can just wear clothes in a color that matches what you want to happen during the ritual, or jewelry with gemstones that symbolize a magical intent (think rose quartz for a romance ritual, or hematite for Samhain).


• Include Mother Nature in the ritual—if the weather doesn’t allow being outside, bring nature inside by adding some flowers or branches of blossoming trees to your altar or room decorations, or even simply some pretty local stones, seeds, and feathers found on walks.


Common ritualistic elements


This very much depends on how much time there is, and how public the ritual is—these things are sometimes done in private before others arrive, or just left out from the ritual.


• Casting a circle creates a sacred space, set apart from the mundane, stressful world. Specific rituals describe individual ways of doing this, but the general process is to clean the ritual area by sweeping counterclockwise around it, then walk around the area in a clockwise circle, visualizing the world staying outside while the inside of the circle remains peaceful and spiritual. If you have an athame (ritual knife), hold that out and symbolically draw a circle with it.
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• Calling or invoking the four elements—Earth, Air, Fire, and Water—creates balance. Again, there are various ways to do this, but the basic method is this: face north, and ask the element of Earth to come and help in the ritual, then do the same facing east for Air, south for Fire, and west for Water. When you have completely finished your ritual celebration, do the same, but thank each element and its energy for attending and wish them farewell.


• Drawing down the moon invites the Goddess, or a specific goddess, to your ritual. It is often followed by drawing down the sun, which invites the God or a male power to the ritual and asks local spirits and nature energies to attend. Stand with your feet hip-width apart, hands raised to the sky, and look up. If you can see the moon, face that way, otherwise it doesn’t matter. Feel the power of the moon (symbolic of all goddesses) flowing from the sky and through your fingers into your body. If there is a specific goddess or god you are close to, or is common for the ritual you are doing, you can ask them to attend by name. Drawing down the sun is performed in the same way, except you face the sun if it’s daytime.


• Consecrate objects by magically cleansing objects used in the ritual, and then blessing them. These include purely ritualistic elements, such as the athame (ritual knife), and everyday objects, such as any candles used or the rings in a handfasting. First, actually clean the objects if necessary—for example, wash them under the tap or polish any silver. Then pass them through the four elements to cleanse them: a candle flame, a bowl of water (or sprinkle water on the object if it cannot be submerged), a sprinkling of salt (for Earth) and incense smoke (for Air). Most witches keep these four things to represent the elements on their altar at all times. Repeat the process to bless the objects and empower them with the energy of the four elements.
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SPELLS AND RITUALS


These can blend into each other, and a ritual may contain a spell, but there are some core differences:


• Spells and rituals are both powered by intention and magical energy, but spells are targeted for a very specific goal, while rituals are more about general energy-raising and/or are celebratory.


• Rituals tend to be longer than spells.


• Rituals almost always include an incantation or prayer and verbal component, but may or may not have a physical component, and even if they do, it’s often as decoration and to strengthen the ritual, rather than the focus. Spells usually have a physical component—a spell bottle or a lit candle, for example—but not necessarily a verbal component.


• Rituals are often community-based, with a group performing it together or for a person or couple, or there is an “audience,” like in a wedding. Spells are usually done by yourself; even if you are in a coven, everyone does the spell at the same time, alone.


• Spells can be spontaneous and change every time they are performed. Rituals are usually more structured, and often written down and repeated on a regular basis—once a week, month, or year, or for every childbirth, for example.
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• Involve the “audience.” Have people sing together, or different people invoking each of the elements or saying words of farewell during a funeral.


• Have cakes and ale. This phrase refers to eating and drinking together either during or, more commonly, after the actual ritual (traditionally oatcakes and ale, but any food and drink is okay). It’s a great way to cement friendships and family bonds, and also relax in a more casual atmosphere.
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CHAPTER 1


The Sabbats


Wiccan Sabbats are the eight major festivals during the witchy year (like the Christian Christmas, we have Yule; like Halloween, we have Samhain). These are the high holidays everyone makes an effort to celebrate.





Samhain October 31


Samhain is the witchy New Year; the old year ends with the last harvest. The word is a combination of the Gaelic words for “summer” and “end/sunset,” but some also think it comes from the ancient Sanskrit word samana, which means “assembly/happy party,” and to this day, witches have a big party on Samhain. Samhain is the most important of the Wiccan Sabbats, because it is said that the veil between the worlds is thinnest at this time, making it easy to contact spirits, angels, or ancestors. Witches will visit graveyards and tend their family’s graves or those that look untended as a public service, and leave flowers and harvest symbols, such as apples.
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HALLOWEEN


Samhain and Halloween take place on the same day, and stem from the same thing (the veil of the world is thin, hence people dressing up as ghosts and carving pumpkins to ward off evil spirits), but Halloween is a secular party day, while Samhain is a spiritual festival.
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Ritual for contacting departed loved ones


Samhain is a great time for getting in touch with local ghosts and departed loved ones or long-gone ancestors. Light a black candle and place it in the window over (or close to) your front door, inviting friendly spirits, especially those of your ancestors, to visit. You can also place a plate of food in the guest of honor spot on your dining room table and make a ring with photographs of loved ones who have departed this world. Ask them to join you, and maybe give you a sign they are still looking over you, by chanting:


Friendly spirits come to see, this house where happy for a while you’ll be!


Ancestors and loved ones gone, fear there will be none! Please come and for a while stay, until the dawning of the next day.


Divination ritual


Light a candle for each of the four points of the compass—north, south, east, and west—on the outside of your ritual space, or if space is an issue, on your altar. The four directions represent the four elements and bring balance. Ring a bell three times and say:


The night of Samhain has come. I invite the spirits of this place, my ancestors, and all of good will to join me in this ritual to ring out the old year and welcome the new!


Family of old, of blood, and family of spirit and magic, I welcome you to this rite.


Stand a purple candle in the middle of your cauldron. If you don’t have a cauldron, a soup bowl or round vase will do. Pour in some water around the candle, and add a few drops of ink or black food coloring to make the water dark, to symbolize the darkness of winter coming and how occulted the future usually is. Light the candle and close your eyes to pray to your favorite deities or ancestors for guidance on a problem you are facing, or your plans for the coming year. When you feel ready, open your eyes and look into the water, trying to make out shapes from the reflection of the candle flame that will guide you; for example, one clear pool of light may mean you are on the right path, or an arrow shape of reflected candlelight may point in the direction of where you should travel.
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When you have finished, gently blow out the candle with thanks for the spirits’ guidance, and ring the bell three times again, saying:


The night of Samhain is done. I thank the spirits of this place, my ancestors, and all of good will who joined me in this ritual to ring out the old year and welcome the new. Blessed be!


A variation of this divination ritual is to light a candle in a color suitable to your question:


• Brown for business success


• Green for prosperity/fertility of mind and body


• Blue for health


• Yellow for friendship


• Red for love


Pour ice cold water into your cauldron around it. Think about your question and future path while holding the candle with both hands. Then look into the dark water of the cauldron and say:


What was now dark, I will illuminate; what was uncertain, now becomes clear.


Answers I seek, answers I will get. So mote it be!


Then tilt the candle so that some wax drips into the water (candles that drip a lot are best for this ritual for obvious reasons) and interpret the shape the wax makes in the water.
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Samhain food


Samhain is the last of the harvest festivals and is usually celebrated with a big feast of seasonal vegetable dishes, such as pumpkin soup or pumpkin bread (the orange stands for justice, and the hollowed pumpkin is carved into frightening faces to scare away malicious spirits).


Beef is eaten, too: in the old days, most of the cow herd was culled at this time of year as not all animals could be fed through the winter, and so this would be the last time there was chance to eat a big fresh meat meal before it was salted, meaning only dried beef was available for a few months. As the beef is eaten, thank the cow for the nourishment and visualize taking the energy of the animal (strength and stoic nature in the case of beef; or if you eat goat instead, the ability to maneuver difficult areas).
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MAGICAL MAJORAM


Wild marjoram can be found abundantly near the edges of forests around Samhain, especially in the southeast of the UK and in continental Europe. Its Greek name is origanum (and the cultivated garden version is oregano)—the second part of the name, ganos, means joy. Dried marjoram mixed with peppermint and rosemary protects and attracts positive energy: sprinkle the herbs over a treasured object to prevent it from being stolen or absorbing negative energy (especially useful for tarot cards and other magical objects) or put some under your front doormat to protect your home from negative influences and people and allow only joyous energy into the home.
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Pumpkin bread


Pumpkin bread is a great way to use the innards of a pumpkin if you carve one, or you can buy canned. This goes great with apple juice for the “cakes and ale” part of the ritual!


1⅓ cups (300 g) pureed pumpkin, seeds removed


4 eggs


1½ sticks (175 g) butter


1 cup (200 g) white sugar


3 cups (400 g) all-purpose (plain) or strong bread flour


2 teaspoons baking soda (bicarbonate of soda)


1½ teaspoons salt


1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


1 teaspoon ground nutmeg


½ teaspoon ground cloves


½ teaspoon ground ginger


Makes 2 standard loaves, or 3 smaller ones


Preheat the oven to 350°F (180°C/Gas 4).


Grease and flour two 8½ x 4½-inch (22 x 11.5-cm) bread pans (or three smaller ones).


Mix all the ingredients together, adding a little water if the mixture seems too dry.


Pour into the pans and bake for about 50 minutes in the middle of the oven. The loaves are done when a toothpick inserted in the middle comes out clean.


If you used a fresh pumpkin, dry the seeds in the still-warm oven and use a few of them to decorate the pumpkin bread with pentagram shapes!
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Samhain decorations


Samhain is probably the easiest Wiccan festival to decorate for, because so many of the mundane Halloween decorations are witchy in origin. Set up the altar with seasonal fruit and veggies, such as pumpkins, apples, and squash, along with bones or skull decorations to honor death and our belief that death—physical or spiritual—is nothing to be feared, as we believe in rebirth and new opportunities through it.


Decorate your altar with apples in early October, and use them for fortune telling after your Samhain ritual, as Samhain is the witchy New Year and so typically a time to look into the future/next year. Peel an apple in one long spiral, then throw the peel over your left shoulder and interpret the shape the peel makes on the ground. Use a red apple to divine your fortune about love, yellow for friendship, or green to find out your business and financial future.


Samhain crafts


Go for a walk and gather some colorful leaves and nuts. It is said that plants near a crossroads hold special magical power, as the worlds between spirit and the mundane cross there too. Make garlands with the leaves (green for prosperity, red for passion, yellow for friendship), perhaps adding some berries (purple for occult knowledge, blue for wisdom) and nuts (brown for abundance), and hang them over doorways and along furniture. If you use seeds, fruits, and nuts, hang them outside after your ritual for the birds to enjoy!


For outside or a larger indoor room, carve jack-o-lanterns—nowadays these are usually pumpkins, but if you want to be traditional, use turnips. Carve scary faces to deter malicious spirits, and happy faces to attract friendly spirits.
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Yule: Winter Solstice December 21


Yule is celebrated by welcoming the newborn Sun God, born clothed in a snowy coat to the Moon Goddess, at dawn on December 21. Wiccans often have a ritual cleansing bath with jasmine flowers (symbolic of the Moon Goddess). This is a powerful time for rebirth rituals, especially when a quick ending and new beginning is needed, such as to end an abusive relationship, or when moving far away. We exchange presents of food and spiritual enrichment, too, because in the old times, each family was limited in what they’d have to eat for the last few months once harvests were over, and so exchanging foods brought some variety to the dinner table. Evenings in winter are also a good time to learn more about your religion and spirituality, as you cannot go outside for long because of the shorter days.


Candle ritual for change


Light candles in yellow or gold (for the Sun), green (for Earth and a positive future), and blue or silver (for the Moon), as well as in black (for the eclipse and protection) and white (for light and positive energy), arranged in the shape of a pentagram. If you cannot find all the colors, simply use white candles and color them with a marker or tie a ribbon of the correct color at the base.


Meditate on the need for change, and what you are going to do in the mundane world to help it and bring hope and rebirth to your life. Ask your ancestors for help, as well as your patron deity or a lunar goddess, such as Hecate, Rahu, or Isis. It may help to make a list of ideas you come up with.
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