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INTRODUCTION
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THE ANCIENTS LIVED BY A FUNDAMENTAL TRUTH THAT IS often lost in our fast-paced world—that time is circular as much as it is linear. Their calendars were created by the cyclical movement of the Sun and the Moon, rather than the mathematical division of time into hours, weeks, or months. Following the Wheel of the Year by honoring the Sabbats and Esbats—the holidays of the Wiccan calendar—helps us integrate this concept of circular time into our daily lives. The Wheel provides a sense of rhythm to the year, as the equal increments of days and weeks between the Sabbats and Esbats allow us to feel the seasons and lunar cycles turning together in a beautiful dance.


The Sabbats also provide a context for honoring the dynamic relationship between the Goddess and the God. As the seasons turn, the divine pair shifts from mother and child to cocreative consorts and then back again. We honor these shifting roles and aspects throughout the year, with each Sabbat representing a point in the overarching story. This close participation with the cycles of the season is what some Wiccans refer to as “turning the Wheel.”


Likewise, the Esbats keep us attuned to the rhythms of the Moon’s ever-shifting cycles. The Moon is a vital presence in our world, with much to teach us about the eternal rhythms of the Universe, the powers of Nature, and the magical potential that is ours to tap into when we align our intentions with lunar energy. For millennia, the Moon has been associated with many central concerns of human existence: love, passion, fertility, mystery, death and rebirth, and the afterlife, just to name a few. It’s no wonder that this celestial body is the domain of the Goddess!


This guide is intended to help you deepen your experience of the Wheel of the Year and grow in your magical practice. The practical elements are accessible enough for beginners, but those with more magical experience are still likely to find plenty of new information, ideas, and tips to enhance their journey.


In part one, we’ll introduce the concepts inherent to the Wheel of the Year and its origins and development within traditional Wicca. Part two takes a closer look at each of the Sabbats—their significance within the context of the ever-changing seasons, the part they play in the changing relationships between the Goddess and the God, and the spiritual themes they ask us to reflect upon when we celebrate them.


You’ll learn about the historical origins of each holiday and the associated traditions and practices that our European pagan ancestors have handed down over the centuries. You’ll also find magical correspondences for spellwork and celebration of each Sabbat, as well as spells and other magical workings tailored specifically for each point on the Wheel.


Part three is devoted to understanding the power of the Moon, its relationship to the Esbats and the Triple Goddess, and the opportunities it provides for aligning your magic with its phases. We’ll cover the lunar cycle in detail, chart the Moon’s appearance in the sky as it moves through each phase, and identify the best approaches to magic at each stage of the cycle. The spells, recipes, and other hands-on information are all focused on lunar energies and accessible to beginners.


A dynamic, creative, and evolving approach to connecting with divine Nature is at the heart of Wicca and other forms of modern paganism. When you choose to mark the Sabbats and Esbats, you are participating in a timeless tradition of honoring the endless cycles of Nature and the divine workings of the Universe. May these pages support and inspire you, whether you’re new to Wicca or a seasoned practitioner looking for new perspectives.


Blessed Be.
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PART ONE
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THE WHEEL AT A GLANCE
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INVENTING THE WHEEL


IN THE DAYS BEFORE CLOCKS AND CALENDARS, PEOPLE MARKED the passage of time and the turning of the year by following the movements of the Sun and the stars. They didn’t have months measured out in 30 or 31 days but instead followed the Moon as it cycled from New Moon to Full Moon and back to New Moon again.


It was Nature that told people what time it was, and they depended entirely on Nature’s clock for their sustenance. A hard Winter, a weak harvest, or a decline in wild game could mean extreme misfortune and even death. It’s no surprise that our ancestors regularly took time to pay homage to Nature, in the form of deities and spirits of the land, to express gratitude for their blessings and ask for assistance in the coming season.


The rituals and traditions used to mark the turning of the seasons in the ancient world varied widely across the globe and evolved over time. In the Western world, where Wicca finds its roots, there’s a rich diversity of lore from the ancient Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, Celts, and Germanic peoples. These cultures worshipped different gods and goddesses and had different names for their holy days, but the dates on which their observations took place were generally consistent.


For example, in early February, the ancient Egyptians celebrated the Feast of Nut in honor of this mother goddess’s birthday, while the Romans were busy with the purification and fertility rituals of Lupercalia, a holiday commemorating the mythical founders of Rome. The Celts also saw this as a time of purification as they celebrated Imbolc, and the Swedish Norse observed Dísablót, a time to honor the feminine spirits of the family (a tradition that lives on today in the annual fair known as the Disting). Many cultures practiced weather divination on this day. One custom of Germanic tribes has survived all the way into the present in the form of the North American holiday Groundhog Day.


Wicca was born out of a desire to reconnect with the spiritual practices of our ancestors—those who lived and worshipped in the old ways, before the Christianization of Europe (and much of the rest of the world). Inspired by the English occult revival of the late 1800s, Gerald Gardner and others set about reviving what they believed was an ancient pan-European religion, or “witch-cult,” as one anthropologist described it, still surviving in hidden pockets of England and elsewhere.


An important aspect of the newly reconstructed “witchcraft,” as Gardner and his coveners called it, was observing the old pagan holidays, or “Sabbats” as they came to be known. Gardner’s new twentieth-century coven would meet on the days of these ancient festivals and enact special rituals to celebrate them. They also met at each Full Moon. These lunar ritual occasions are called Esbats, though the term can be used to describe any meeting of a coven that isn’t a Sabbat celebration. You’ll find more information about the Esbats on pages 118–119.


Gardner’s coven marked only four Sabbats, celebrated on November 1, February 2, May 1, and August 1. These dates were based on the ancient Celtic calendar, which divided the year into a “dark half,” or Winter (from Nov 1 to April 30) and a “light half,” or Summer (from May 1 to October 31). In this system, which was based on agricultural cycles, the dates of February 2 and August 1 mark the midpoints of each half of the year. These four dates are also recognized as the “cross-quarter” days of the solar year, as they fall roughly halfway between the solstices and equinoxes.


Gardner’s coven would meet on the evening before the Sabbat day, a practice that aligned with the Celtic tradition of the new day beginning at sundown. Hence, these Sabbats as envisioned by Gardner were called November Eve, February Eve, and so on.


Other Pagan groups that emerged during this time, such as the Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids, incorporated additional ancient sacred dates into their practices. For millennia, the Summer and Winter Solstices were of the utmost importance to the Norse and Anglo-Saxon peoples, and many cultures in Mesopotamia and elsewhere observed the Spring and Autumn Equinoxes. Neolithic structures throughout Ireland and the United Kingdom suggest that these astronomical occasions were significant to the predecessors of the Celts as well.


Gardner ultimately celebrated these solar holidays alongside the cross-quarter days, creating what we now know in Wicca as the eight-fold Wheel of the Year. As Wicca evolved and spread, the Sabbat days took on more specific names, usually borrowed from the ancient cultures that celebrated them.
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These names vary across traditions, but the most common ones in use today are a blend of Celtic, Norse, and Anglo-Saxon names: Yule, Imbolc, Ostara, Beltane, Litha, Lammas, Mabon, and Samhain. Aidan Kelly, an influential American figure in Wicca and other modern forms of Paganism, is credited with coming up with this naming system in the late twentieth century.


[image: ] 
Note: If you live in the Southern Hemisphere, please see part two for the dates of each Sabbat in your area.


Since Gardner’s day, we have learned much more about the original theory of the ancient pan-European religion—namely that there wasn’t one. There are many similarities in various ancient practices across wide swaths of Europe because the Celts, Romans, and Germanic tribes conquered large territories and spread their traditions as they did so. But each region still maintained its distinct religious identity, making for a broad diversity of deities, beliefs, and customs. There’s scant evidence that any one ancient civilization in Europe marked all eight of the modern Sabbats. Furthermore, the celebrations on these days would not have been only for the “witches” of the time. Instead, entire communities participated in rituals and festivities.


It is not historically accurate to describe the Wiccan Wheel of the Year as an exact revival of pre-Christian paganism. Nonetheless, it could be argued that as the Wheel evolved over the past several decades via the expansion of Wicca and other modern Pagan belief systems, we now have something that comes closer to a “pan-European witch-cult revival” than what Gardner could ever have envisioned. While the ritual component of Sabbat celebrations tends to be specific to Wicca—the honoring of the God and Goddess as viewed through a Wiccan framework—many practitioners observe additional customs that date back to antiquity. For example, the ancient tree-worshipping practice that involves dancing around a Maypole is a popular way to celebrate Beltane, while those who work with magical herbs might make a point of gathering some at Litha, when herbs are traditionally thought to be at their most potent.


Indeed, the wide range of practices we see today—whether passed down through the generations or discovered by historians and anthropologists—provides eclectic Wiccans and other Pagans with increasingly more information to work with as they create their own Sabbat celebrations.



A Timeless Cycle



In the twenty-first century, our day-to-day lives are mostly focused on the linear aspect of time, with our daily and weekly schedules, deadlines, countdowns to anticipated events, and perception of time as a limited resource. Ancient cultures, on the other hand, had a different orientation to time, viewing it as a never-ending circle.
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The Celts understood this intrinsically, as you can see when examining just about any piece of Celtic artwork. The infinite looping of interweaving lines in the knots and crosses evokes a sense of creation without beginning or end. All who observed the regularly shifting patterns of the Sun’s journey across the sky, from its southernmost point at the Winter Solstice to its northernmost point at the Summer Solstice and back again, would have experienced this same “loop.”


Following the Wheel of the Year helps us integrate this concept of circular time into our lives. As we mark each Sabbat, we consciously witness the turning of each season in exquisite detail, honoring the cycles of life and death and those of growth and decay. It also helps us to be more present, as the steady flow of holidays to prepare for and celebrate keeps us from rushing headlong through the seasons with barely a passing glance at the natural world.


The Wheel also provides a sense of rhythm. The equal increments of days and weeks between the Sabbats help us anchor our sense of time passing in a beautiful symmetry. The eight-fold structure gives definition to a truth we’ve always subconsciously understood—that there are not four seasons but eight, as the “in-between” seasons bridge the gaps between the “cardinal” seasons of Winter, Spring, Summer, and Autumn.


This cyclical quality is also seen in the dynamic relationship between the Goddess and the God, each phase of which is represented by a different season. At the Winter Solstice, the Goddess gives birth to the God, and each Spring she is restored to her Maiden aspect as the two grow together. As Summer begins, they unite as lovers and the God impregnates the Goddess, ensuring that he will be born again after his death in late Autumn, when the Mother Goddess becomes the Crone.


Indeed, each deity is forever changing aspects—from young to old, from strong to weak, and from bountiful to barren. Both God and Goddess can manifest in more than one aspect at once: the Goddess is both Mother and Crone in the dark, cold months, and both Mother and Maiden in the early Spring. The God is a seed in the Goddess’s womb even as he ages and dies at the end of the growing season.


As we recognize these shifting, overlapping aspects and the seasonal changes they represent, we become cocreative participants in the cycles of Nature. This is why many Wiccans refer to the honoring of the Sabbats as “turning the Wheel.”


The Sabbats


Sabbats are known to many Wiccans as “days of power,” since they occur at significant moments in the solar year: the solstices, the equinoxes, and the cross-quarter points in between, which is when Earth energies are at their height.


In many traditions, a distinction is made between “greater Sabbats” and “lesser Sabbats.” The cross-quarter days are called the greater Sabbats because they fall at the points where the shifts between seasons are most palpable. Greater Sabbats are considered to be days of strong magical power. We also have the most detailed information about these holidays because we have information about the ancient pagan customs of the Greeks, the Romans, and the Celts.


Many modern Wiccan practices on these days are rooted in what we know about the ancient Irish, who were able to keep much of their early literature safe from destruction during the Dark Ages. This may be why the cross-quarters take their names largely from the Irish traditions: Imbolc (February 2), Beltane (May 1), and Samhain (October 31). The exception here is Lammas (August 1), whose name is Anglo-Saxon in origin, though many Wiccans and Pagans use the Irish name Lughnasa instead.


Less is known about the specific details of solstice and equinox celebrations, but what knowledge we do have is mostly rooted in ancient Norse and Anglo-Saxon cultures. Those living in the northern reaches of Europe would have observed the solstices, as they lived in regions where the differences in daylight over the course of the year are more stark than elsewhere on the continent.


The names for these solar Sabbats, as they are often called, are based less on history than the names of the cross-quarter days. Yule can be traced back to an actual pagan celebration on that date. The names for Ostara and Litha are related to ancient Norse culture, but they were not necessarily the names of holidays the Norse observed on those dates. Mabon is the most “invented” of all the Sabbat names, taken from a Welsh mythological figure loosely related to the mother–son archetype of the Goddess and the God.


Again, these names vary across Wiccan and other modern Pagan traditions. For example, people on the newly evolving path of Norse Wicca may use Norse names for all of the Sabbats. Those who align more with the Celts might decline to use the standard names for the solar holidays and simply refer to them as Summer Solstice, Autumn Equinox, and so on.


However, despite all the diversity in the names, customs, and practices that surround the Wheel of the Year, the traditions usually have a few things in common: feasting, ritual, and appreciation for the natural world in all of its beauty and abundance. For Wiccans who include spellwork in their practice, the energies surrounding the Sabbats make them excellent opportunities to work magic.


Turning the Wheel


Now that you’ve been introduced to the origins and development of the Wheel of the Year, it’s time to delve more deeply into each of these powerful days on the Wiccan calendar.


In part two, we’ll take a close look at each of the greater and lesser Sabbats. You’ll learn a bit about the historical contexts from which these modern holidays have evolved and how these sacred days honor the cocreative relationship between the Goddess and the God. You’ll also find tips and ideas for holding Sabbat celebrations, and a few suggested spells and other magical workings that correspond with the themes and season of each holiday.


Then, in part three, we’ll dive deep into the mysterious energies of the Triple Moon Goddess and the infinite possibilities of lunar magic. If you keep a Book of Shadows, you might want to grab it now, since you’re bound to find information that will help you plan your own magical Wheel of the Year!
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