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Introduction
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NATURE IS WHAT GIVES US LIFE—IT IS THE SOURCE OF ALL magic and power in the world. This is something humans have understood since the beginning of time, and it is a constant among cultures around the world. However, the ways we celebrate nature and its inherent magic can vary wildly. Bulgarian Baba Marta Day welcomes the arrival of spring with martenitsi, little talismans of red and white string. In Southeast Asia, that same yearly event is celebrated during Holi, a joyful, riotous dance of colors. Yaldā, Soyal, Dongzhi, Inti Raymi, and Yule—from Iran, the American Southwest, China, Peru, and western Europe, respectively—are all very different, but each honors the winter solstice.


Each of these celebrations is a ritual—a form of magic created by community and tradition. While their differences can help us understand and celebrate varied cultural identities, their similarities can forge a bond that reaches across space and time. Now, this book can’t possibly cover every single ritual celebration on earth, nor can it cover every aspect of these holidays—indeed, they are often incredibly complex and take on unique characteristics in different regions. The cultures that celebrate them aren’t monoliths, and so there is a lot of variety in how the rituals are expressed from place to place and person to person. But we will look at the history and meaning behind forty of these ritual festivities, moving through the seasons as we honor and care for the magic in nature and one another. As you learn about these unique celebrations, you will find enchanted suggestions for how to participate in and appreciate them, without appropriating or laying claim to them.


If we can draw a broad conclusion about such wildly diverse magical celebrations, it is this: we are a part of the earth. All the folklore, gods and goddesses, rituals, foods, offerings, and celebrations boil down to gratitude for the earth—and for each other. We are not alone.
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SPRING


SPRING IS A TIME OF RENEWAL, NEW BEGINNINGS, POSSIBILITY, and growth. It is when we step out from the darkness of winter and bask in the cool breeze and budding life around us. It is a jumping forward with new energy, and this remains true no matter where on earth you find yourself.


Most of the holidays in this chapter follow the Northern Hemisphere’s vernal equinox, as cultures across the world recognize the impact astronomical events have on our daily lives. The ways in which we celebrate and understand this balance between day and night, this shift from winter to spring, can vary from culture to culture. Sometimes there is a story about the old becoming new or of rebirth. Often there are eggs involved. And so much of the time, there is joy, hope, and a sense of play—and isn’t that what magic is all about?
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SPRING CLEANING RITUAL 
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Cleaning may not sound particularly magical, but it can be one of the most empowering practices in your witchy life, partly because it involves taking something we do every day—or almost every day—and transforming it from the mundane into the marvelous.


Start with a sweeping spell. Work from the corners of your room, using your broom to gather dust, hair, and dirt tracked in from outside, as well as energy that has amassed, bringing it all to the center of the room. As you collect this debris in your dustpan, visualize the stagnant energy being swept up with it all. Of course, there is no dustpan on earth that lets us collect all of it—but that’s all right. Gather what you can, and when you dispose of it, let everything go—the dirt and detritus that has amassed literally in your home and metaphorically in your life. Release it.


Next, wash your windows. This is a chore that most of us don’t do nearly often enough, and it’s so important. It allows us to literally let in light and positivity. Use a mixture of equal parts white vinegar and water to scrub away all that has been blocking you, all that buildup around you. In cleansing your space, you are cleansing yourself.


See if you can go through all your various spring cleaning chores in the same way, using your intentions and your energy to unclog, clear, and remove everything that has grown dusty or stagnant, both within and without.


When you’ve finished, you can make a cleansing spray or use a diffuser with the following essential oils:


[image: image]
 LEMON
 to symbolize light and the sun
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 TEA TREE
 for purifying
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 MINT
 for clarity


Let their scents fill you as you breathe deeply and calmly, at peace in your space. You are ready to let in new energy and new possibilities.
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EGG SPELL
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There are a lot of magic spells that involve eggs, mostly in hoodoo and voodoo traditions from Haiti, the Caribbean, and the American South. In this instance, we are focusing on releasing and cleansing, the two major features of springtime celebrations.


Start by selecting an egg that feels good to you. Perhaps it represents where you are and where you have been. Is it white? Is it brown? Is it from a local farmer? Does it have a bit of roughness on the shell? Is it large or small? Go with your intuition.


Shake the egg, putting some energy into it as you do so. You’re trying to break up the yolk and white—and symbolically, you’re also trying to break up whatever has been stagnant within you. Take a pin and poke a hole into each end of the egg, both the flatter side and the pointier side. Wiggle your pin around to expand the holes a bit. Hold the egg over a bowl and let it drip out, blowing into one hole to force the egg through to the other side of the shell. You’ll probably need to pause and shake some more, then go back to blowing over and over, repeating until the egg is completely empty.


Set the shell aside for now. The egg in your bowl represents all that you wanted to let go of, all that you wanted to push out and release. Pour the liquid out into a hole in the ground. Although you no longer need it, perhaps it can serve to nourish the earth.


Rinse out the shell under gently running water and then let it dry completely. This is now an empty vessel, full of possibility. You can leave it as is, perhaps adding it to an altar or nestling it into a found bird’s nest. Or you can decorate it, using colors, symbols, and images that represent what you would like to invite into this newly open space in your life.
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Chinese New Year
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THE FIRST SOLAR TERM OF THE CHINESE CALENDAR; USUALLY BEGINS AROUND FEBRUARY 4 AND ENDS AROUND FEBRUARY 19
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The traditional Chinese calendar divides the year into twenty-four solar terms, and Lichun is the first. Lichun, which represents the beginning of spring, starts when the sun is at an angle of 315 degrees with the earth, and is followed by Yushui, which translates to “rainwater.” Chinese New Year is celebrated with the arrival of Lichun.


According to legend, long ago the Nian, a mythical dragon who lived under the sea or in the mountains, would come to town to eat the villagers on the night of the new year. The villagers would hide, but one old man refused, fed up with the Nian and its devouring ways. He stayed up all night and put up red papers and set off firecrackers to scare the Nian away. It worked, and since then his success has been celebrated with the Chinese Lion Dance on the new year. There are New Year celebrations across East Asia, though their background and specifics can vary greatly.


Some cultures in East Asia celebrate the new year for the two weeks prior to Lichun. Like most springtime rituals, it starts with a good housecleaning, sweeping away ill-fortune to allow in the good. After cleaning, all brooms and dustpans are put away so that no one accidentally sweeps up the coming good luck.


There’s a kind of spiritual and relational housecleaning, as well, as all debts are paid off before Lichun. And not just monetary debts, either—favors are repaid as well, often in the form of gifts and rice sent to colleagues. Gods and ancestors are honored with gifts, altar work, and prayer.


Then the doors and windows are decorated with intricate red paper cutouts. People also hang couplets—short, two-line poems of happiness and good fortune. The night of the celebration, family members gather for a big reunion dinner, enjoying dumplings, chicken, and pork, as well as fish. A number of traditionally included dishes are served because their names are homophones for good fortune.


After dinner, firecrackers are lit outside, to frighten away the Nian and other evil spirits. Then the doors to the household remain closed until morning, keeping any negative energy sealed out. Some people will stay up late at night, even past midnight, in the belief that keeping awake on this night will help their elders live longer.


Lichun is celebrated across East Asia as the beginning of spring, and here its rituals involve eggs, too.


Fresh chicken eggs are decorated for Lichun, and people will attempt to balance these beautiful objects on the broad end. Some believe that you can balance an egg only on certain days of the year. In Taiwan, that day falls on the fifth day of the fifth month of the Chinese calendar, the day of the Dragon Boat Festival. In the United States, it’s believed an egg will balance only on the equinox, when day and night are also in balance.


In truth, an egg will balance on its broad end all year long—but it’s never easy to do. In 1947, physicist Ukichiro Nakaya practiced with egg after egg and found that if you could triangulate three flaws—bumps or dimples—in the eggshell, you could turn the egg until you could orient between those flaws and help the egg remain upright no matter what day it was. Still, successfully balancing an egg on Lichun is said to bring good health and good fortune in the coming year.




WAYS TO CELEBRATE


[image: image] Decorate your home with red paper cutouts and write short couplets to invite good fortune in the coming year.


[image: image] Invite family members over for dinner, especially those you don’t get to see very often.


[image: image] Try to balance an egg on its end! If you’re having trouble, you could sprinkle some salt on the table to give it something to hang on to, and then carefully blow away the excess salt.
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Têt
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THE ARRIVAL OF SPRING IN THE VIETNAMESE CALENDAR, USUALLY JANUARY OR FEBRUARY
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Têt is short for Têt Nguyên Dán, which means “Festival of the First Morning of the First Day.” The arrival of spring marks the new year in Vietnam, and similar to Chinese New Year festivities, it is a time to celebrate family.


In the days leading up to Têt, it is tradition to visit the graves of your ancestors, paying your respects and making sure the tombs are clean and well-kept. Then, it’s back home to clean house and cook up a bunch of tasty foods for a big family meal, including broths and banh chung or sticky rice cakes. Houses are decorated with apricot blossoms, peach blossoms, and Saint-John’s-wort. Those celebrating will often create a cây nêu, a tall tree made of a bamboo pole decorated with bows, arrows, bells, paper fish, and other good luck charms. It is wrapped in red paper to ward off evil spirits.


The sentiments behind celebrations of Têt are joyful, but also a little wistful. There is a sense of letting go of the troubles of the previous year and looking for a new start. The first day of Têt is spent just with parents and children, and the children are given red envelopes of money, to which they say, “Song lâu tram tuoi,” which translates to “a long life of 100 years!” The children will play traditional games, including a dice game called bâu cua cá cop.


No one comes by to visit without first receiving an invitation, as the belief is that the first visitor a family receives will determine their fortune in the next year—which is a lot of pressure! So it is an honor to be the first person invited into a house at Têt—such a person is selected for their sense of honor, success, and kindness. The luck they bring with them is so valued that no one sweeps the floor during Têt, as they might sweep the good luck away.


Over the next two days, people visit relatives, friends, and teachers, who are traditionally highly respected in Vietnam. There are parades in which everyone ventures out into the streets, clanging gongs and bells, banging on drums, and lighting fireworks to make as much noise as possible to scare away any evil spirits. There will also be a Mua Lan, or the lion-dragon, who will dance through the streets, frightening spirits with his strength.




WAYS TO CELEBRATE


[image: image] Welcome the spring with a clamor! Bang on some drums and ring some bells! It is an exciting time and a return to life and, ideally, to good fortune.


[image: image] Choose a person to invite over to celebrate Têt, someone whose friendship you value, and let them know what this invitation symbolizes.


[image: image] Consider how to make a new start and how to let go of whatever troubles you’ve been carrying, making room for luck and happiness.
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