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INTRODUCTION





  The Wheel of the Year




  The Celtic Wheel of the Year is a book of new and original prayers. It is contemporary spiritual writing which intertwines the two strands of Celtic Christian and Celtic pre-Christian traditions in a single pattern of prayer. In The Celtic Way, Ian Bradley defines the hallmarks of Celtic Christianity as the three Ps of “presence, poetry and pilgrimage”.2 Whilst this is not a book that is attempting to write in the style of those Celtic Christians I hope that it shares those same hallmarks: the presence of God in all things, poetry, and expression of our spiritual journeys as we walk our way into the heart of God, enfolded in all Love every day of our lives in the season’s rhythms of each year.




  It is well-known that the Christian festivals were overlaid on the pagan festivals that pre-dated them. In the British Isles and countries of the northern hemisphere, the themes of the Christian festivals fit seamlessly with the pagan cycle which was developed by rural communities in response to the agrarian seasons. So we celebrate the light of Christ’s birth in the darkest month, his rising to new life after dying on the Cross as the land bursts into new growth for the year.




  The wildlife and weather described are that of the British Isles. For those using this book, living in the southern hemisphere, some of the naturalistic references will not fit. Others could be creatively used at opposite times of the year, for example, swapping the equinox prayers. The effects of global warming influence our weather year by year. Even with the unpredictable nature of the weather in the British Isles, the seasons are distinct but their boundaries are changing. The blossoms arrive months before what we think of as spring, and the leaves can still be green in November. This book keeps to the traditional seasons, and so may not always be in line with the changes outside.




  The seasons celebrated in the Celtic wheel of the year are being rediscovered in our time by different kinds of people. It has long been thought that the people of the British Isles celebrated the cycle of the seasons at eight points in the year. In the wheel, there are four fixed points forming a cross. These are the solar festivals. They are the winter solstice (December 20-23): the shortest day and longest night; the summer solstice (June 20-23): the longest day and shortest night; the spring equinox (March 20-23) and the autumn equinox (September 20-23) both of which are when the night and day are of equal length.




  The word “solstice” is Latin for “the standing of the sun”. As the earth travels along its orbit around the sun, the sun’s rays hit the earth at different points. At the winter solstice the sun stops and commences the waxing cycle towards its peak on the longest day at the summer solstice. The sun seems to stop again and starts the waning cycle until the darkness reaches its peak again on the shortest day of the winter solstice. The equinoxes fall in the middle of those journeys and mark the turning of the season from summer to autumn (September) and from winter to spring (March).




  Across these four points in the cycle are the quarter days. These are the lunar festivals celebrated at the full moon and often known as the fire festivals. Imbolc is at the beginning of February (often February 2), Beltane at the beginning of May (often May 1), Lammas or Lughnasadh at the beginning of August (often August 1) and Samhain at the beginning of November (often October 31).




  The Celts




  It must be said at this point that there has been a shift in archaeological and historical thinking in the last thirty years. Many would agree that there is little certain evidence about who the Celts were in the British Isles.3 The only known self-defined tribe of Celts were a group of people in Europe from as early as 6th century BC. Much of the evidence about the Celts in Britain is from the classical writers (1st century BC). They used the term “Galli/Galatae” and this is likely to have been a term used to describe northern barbarians, among them the Celts. Some of the people who lived in Europe migrated to Britain. The language spoken by those known as the Atlantic Celts at this time is ancestral to the “Celtic” languages spoken in Brittany, Cornwall, Wales, Scotland and Ireland now. For this reason, these cultures can claim some Celtic roots in the pre-historic period. The caricature of the Celts as non-Mediterranean and barbarous (which means “strange” or “other”) had some basis in fact. They were described as high-spirited, quick to battle and lovers of drink.




  In “The Gallic War”, Caesar records two higher classes of men: the knights and the Druids. The Druids had a priestly function, concerned with the worship of the gods, rituals and sacrifice and expounding religious matters and philosophy. They knew about the motion of the stars and the earth. There were also Bards and Seers who were poets and prophets. Music and literature were highly regarded. Unfortunately they practised in the oral tradition and did not write so we have no evidence of their beliefs and practise from the Druids themselves.




  We do know that the Celts had a strong sense of the supernatural and of the life of the soul after death and that the Druids presided over religious ceremonies in the open. Sacredness of place was important; especially woods, groves, rivers and springs. Trees were particularly revered. Many of the Celtic healing sanctuaries focussed on a holy spring, seeing it as a source of healing and the worship of a deity. There were, of course, female goddesses as well as gods. One interesting feature is that there are tantalizing glimpses from archaeology, classical authors and vernacular myths of priestesses as well as priests and Druidesses, who were wise women and seers.




  Druids were persecuted under the Roman Empire and there is little written testimony of them after the end of the first century. However thanks to the popularity of certain texts, both the Celts and the Druids were re-invented in Britain many centuries later. In the sixteenth century, the classical texts were re-discovered and, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, antiquarians such as John Aubrey and William Stukely reconstructed the Druid order and linked it to stone circles like Stonehenge. In Wales, Iolo Morgannwg created some “traditions” for the enthroning of Bards at the National Eisteddfod which continue to this day. From the eighteenth century until now, the Druidic tradition has been maintained through various modem orders, for example the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids. The website of the Druid Network4 is a good place to discover modem druidry. Despite the robes and ceremonies, there is no real historical link between them and the Druids of classical antiquity.




  The same is true of the Celtic wheel of the year. There is early Irish literature which suggests that the solstices and the quarter festivals were celebrated in Ireland though we do not know the extent or the nature of some of these festivals. There is evidence that the solstices, Beltane and some of the other festivals were celebrated in particular regions of the British Isles. What has held more sway than all of the history is that from the eighteenth century onwards the folklorists, historians and archaeologists including Sir James Frazer and his hugely popular “The Golden Bough” (1922)5, asserted that these were our Celtic roots in the old religion before Christianity. They implied a certain uniformity of celebration across our isles. This was not seriously challenged until the 1980s. From the 1970s onwards interest in all things Celtic has once again been revived. Whatever it touches in British spiritual identity is clearly more powerful than historical facts.




  
The Wheel of the Year today




  It is the spiritual quality of the wheel rather than the historicity that is of relevance for this book. As a priest and counsellor, I subscribe to the view that we are more motivated by our unconscious than by our conscious selves. Our spirituality must comprise of our inner life made up from past experience, knowledge, imagination, how our bodies “work” in the world, our sleeping dreams, our waking hopes, our sorrows and fears. These will be affected by our outer lives: the rhythm of the seasons, what is happening in love and work, in our world or our community, our age and stage. Our spirituality and our beliefs take in everything in our inner and outer lives.




  I warmly commend the historian Ronald Hutton’s book The Stations of the Sun to anybody who is captivated by the Celtic wheel. He speaks for my intentions when he says:




 

    “It is one of the arguments of this book that the rhythms of the British year are timeless and impose certain perpetual patterns upon calendar customs: a yearning for light, greenery, warmth and joy in midwinter, a propensity to celebrate the spring with symbols of rebirth, an impulse to make merry in the sunlight and open air during the summer, and a tendency for thoughts to turn towards death and the uncanny at the onset of winter.”6







  The Celtic wheel might be attractive now for many reasons. The thought that it might connect to the past is immensely powerful. Roots strengthen our identity, especially if we perceive them to connect to who we are today. It also joins us to a community of other people, past people. Both roots and community are significant for most people either in their absence or presence.




  The wheel of the year is a framework that is already on our spiritual radar because it is drawn from the world around us in the seasons in our land, so we are already in the realm of what is. The Welsh poet R S. Thomas called matter the “scaffolding of the spirit”.7 The natural world is spiritually significant for most people and has the capacity to affect our inner life. Indeed many people would identify their most spiritual moments as when they are caught up in nature. I am particularly indebted to the spiritual writings of Caitlin Matthews8 and Glennie Kindred9 that help us make those connections as we celebrate the Celtic wheel of the year.




  Though the Celts lived in rural communities, the attraction to all things Celtic is not particularly linked to a romantic ideal of living in the country. It is more about the new ecological awareness. It is about a growing responsibility to care for the earth and concern if we do not. Many people feel that the idea of power over the earth, or other people is outdated. This has long been true in feminist spirituality: that it is only by recognizing our inter-connectedness with all created things that we can move forwards, with each other and with the Earth.




  The global political landscape has changed since 9-11. Those who were already intolerant of religion feel vindicated. This is a loud and powerful voice. However, it is not necessarily the most prophetic. For those who are aware and nurturing of their own spirituality, and certainly among mystics of different faiths, the opposite is true. Inter-faith dialogue has never felt more urgent. This is not only true between the world religions but also in the alternative spirituality world. Several established communities are keen to promote understanding between different faiths and spiritualities, for example Othona in Dorset, The Abbey in Oxfordshire, Findhom in Scotland. Greenfire in Maine, US has been a particularly special place for me10. Breathing Space11 in north London is a non-residential arts and spirituality space. It also holds a treasured place in my heart and would share these concerns. In these communities and others like them, both difference and interconnectedness are celebrated and cherished.




  This is not to say that the old enmity between pagan spirituality and Christianity is not alive and well in some quarters, but that in others, hospitality is offered to the other. For many of us, it is present in our own journey. Sometimes I wonder if hospitality might be the prophetic gift of our time: welcoming the other over the threshold and daring to walk over theirs only to realize that, as Maya Angelou once said, when describing what her work was about: “human beings are more alike than unlike”.12 The prayers in this book are offered in that spirit and it is not unique. Caitlin Matthews has written a Celtic prayer-book drawing from the Celtic pagan-Celtic Christian stream13 and J. Philip Newell has done the same from the Christian-Jewish source.14




  The Arrival of Christianity




  If we look at the far greater testimony of belief and practice in Britain once Christianity arrived, (probably through the Romans in the second century), we will find that daggers were not immediately drawn between pagan and Christian.15






   “Christ, the Word, was from the beginning our Teacher, and we never lost his teaching. Christianity was in Asia a new thing: but there never was a time when the Druids of Britain held not its doctrine.”




  - Taliesin, Welsh Bard 6th Century.16







  The historicity of Taliesin’s poetry is much in question but Christianity did graft onto Druidic culture and spread with missionary zeal across all the British Isles, especially through the monastic system and the idea of pilgrimage which was second nature to the wandering Celts. Both felt strongly the divine presence in the material and created world. The Celtic knots and patterns symbolized the interweaving of physical and spiritual, of earthly and eternal. This is called panentheism: God being within creation as well as creating it. Celtic prayers invoked saints and angels as pagans had invoked gods. Blessings and curses were common to both. The lorica, or breastplate, was a popular form of prayer, most famously St Patrick’s:




  

     “I arise today




  Through the strength of heaven:




  Light of sun,




  Radiance of moon,




  Splendour of fire,




  Speed of lightning




  Swiftness of wind,




  Depth of sea,




  Stability of earth,




  Firmness of rock.”17







  Cairns or encircling prayers were also invocatory for protection. They called on God to protect them from evil forces without and within. The prayers in this book are written in this way.




  Christian monks incorporated the veneration of nature and holy places within Christianity. Monasteries were built on Druid groves. Springs and wells associated with pagan gods were given saint’s names and old rituals that celebrated creation like well dressing, harvest thanksgivings or the blessing of crops became part of the church’s calendar. Of the beautiful standing crosses of Celtic Christianity, some like St Martin’s in Iona had Bible stories one side and patterns of nature on the other.




  Naturally there was also enmity between the two systems of belief and practice, especially as Christianity became more powerful. There was also tension between Celtic Christianity and Roman Christianity. The Celts saw the church in terms of loosely structured monastic communities. The Romans, who were from an urban background, saw bishops and priests as exercising pastoral and administrative authority in a fixed area. It has long been said that things came to a head at the Synod of Whitby in AD 664 when the Roman church was favoured.




  However, the Celtic church survived in some areas of Britain for the next five hundred years. At the same time, the English centralizing tendencies either under the see of Rome, or, after the Reformation, Canterbury, changed the culture of the church in Britain. Whether Catholic or Protestant, the Welsh, Irish, and Scots, resisted this dominance. In Ireland and in the Scottish islands where Gaelic is still spoken, the Celtic traits of Christianity survived especially in the notion of God’s presence in all things. In the nineteenth century, Alexander Carmichael gathered Gaelic prayers together in the treasure-trove Carmina Gadelica18. They had been passed down orally through centuries of generations. As with pagan Celtomania, renewed interest in Christian Celtic spirituality surfaced in that century.




  Celtic Christianity today




  Celtic Christianity is enjoying a huge revival today. George MacLeod’s singular contribution put Celtic Christianity on the map for the British church, and especially young people. He restored Iona Abbey from 1938 onwards and established a community there, and in Glasgow. It was not a revival of the past, but a renewing of Celtic theology and spirituality in the present. So God’s presence is felt in the urban landscape and in the events of our everyday lives and suffuses everything. The songs of John Bell and Graham Maule,19 written in this spirit, are now established in British churches as part of standard hymnody. David Adam, who wrote many of his prayers20 when he was vicar of Holy Island is equally popular. J. Philip Newell21, Esther de Waal,22 and many other spiritual writers could not satiate a market, such is the hunger for Celtic Christian spirituality in our times.




  The appeal of Celtic Christianity to present day Christians is not hard to fathom. Even Christians more orthodox and patient than myself are wanting to join up the lines much more between their daily lives, creation, their sexuality, their emotional lives and their faith. This inter-connectedness between every living thing is of God. The gospel of Christ is seen as God’s deep and abiding love for ourselves and all that lives on the earth, woven through by the Holy Spirit. Celtic Christian prayers express this.




  My own story




  This desire to connect the mystical, creative, emotionally literate, interior church and its public face when gathered for worship, had fuelled my own path towards becoming a priest in 2000. The weight of history in parish life proved too great for the fragility of this venture. I travelled on to another place that was not the centre-stage of parish ministry, and the lifelines that have always refreshed and renewed, remain. The poetically precise and emotionally road-worthy prayers of spiritual writers like Jim Cotter,23 and Janet Morley,24 have fed many like myself, and have now entered the mainstream. It is no coincidence that these prayers profoundly explore the relationship between faith and sexuality. Gratitude also to all the angel friends God has given to accompany me on the journey, to the communities that I have visited and stayed in, books (including certain parts of the Bible), poetry, other art forms like film, music and art, Nature herself, and all of these led by the Spirit who reveals and inspires. This prayer book is intended for personal use, and is written out of a need to express more nearly how the spiritual journey feels from the inside life as it is lived.




  As a quester on the spiritual path, I have long felt a kinship with fellow travellers of whatever tradition. I would particularly like to thank my four sisters with whom I celebrate the wheel of the year. This often happens outside, which has been a lovely thing to discover. It is another source of these prayers. They come from both the Christian and Celtic traditions, and my hope is to allow the two traditions to dance together: to keep their bodies distinct but to discover the other as they move as one. For this is how the Spirit lives in me and how I have inhabited these traditions and it is my prayer for how we might live together, either on our inner journey or as a partaker of established religion.




  How to use the book




  The book is divided into months. Each month starts with an introduction to the seasonal themes. The introductions describe some changes that may be happening outside, and then describe the historical and current ways we celebrate the festivals that occur in the month. They end with Biblical and spiritual references that are embedded within the prayers, and can be looked up if so desired.






   January – New Year, Epiphany, Twelfth Night




  February - Brigid, Imbolc, Candlemas, Valentine, Shrove Tuesday, Ash Wednesday




  March – Lent, Spring Equinox, St David, St Patrick, Mothering Sunday




  April- Easter, Oestre, All Fools, St George




  May – Beltane/May Day, Pentecost/Whitsun, Ascension, Rogationtide




  June - Summer Solstice/Midsummer’s Day, Corpus Christi, Father’s Day




  July – No festivals




  August - Lammas, Lughnasadh,




  September - Autumn Equinox, Harvest, St Michael and all Angels




  October – Samhain, St Francis




  November – All Souls, All Hallows, Bonfire Night, Remembrance Day, Thanksgiving, St Andrew




  December - Advent, Christmas, Yule, Winter Solstice







  The Celtic wheel is evenly spaced throughout the year. There are festivals every six weeks. The Christian calendar is active between Advent at the end of November and June, where Corpus Christi marks the last official festival. It then moves into “ordinary time.” In the prayers, ordinary seasonal moods are celebrated, for example, “music” in July, “holiday” in August, “new” in September. It is also an opportunity to celebrate the natural world. Trees, rivers, the sea, mountains and hills, each have a day of prayers. Some themes have evolved from the festivals, for example “crone,” from Samhain in October, “calling the directions,” in June from solstice ceremonies, “pilgrimage,” in July, because it was the traditional month for pilgrimages. Finally, the patron saints of the British Isles are included. St Francis has been adopted as an honorary Celtic saint. St Brigid is hugely important in any pantheon of deities or saints, and St Michael has been included because of the current affection for angels.




  These themes are taken up in the prayers that follow each introduction. For each month, I have offered a week of prayers. The prayers are meditational in style, and so you the reader must decide how they best suit your current practice. At most, they could be used about four times each month as there are a week of prayers per month. Because they unfold themes, it is hoped they will yield different things on different weeks. They are topped and tailed with morning or night sections, depending on when you are praying. These are indicated by a moon or sun symbol. These are designed to be guides only, and to be used creatively as they are helpful for each person. One way to use the prayers is to use them on the particular day of the festival, regardless of whether it is a Monday or whatever. The particularity of the prayers means that they do not replace meditation, or devotional reading, or intercessory prayer, but rather accompany those practices.




  If all this is new, a quiet space is recommended for spending time with God. Most ideally, it should be a place where that is all that happens there, so you can return to it each morning or night and it is always there. If this is not possible, at least a place that does not become cluttered, and that you have to clear each time, is good. That way, your approach will be easier. It should be said that finding time to practice quiet does not come naturally to many.




  When you have entered in, and opened the book, the sections for each day or night are divided thus:




  On Rising/Resting – We greet God.




  Praising – We thank God for who God is.




  In Stillness – A time of quiet. This has been put here so that whatever mood we come to pray in, the words of the first two sections may centre our thoughts and focus us. However, depending on your practice, it may be preferable to still the mind and body first and then start to pray the words from the beginning. If you are used to meditating, this is the invitation to do so. If not, it is an invitation to sit comfortably, still and upright, to slow the breathing down and to try to bask in God’s loving gaze, for however long feels right for you. Some spend five minutes, some spend half an hour. There are no rules. If it is a new practice, five minutes will feel like an age, so do not be too ambitious! Some like to empty the mind with mantras (repeated phrases). Some are content to be still and let thoughts and feelings “travel across” the mind, and gently notice them. It is a time of being, not doing, and you may feel nothing. It is a discipline and does not come easily. However, it can be a pause to become more attentive to ourselves and to the love of God, with, and within us.




  Morning Invocation – This is the wake-up call for our bodies. We invoke the Spirit of God through each part of our body, mind and heart, as we arise.




  Opening Out – This moves us from ourselves to others as we start our day. This section signals a looking beyond, to the wider world. It can be used to intercede for those places and events that are happening at the time. The guidance in the prayers is loose, but even so, the reader should follow their heart and pray for what concerns them. If it is your practice to keep a list of “intercessions”, this is the time to use it, or, in the “Night Shielding” section at night.




  Thanksgiving – This is a night-time section. St Ignatius developed the “Examen,” which was a tool to go over our day with God. More recently, it has been noted that if we counted three blessings each night as we lay down, it would contribute to our well-being. So, this is a space to say thanks for at least three things that we have received in the day. Often there are more. Sometimes, it feels hard to find three, but even the searching can be good.




  Night Shielding – This night prayer is a common form in Celtic spirituality to seek protection from foe within and without. It is also a theme in the Christian office of Night Prayer to commit ourselves to God, and God’s protection, until the morning, like a “tucking in”. This section is a time to remember in prayer those whom we have met or who are on our minds that day. This section can incorporate the news that is troubling us and that we wish to offer before we sleep.




  Blessing – We seek God’s blessing as we set out this day or sleep this night.




  Language Note: There is much difficulty with the word “God”. It has unfortunately been appropriated as male, when God must surely be genderful if she/he is the creator of all things. I have sought to reclaim it as such. I have also not wanted to lose its usefulness as a universally recognized term. No other word is quite the same. So, “God” is used with this assumption when it appears in the prayers.




  






  
January
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INTRODUCTION TO JANUARY




  January begins with celebrations for the New Year, but outside, the natural world is bleak and can feel hard on the spirit. Evergreens are the only sign of life, which is why we brought them into our homes in December. By tradition, they are taken down again on Twelfth Night, January 6, along with the Christmas tree and other decorations. Days are short and cold and the land appears to be dead. It used to be that flowers bringing a little cheer did not appear until the end of the month. Snow is greeted with excitement as the landscape is suddenly transformed into a radiant magical place. It invites playfulness from children and adults. The wintering birds remain, like tits, finches, sparrows, blackbirds, thrushes, wrens and the much-loved robin. Wildfowl (ducks, geese and swans) can be seen feeding, flocking and roosting. It is also possible to spot owls, squirrels and foxes. The name of the game for creatures in January is survival. They tend to stay in groups more to find food and avoid predators, and make it through the lean months until the breeding season in Spring. Survival seems to be how many people see January too. The Christmas holiday is over; Spring seems a long way off, spirits are low and winter germs and bugs abound.




  Before the month is underway though, its turn marks the beginning of the year, on January 1. This Introduction cannot be read separately from the Introduction to December, as the history of New Year and Christmas are so intertwined. Many of the customs span both months. It is a season of hope, of looking forward, and being thankful for another year of life to live and of reflecting on the year that has passed. It is a time to make resolutions to change things we feel would improve our lives. This is echoed in magazines, adverts, and television programmes. It is a time of transitions between old and new, of liminal moments, in-between places, the crack between the worlds. Spiritually, these sacred times are called “thin places,” when ordinary time is suspended, and the sacred and earthly feel particularly seamless. It is therefore the time when rituals are plentiful, including “saining” rituals. These were for safe-guarding people and property against powers in the darkness, and for the year ahead.




  First-footing and Hogmanays




  First-footing was a custom practised in Scotland, England and Wales. Folks would go from house to house on New Year’s Eve, and the first person over the threshold after midnight was believed to bring good luck. There would be a welcome of the door and blessings for the coming year and a celebration of hospitality. First-footers would bring a gift of wood, or a piece of coal, to put on the fire. It would be done in silence, and when the fire was stoked there would be cheers all round. They might also bring a mince-pie, bread or whisky, to put on the table. Sometimes they brought an evergreen branch or mistletoe to symbolize the spirit of growth.




  New Year’s gifts were commonplace until the nineteenth century and it is unclear why the tradition of exchanging gifts died out. In Scotland the gifts and blessings of New Year were called “hogmanays”. In England and Scotland groups of children would go from door to door, bringing blessing and asking for a hogmanay. This would either be bread, a bannock, cheese or later, money. If given, they might walk sun-wise round the fire, singing something like:




  

     “May God bless the dwelling,




  each stone and beam and stave,




  all food and drink and clothing.




  May health of men always be here.”1







  If refused, they might curse the household and put a cairn of stones outside the door to ward off others. In Wales and the highlands of Scotland, blessings would also be splashed on houses by dipping sprigs of evergreen in spring water.




  First-footing is still popular in Scotland today. The importance of Hogmanay there cannot be underestimated and it remains an important feast if not the important feast of the season, due to the history outlined in the Introduction to December. In times gone by, no job was left unfinished. The house was cleaned and beds changed. Debts were paid, borrowed items returned, and repairs done. The tone of the new was set before the New Year arrived.




  Wassail and Twelfth Night




  The English rite of hospitality and charity at New Year was the Wassail. This happened both on New Year’s Eve and Twelfth Night. Wassail, which is from the old English for “be whole,” or “your health,” is an old drinking toast. A Wassail cup is an ornate bowl full of warmed, sweetened ale or cider spiced with nutmeg, and had roasted apples and pieces of toast floating in it. One form of Wassailing meant going from house to house, and donations were given as the cup was shared (see Introduction to December). It was also shared round a table in homes.




  Wassailing also happened on Twelfth Night and was one of several saining rituals. The Twelve Days of Christmas end on January 6. The Wassail bowl was taken to the orchard and a toast was sung to the trees, or just one tree. The bowl was passed round and drunk from, and the rest poured over the roots of the trees, to ask for a good apple harvest later in the year. Songs would be sung like this one from Sussex and Surrey. The word “howling” refers to this custom.






   “Stand fast root, bear well top.




  Pray the God send us a howling good crop.




  Every twig, apples big,




  every bough, apples now.”2







  In Scotland, ritual fires were lit, as at Beltane, from burning juniper, and cattle were led in front of them for spiritual and literal purification. In England, men with lit torches ran round wheat fields. In the Western Isles they burnt animal skins. These fire and apple wassails were thought to bring health of crops and animals, and possibly derive from pre-Christian practices.




  Epiphany




  As the Twelve days of Christmas end, so Epiphany starts on January 6. This is the Christian festival that celebrates the visit of the Wise Men to the baby Jesus. January 6 was the Eastern date for Christmas, which is how the Twelve days came about. A rather lovely tradition which happened in Wales and neighbouring Herefordshire and Gloucestershire brought all the January customs together. The children going from door to door on New Year’s Eve carried a symbol of blessing called the “calennig.” It was three sticks made into a tripod daubed in flour and stuck with fruit, cereal and or nuts and herbs, signifying the gifts of the wise men: sweetness, wealth and immortality.




  Epiphany is the story of the Wise Men, found in the gospel of Matthew 2.1-12. It tells of how they follow a star and travel across countries from the East to see what or who the star portends. They are philosophers, astrologers, or mystics. The star hangs over where Jesus lies. They offer him gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh (symbolizing wealth of a King, holiness and myrrh was used in the preparation of dead bodies, foreshadowing his early death). These are dangerous times. King Herod wants to kill all the baby boys under two years old so that his kingship is not threatened. Pretending that he wants to visit the baby Jesus too, he asks the wise men to return to him to tell him where Jesus is. They are warned in a dream not to go back and return home by a different road.




  There is an important church service on the night of January 6. The figures of the Wise Men are put beside the crib. There are Epiphany carols and a big gilded star is hung on the rood (crucifix on screen dividing choir from nave where congregation sits). The festival celebrates the gift of God to all people, not just to one nation. It also reminds us of our own journeys. This is especially appropriate for a January festival, when we reflect on the future.




  Wren-boys, Mummers and Guisers




  The season of charity and hospitality begun in December thus continues until Twelfth Night, and many of the midwinter customs provided money for poorer folks and bonded the community together. Apart from the customs mentioned, there were others. There was a strange custom focussed on the wren. It is the smallest bird, and was thought to make prophecy, so called the “magus bird”, or the “druid-bird”. On Twelfth Night, groups of youths called “wren-boys” would kill a wren and put it in a little bier, or hang several of them from holly boughs with ribbons, and ask for money. Later, they stopped killing them but still took them round in a little box with ribbons.




  In Scotland there were guisers who dressed up in fabulous costumes and collected money. There were also mummers who performed ritual plays in pubs, and sometimes in homes. They used to be performed by working men to earn extra money in December, and until Plough Monday, as well as later in the year. A Father Christmas character would introduce a main story involving a fight with swords, and a doctor who revived the wounded one. The death and resurrection of the central character symbolized the death of the old year and birth of the new. This was the end of the official story but then the minor characters arrived and more amusement followed. Some were the same as the Morris dancers, for example, the Fool and the Bessy (a man dressed as a woman). There were also Beelzebub and Devil Doubt and St George, who would fight a Saracen, or a soldier called Slasher. The characters were essentially outcasts, devils, fools, quacks and bragging fighters. They enacted in a safe way, disrespect, pretend violence, and anti-social behaviour. Morris dancers and mummers still perform in some areas today.




  
Plough Monday




  Plough Sunday was the first Sunday after Epiphany when priests blessed the ploughs. The next day, Plough Monday, was full of rowdy celebrations. Groups of men, called Plough boys, would dress up, or perform plays like the Mummers plays. They would go round with their plough for a donation which went towards a feast. If refused they might do damage to the property with the plough! The ploughing season thus began and continued until March. Nowadays, the return to work, around Twelfth Night for many, whilst no longer ritualized in the community, is a feature of people’s lives at the beginning of January.




  So January is a time of journeys, of crossing over boundaries into new places. It is a time of stars and dreams, and signs that hang between our prayerful perceptions and the reality of our daily lives. It is a season of reflection on the past and wise discerning for the future. It is a placing of trust, of following our longing and taking the first footstep from the known and familiar into unchartered territory. Epiphany means a “showing” or “appearance”. We place our hope in the most bounteous Giver, who shines in this dark season. It continues the season of hospitality. The Epiphany story reminds us that God’s love is revealed when people cross the threshold from known places towards each other. It is a season of gifts when we enjoy giving and celebrating. Once the official season is over though, it can also be a tough time when the dreariness of the season and the return to work and poor health can overwhelm. Spring can seem a long time coming.




  
MONDAY Thresholds




  On Rising/Resting




  Blessed be you, Turner of the nights and days,




  moving from season to season, from dawn til dusk, til dawn again




  [image: chpt_fig_013] Give me hopefulness as I look to this new day still hooded in darkness.




  [image: chpt_fig_014] Give me thankfulness at this day’s end.




  Praising




  God of promise,




  Praise to you that your hope does not fade




  or become tawdry as the baubles when the festivities are done.




  Praise that your love cannot be put away in the box with the angels




  for you came in the darkness, and reached out to us.




  And when the return of routine is contemplated with relief and in weariness,




  as at the bottom of a tall mountain,




  praise for your promise of presence.




  In Stillness




  Be still in the silence and aware of the Love with and within.......




  
[image: chpt_fig_013] Morning Invocation




  Come O touchable God




 and first-foot over the threshold of my heart.




 Bring with you a coal to touch my lips




 that I might speak in tongues of love.




 A coal to touch my feet




 that I might walk this day knowing you.




 A coal to touch my hands




 that their work might be blessed.




 A coal to touch my groin




 that my yearning might find meet embodiment.




 A coal to touch my belly




 that I might live from the depth of myself.




 A coal to touch my heart




 that I might open my door to another.




 Spirit of new things, I welcome you,




 as I set forth this day.




  
[image: chpt_fig_013] Opening Out




  Reaching-Out God you long for our company,




 and made us to delight in the hospitality of one other.




 May the lonely know the touch of good people,




 not that contact may come as shock,




 but that the bittersweet memory of tenderness




 might rekindle hope and remind of your kindness.




 I hold before you particularly this day




  Enfold us in the peace of your presence.




  
[image: chpt_fig_014] Thanksgiving




  As I end this day in your safe-keeping


  

  I count three blessings before my sleeping




  
[image: chpt_fig_014] Night Shielding




  Transforming Spirit




 give me discernment as I lie down this night,




 on the threshold between the old and the new.




 Cover my marks with your mercy




 that I may embrace the old things before I resolve to leave them behind.




 Guard me on my journey and let me abandon myself to your grace




 as I tread this year’s road.




 Be with all who fear what the next step might bring




  In our waking visions and night-time dreams be the new familiar light




 within.




 Lead us freshly forward to the known of home.




 Spirit go before me as I look to a new day.




  Blessing




  May the blessing of God the Holy Door-Keeper




 be upon me in my new beginnings.




 Guard all the doors through which I pass, and those that close before me.




 Bless me with your homecoming welcome so I may share it with another




[image: chpt_fig_013] however far I roam this day.




  [image: chpt_fig_014] as I return under lintel this night.




  
TUESDAY Stars and Signs




  On Rising/Resting




   Blessed be you, God of all, at home in heaven and earth.




 The signs of your Showing are all around us.




 [image: chpt_fig_013] Holy Daystar dawning with us, I rise up with you this wintry morning




 [image: chpt_fig_014] Star-Scatterer across the darkness, shine on my sleeping this night




  Praising




  Bright Mystery,




 your signs and clues are strewn across the Universe,




 gleaming in the warp and weft of the ordinary.




 When I perceive and follow the wavering glints




 lead me to find your manifest presence




 and glimpse your purpose and mine own.




 Keep me pointing to the shining of your love




 as I search for your handwriting in the stars.




  In Stillness




  Be still in the silence and aware of the Love with and within..........




  
[image: chpt_fig_013] Morning Invocation




  God of revelation who is hidden and shows,




 reveal your skill in the work of my hands,




 your direction in the way of my feet,




 your wisdom in the secrets of my heart,




 your compassion on all whom my eye alights,




 your love in the thoughts of my mind,




 your welcome in the words of my mouth,




 your strength in my action this day.




 Hide in the shadow of your wing




 my lack of courage, my frustration and my pain.




 Show to me their root as you repair my soul in mercy.




 Veiled Spirit who covers and clarifies,




 I welcome you now as I walk this new day.




  
[image: chpt_fig_013] Opening Out




  God whose evergreen love the chills cannot fade,




  you made our hearts for stargazing and wonder.




  Surprise me not only with your everyday epiphanies




  but with those spectacular stellar moments




  when I just know that this journey is the right place to be.




  Be with all whose dreams have been trampled on




  by hardship and circumstance.




  I hold before you particularly this day




  May they arise, shine and know their light has come.




  
[image: chpt_fig_014] Thanksgiving




  As I end this day in your safe-keeping




  I count three blessings before my sleeping




  
[image: chpt_fig_014] Night Shielding




  May the strong Pole Star of your Spirit go ahead to guide me




 as I take my rest this night.




 Shine over the place where I lie down




 and do not withdraw your presence




 even when you are hidden from my sight.




 Be with all those who feel your absence this night




  Honour the path on which our seeking feet tread




 Follow us with your safety and keep us from foe.




 Spirit be my guide as I take my rest this night.




  Blessing




  O Divine Presence




 Bless to me the lustre of your signs and wonders,




 traces of our final home in land and sea and sky.




 As you have made the mark of heaven in a human face,




 may I see the imprint of your family likeness in every living thing




 that your blessing might radiate




 each day and each night,




 until heaven and earth are One.




 
WEDNESDAY Gifts




  On Rising/Resting




  Blessed be you Giver of all good things




 for giving me this new day, to be like no other,




 this new year like none before.




 [image: chpt_fig_013] Generous, gentle One I rise up with you on this unique gift-day




 [image: chpt_fig_014] Generous, gentle One I rest with you trusting in the gift of this night




  Praising




  Original One




 birthing all of life,




 your bounty issues throughout the universe.




 Praise to you for giving of yourself each moment of every day,




 for your tricksterish delight in surprising me with your outrageous grace.




 For catching me off guard and breaking open my stuck ways,




 praise to you.




  In Stillness




  Be still in the silence and aware of the Love with and within.........




  
[image: chpt_fig_013] Morning Invocation




  Bringer of Gifts, fill me with gratitude this day:




 Gratitude of heart that I might see the gifts of another.




 Gratitude of mouth that I might sing their praises.




 Gratitude of spirit that I might recognize the blessings you have brought me.




 Gratitude of humour as I perceive the playfulness of your giving.




 Gratitude of eyes that I might deeply draw on the wonders of your created




 world and know my part in its family.




 Gratitude of open hands for all that you will place in them this day.




 Gratitude of memory for my story which you have covered with tenderness




 and mercy.




 Gratitude of feet for every step I take this day is as gift.




  
[image: chpt_fig_013] Opening Out




  O Giver of goodness,




 not of my asking or choosing, not of my controlling or deal-brokering




 does your love come.




  Yet when it feels a long way off, and I lose the gift of receiving




 I can fail to see the hand that cares.




 Grow my heart to perceive your love in the gift of another.




 Give me courage to show those who feel giftless and of no value their true




 loveliness.




 I remember this day particularly




 Gift them with an awareness of your love,




 a tiny flicker or an overwhelming knowing




 that makes them smile this day.




  
[image: chpt_fig_014] Thanksgiving




  As I end this day in your safe-keeping




 I count three blessings before my sleeping




  
[image: chpt_fig_014] Night Shielding




  Loving Creator, you made us infinitely special.




  As I lie down this night under the varied stars,




 melt the envy I sometimes feel for others.




 Let me trust your grace in my own becoming




 and the timing as you unfold your gift.




 Abundant Spirit may I see the gift of yourself




 in every stranger and friend that I have met this day




  May I learn to rejoice in the uniqueness of each different soul




 and our stories known only to you,




 as I lie down this night with thanksgiving




  Blessing




  May the God of Surprises who delights in giving,




 meet me in those unlooked for moments




 where I am taken aback by the plenty of your love.




 [image: chpt_fig_013] Bless this gift of a new day to me




 and my questing to your generous heart.




 [image: chpt_fig_014] Bless this gift of night-time peace to me




 and my questing to your generous heart.




 

  
THURSDAY Wholeness




  On Rising/Resting




  Blessed be you O God of our wassail,




  who bids us be whole with shared cup of good cheer,




  [image: chpt_fig_013] may I drink deeply in communion with you this morning.




  [image: chpt_fig_014] may I drink deeply this night with thanksgiving.




  Praising




  Uncontainable Love,




 praise to you for you cannot be held by one tribe,




 but made for all.




 Reveal your warm blessing to each one of us in this cold month,




 and stir our hearts to see that we are more alike than different,




 and that in embracing our difference,




 we are made whole.




 Praise to you.




  In Stillness




  Be still in the silence and aware of the Love with and within........




  
[image: chpt_fig_013] Morning Invocation




  Holy Reconciler,




 marrying our darkness and light,




 bringing sunlight to the short dark days, come wind or rain,




 cleanse me with your healing grace as I set out this day.




 Sprinkle healing on my roots that the wounds of my story




 may be the source of my wholeness;




 sprinkle healing on my head that I might be protected this day from all that




 would harm;




 sprinkle healing on my heart that I might see with compassion not judgment;




 sprinkle healing on my words that I might be balm and not a grating presence;




 sprinkle healing on my body that I might have wellbeing in health and in




 diminishment;




 sprinkle healing on my path that I might see for the next step




 and trust that that is enough as I go forth with you this day.




  
[image: chpt_fig_013] Opening Out




  Radical Spirit




 who casts aside dull winter rags,




 and dances through convention in her spangled dress,




 strengthen all those who stand up for those who cannot stand;




 who are willing to be the lone voice crying for the voiceless;




 who dare to leave the comfort of their lifestyles




 for those who have no comfort to leave.




 May your dance in them sparkle with prophetic courage.




 I remember particularly this day




  You who walked the road of costly love,




 keep inspiring us to do the same.




  
[image: chpt_fig_014] Thanksgiving




  As I end this day in your safe-keeping


  I count three blessings before my sleeping




  
[image: chpt_fig_014] Night Shielding




  Holder of all that is divided and broken,




 as I lie down this night




 shelter me as I try to hold close




 all that I would reject within myself




 so that I do not reject it in another unawares.




 Be with all this night who have suffered prejudice




 when those who refuse to look inside, attack their fears outside.




  May each of us discover the healing embrace of welcome




 within, with each other, and from you dear God.




 Hold all that is broken this night as I lie down to sleep.




  Blessing




  [image: chpt_fig_013] Bless me this day as I walk out under the dome of a shared sky,




  [image: chpt_fig_014] Bless me this night as I lie down under the starry dome of a shared sky,




  cradled and nourished by you from whom all nations come,




  for I cannot be whole except as all creation is blessed,




  in earth and sea and sky




  this day, this night and always.




   
FRIDAY Journeys




  On Rising/Resting




  Blessed be you, Keeper of our past,




  Guider of our stories, Holder of our secrets.




  [image: chpt_fig_013] Keepsie cherisher I rise up with you this day




  [image: chpt_fig_014] Keepsie cherisher I rest with you this night




  Praising




  Shielder of Intimacies,




 praise to you




 for our familiar is more precious to you than it is to ourselves.




 What we turn away from, wincing with shame,




 you look on with tenderness.




 But honourer of home and history,




 you also call us forward to leave home




 and journey into unchartered lands,




 sometimes on the haziest of portents.




  In Stillness




  Be still in the silence and aware of the Love with and within.......




  
[image: chpt_fig_013] Morning Invocation




  Embodied God,




 on the ladder between the home of heaven and earth’s dwelling place,




 the crack between the worlds,




 a baby journeyed,




 belonging to both.




 Come embodied love to my hands that my touch might soothe;




 to my ears that I might receive words of kindness;




 to my belly that I might have the courage to go beyond;




 to my journey that I might be aware of a purpose;




 to my feet that I might always treasure the earth that supports me;




 to my heart that I might live for more than myself.




 Come embodied love caught between heaven and earth,




 at home in both,




 walk with me in my travelling this day.




  
[image: chpt_fig_013] Opening Out




  Pilgrim God who had nowhere to rest your head,




 be with those without home who know no comfort,




 and those who are not at home inside their own skin,




 for whom the indoor fairy-lit season reminds of wounds,




 of unrecaptured past times or times never felt.




 I hold before you particularly this day




  Offer us fireside moments of place or presence




 where we feel the sweet glimmer of a home within.




  
[image: chpt_fig_014] Thanksgiving




  As I end this day in your safe-keeping




 I count three blessings before my sleeping




   
[image: chpt_fig_014] Night Shielding




  As I lie down this night,




 Spirit Weaver go before me to be my guide,




 and with the gentlest fingers




 untangle the old and the unfinished and weave their ends into the next step




 as directions change




 and the cloth feels new and strange.




 Be with all who hang on in fear this night




  May we know that the texture of our journey




  is shot through with your mercy




  Weaving Spirit, fold me in as I take my rest this night.




  Blessing




  May the God who hangs her star over unexpected places,




  lure us to the place we need to be,




  where new things must happen,




  and we have to return home by another way.




  [image: chpt_fig_013] Bless me this day as I let go........




  let go.




  [image: chpt_fig_014] Bless me this night as I let go.......




  let go..........




  let go into your peace.




   
SATURDAY Wisdom




  On Rising/Resting




  Blessed be you Accompanier on the spiral of my way,




  who drew circles on the face of the deep,




  with Wisdom delightful playing beside you, around and hidden.




  [image: chpt_fig_013] Be nearer than my winter breath, as I rise up with you this day.




  [image: chpt_fig_014] Be nearer than the unlit darkness, as I take my rest with you this night.




  Praising




  Praise to you sparkling Mystery,
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