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For Jaime, who has taught me to see the world through new eyes.
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You’ve picked up this book because you’re interested in learning more about the wheel of the year. Maybe you’ve heard about Ostara and Mabon celebrations on the vernal and autumnal equinoxes. Maybe you’ve already gone to a Samhain festival to bring in the new year. Maybe you’ve lit a festive fire during the winter solstice. Or maybe you’re just interested in learning more about these celebrations as part of your magickal path as a witch.

Throughout The Modern Witchcraft Guide to the Wheel of the Year you’ll learn everything you need to know about the eight sabbats—the agricultural festivals that mark the beginnings, endings, and culminations of the seasons—and their place on the wheel of the year.

You see, the earth is a great wheel that turns on its axis. The sun is also a great wheel around which the earth makes its passage. We can also see the earth’s orbit through the heavens, which provides the backdrop against which we view the stars and constellations, as a wheel. These three combined elements make up the core of what we refer to as the wheel of the year. And it doesn’t take a huge leap of the imagination to equate the 365 days of the year with the 360 degrees of the circle.

There are many ways to acknowledge this passage of time and celebrate each of the sabbats. So whether you’d like to keep your observance simple (by preparing a special food) or elaborate (enacting a formal ritual), here you’ll find a variety of ways to honor that particular spoke on the wheel of the year. You’ll also find information that will inspire and expand your practice including background on the influences that govern the seasons, info on how astrology ties into each sabbat, meditations that reflect timely themes, and rituals that you may enact in order to enhance your spiritual expression.

THE WHEEL OF THE YEAR’S HISTORY AND MYSTERY

The holidays marking the sabbats that we honor today are a combination of many rites based on the traditions of various pre-Christian populations, primarily the ancient Greeks, Romans, Celts, and Germanic peoples of northern Europe.

Ancient stone circles of Great Britain and the passage tombs of Ireland tell us that our Celtic predecessors were well educated about the changes that occur yearly in the night sky. And although there’s not a lot of direct evidence that the Celts celebrated the solar cycles of solstices and equinoxes, we know for certain that they were aware of them because they did celebrate the precise moments in between. For example, the festivals of Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane, and Lughnasad are known as the “cross-quarter” days because they mark the midpoint of the seasons.

Meanwhile, in Rome, the winter solstice was celebrated during the festivities of the Saturnalia—a festival honoring the god Saturn—while the Greeks observed the Eleusinian Mysteries—initiation into the cult of the goddesses Demeter and Persephone—during the autumnal equinox. We may now have more sophisticated and scientific language to describe these natural occurrences of solar and planetary alignment, but we are no less mystified by the subtle as well as amplified energy experienced during these times.

The sacred descent and resurrection of the goddess is an allegory for the journey of the earth around the sun. The pivotal stations of her sacred cycle are birth, initiation, consummation, descent, death, and rebirth. It is this life cycle, expressed through the changing seasons, that you celebrate through the wheel of the year. And whether you’re just tapping into your magickal power or are looking to dive deeper into your celebration of the sabbats, here you’ll learn how to align your practice with the planetary energies by first becoming conscious of the changes as they are occurring.

SEASONAL AND CELESTIAL EVENTS

On a practical note, the seasonal and celestial events described in this book assume that readers are in the northern hemisphere approximately above, on, or below the latitude of 40 degrees north. This would include the United States as well as southern Canada, Europe, central Asia, and Japan. Seasons in the southern hemisphere are reversed, and the view of the night sky south of the equator is different from what is described here.

The constellations I have chosen to focus on fall into two groups. There are descriptions of groupings of stars that will be easily visible directly overhead, and there are others that are “dawning”; that is, they are very close to the horizon line and not as easy to see, but their timely appearance directly relates to an occurring sabbat. Additionally I have endeavored to include information regarding the astrological significance of the zodiac as it pertains to the sabbats. As the via solis (the path of the sun) moves through all the constellations of the zodiac that lie along the ecliptic, the energies associated with the constellations can be experienced by the practitioner; however, the constellations will not be readily observable due to the brightness of the sun.

It is my intention with this book to provide readers with relevant information about significant constellations, both when they are visible to the naked eye and when they are invisible, when their influence may still be strongly felt. In order to differentiate what is seen from what is felt, visible constellations are described in respect to their position in the sky along with their prominent stellar features, while constellations lost in the sun’s glare are described primarily through their associated traits and implied meanings and myths.

Furthermore, due to an astronomical phenomenon known as precession, the position of the sun against the backdrop of stars has slowly shifted over thousands of years. What we think of today as “sun signs” were actually established thousands of years ago. Today the dates of the sun’s presence within established constellations have changed. Taking precession into account, this book includes the astrological influences commonly held by tropical astrology, as well as some of the astrological influences of the constellations that the sun is actually in today, where said influences seem relevant.

BEGIN YOUR CELEBRATION

Before you begin your celebration, take a moment to look around and capture a moment in time. Your observations will create awareness and will allow you to invent bold new traditions based on ancient rites. This is part of the beauty of Wicca. There is no orthodox liturgy to which to adhere. Your observances can be as fluid and as creative as you’d like them to be. Empower your rituals with the knowledge you’ll find throughout the book and try some new rituals that may bind you even more closely to the ever-turning wheel of the year.

This is the essence of tradition: spiritual expressions grounded through clear intentions and repeated on important days at carefully chosen times so that we may attune with the power of the changing earth and allow this power to transform our lives. The magick of the earth is inspiration, and inspiration will guide you as you deepen yourself to the path of the goddess. Come. Take a step. Time waits for no one. The great wheel is turning, and a magickal journey awaits you.
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Your journey begins on October 31 with Samhain, the witch’s New Year and the midpoint between the autumnal equinox and the winter solstice. The word samhain is Irish, meaning “summer’s end.” Samhain represents the third and final harvest of the year, where the remaining produce is stored to provide nourishment during the coming winter. In addition to the storing of winter provisions, Samhain had agricultural significance in other ways. In Ireland it was the day on which pigs were killed and when cattle were moved from the mountains into protected pastures for the winter.

The identification of Samhain with the beginning of the New Year comes from the Celtic tradition of each day beginning at sundown. Just as each sabbat festival begins on the eve of the celebrated day, so, too, does the year begin with the advent of winter. In addition to archaeology, early Irish accounts suggest that Samhain was also a festival when alcoholic beverages were consumed. Several great legends that include references to intoxication are all said to have occurred on Samhain. Among them are the Féis Temro inauguration of kings and the Adventure of Nera. Remnants of wine- or ale-making equipment have been unearthed, but curiously no accompanying storage vessels like those often found in Greece. This suggests that the harvest grain was fermented and then consumed throughout the Samhain season.

On Samhain night it is believed that the dead walk and that faeries cavort, causing both magick and mayhem. In Ireland a great bonfire was lit on the hill of Tlachtga, which was the funeral site for the progeny of Partholón, one of the first divinities of the land. Samhain is the time of the Cailleach, the crone who rules the winter season. Offerings and sacrifices were made in her honor.

THE FEAST OF SAMHAIN

Because the climate of the seasons was once so difficult to predict, Samhain was a celebration of bounty but also a time of fear. No matter how much preparation was done, one could never be sure what was to come or whether the provisions for winter would be sufficient. Oftentimes an early frost was interpreted as otherworldly spirits blighting the vegetation with their breath. This type of “weather as omen” belief may have given rise to the notion of dead spirits cavorting about and faeries plotting to steal away human beings on Samhain night.

In faerie lore Samhain is the night of the “wild hunt,” a notorious and rambunctious ride when scores of faeries come racing out from within their hollow hills to wreak havoc throughout the towns. Meandering mortals avoided traversing near the sidhe, or faerie mounds, out of fear of abduction. And if one did venture out during the wild hunt, it was only under the auspices of a protective charm, such as salt or iron. Turning one’s clothing inside out was another way to protect against faerie mischief. Faerie lore claims that a stone with a natural hole through it, dry but found near the water, would enable the wearer to enter the faerie realm and return from it unharmed. This same type of amulet was also believed to protect horses from faerie mischief and theft.

Perhaps it was the practice of wearing charms for protection that led Samhain to become a night for divination. Many different methods of divination were used by the Celts in order for young girls to learn the name of a future husband. Others sought to get a glimpse of the future and obtain information about a future occupation. Some of the techniques they used included burning nuts in the hearth fire and making assumptions based upon which nuts exploded and which did not; pouring molten lead into cool water, then interpreting the shapes that formed in order to get clues about a future occupation; and the baking of soddag valloo, or “dumb cakes,” a Manx Gaelic custom involving cakes, which were baked directly on top of the embers of the fire. Eating the cake in silence was thought to encourage prophetic dreams in young women seeking to learn the identity of their future husbands, provided that they left the room without turning their backs on the fire. Babies born on Samhain were thought to possess divinatory power and were often treated with special respect as well as fear.

Samhain is also the time when rituals were held to honor the dead. Benevolent spirits were beckoned and tempted with favorite foods that they enjoyed during life. Malevolent spirits were banished and kept away. The origin of the jack-o’-lantern is rooted in the belief of wandering spirits and ghosts. The lantern’s glow was meant as a beacon for the spirits of the dearly departed, while the terrible faces carved therein were meant to frighten away any spirit with ill intentions.

CELESTIAL EVENTS: PHOENIX AND PEGASUS

The autumn equinox has long passed, and the sun makes its journey south along the ecliptic, spending less and less time above the horizon. The approach of winter is palpable now. There is a chill in the air, and the days are noticeably shorter. If you are brave enough to venture out on Samhain night, and if it is a moonless night, you will find an enchanting array of stars emblazoned across the celestial sphere.

Rising along the southern horizon, Phoenix, an obscure constellation, spreads its wings into the night sky around ten p.m. Although the constellation will never fully rise in the northern hemisphere, most of it can be seen only at Samhain, remaining true to its elusive mythological nature. It is also a significant Samhain observation, as the phoenix is a symbol of death and rebirth. Search the sky along the horizon directly south (appropriately enough, the direction associated with elemental fire) to find Phoenix rising. The bright star Fomalhaut (part of the constellation Piscis Austrinus) serves as your guide. Just above the treetops, Fomalhaut will be above and to the right of Phoenix’s wings.

The phoenix, a mythical bird that rises from its own ashes once every five hundred years, is self-created through parthenogenesis and is said to complete the cycle of death and rebirth through fire. It is described as a gigantic bird with resemblances to the peacock, pheasant, and eagle, with a prominent crest and spectacular plumage that includes all the colors of the rainbow. An extraordinarily gentle creature, the phoenix is said to feed only on air, which incidentally is also the food of fire. Descriptions of the phoenix appear in several different mythologies, Egyptian, Greek, and Mesopotamian among them. In Egypt the phoenix is called Bennu and is depicted in hieroglyphs as a heron-like bird. Sacred to Osiris and Ra, the Bennu makes its home inside the obelisk and represents resurrection and the morning star. Its ashes are said to ignite in Heliopolis upon the altar within the temple of the sun. Varying accounts say the Greek historian Herodotus observed the living phoenix, while other versions claim that he never did see the bird, but that its fantastic reputation inspired him to include references to it in his writing.

The Window of Pegasus

The phoenix is not the only mythical winged creature that appears in the sky at this time. One of the most spectacular and easy-to-recognize constellations in autumn is Pegasus, the winged horse. Around ten p.m. on calendrical Samhain, October 31, the Great Square of Pegasus will be very close to the zenith (the point directly overhead). Pegasus is visible when facing south and is characterized by four second-magnitude stars. These four stars—Alpheratz, Scheat, Algenib, and Markab—make up the central “window” that is this constellation’s most recognizable feature. On a clear night in the city, the window of Pegasus is easily spotted, but on a clear and moonless night in the country that same window reveals dozens of stars. Looking through the window of Pegasus is akin to looking back through time. What you are actually seeing is the edge of our galaxy and all of the history that it contains. The light of the stars you are seeing has traveled billions of miles through space to reach your eyes.

Pegasus appears in several myths of the Greek pantheon as an invaluable ally to conquering heroes. Some versions claim Pegasus was created from Medusa’s blood when Perseus killed the Gorgon. Perseus rode Pegasus when he rescued Andromeda from the sacrificial rock. She was chained as an offering to Poseidon’s monster so that her death could atone for her mother’s vanity. Pegasus appears again as an aid to Bellerophon in the killing of the Chimera.

Pegasus is a bringer of inspiration. The sacred spring of Hippocrene on Mount Helicon, home of the Muses, was created where his hoof struck the earth. Allow the magick of Pegasus to inspire you as you gaze through the window of his body. Reflect on your own sacred origin and know that these images, too, are right now traveling through the fabric of space.

Keep in mind that both the phoenix and Pegasus are winged creatures. Allow your imagination to take flight, be bold, and feel free to reinvent yourself at this time.

The Tragic and Joyful Maiden and Mother

The constellation Andromeda shines almost directly from the zenith point on Samhain night. The window of Pegasus will lead you eastward to her chains, an eternal reminder of her near-sacrifice to the sea monster Cetus and of Perseus’s daring rescue. Daughter of the Ethiopian queen Cassiopeia, Andromeda and her narrowly avoided fate stand as a reminder of the wrath of the deities when a mortal claims superiority. The vanity of Cassiopeia was evident in her claim that her daughter was more beautiful than the daughters of the sea god. And although Andromeda was innocent, the wrath of the gods lay on her head instead of her mother’s.

Depicted by her signature throne, Cassiopeia lies to the north of Andromeda and Pegasus. Her constellation appears as a giant “W” if you are facing north and conversely an “M” if you are facing south. The ancient Britons referred to the Cassiopeia constellation as Llys Dôn, or Dôn’s Court. The goddess Dôn is believed to be the British counterpart to the Gaelic Danu, the mother of all gods. The throne is also one of the more prevalent symbols of the Egyptian goddess Isis, who rescues her husband from death. The legend of Andromeda concerns salvation from a death sentence and freedom from bondage, and the resurrection of Osiris represents triumph over actual death, symbolism that is especially poignant at Samhain.

MEDITATION: PHOENIX RISING

As you honor the dead on Samhain, it is important to acknowledge the intensity of emotion that comes with confronting death. Use this meditation if you are confronting grief or another emotional situation that requires insight and compassion. Sit comfortably and close your eyes. Ground and center your energy. Breathe rhythmically as you imagine yourself in a topiary garden, standing among tall hedges.

• Beneath your feet is the soft earth, blanketed with the tender green of lush grass. You wander among carefully trimmed bushes with leaves so dense that you cannot see through the hedges. They are unusually tall, and you cannot see over them. You cannot tell where one ends and another begins. It is as if living walls surround you.

• You take cautious steps along a turning path that does not seem to end. Time feels suspended. Each step could be a hundred steps, and you feel as though you have been wandering far too long. If you have made any progress at all finding your way out, it is indiscernible.

• You feel lost and confused, each new direction looking exactly like the turn that preceded it. You begin to feel that you will never leave this garden. Although it is beautiful, it is too overwhelming because your feelings of uncertainty and loss are dominant.

• Suddenly, above your head, you feel a cool breeze that gradually begins to strengthen in its intensity. Your heart begins to pound, so loud that it seems to be outside of yourself. You then realize that the sound is not coming from within your own body, but rather from the wind that you feel above your head.

• You turn your gaze upward and are amazed to learn that the sound and the wind are the beating of powerful wings. Above you flies the form of a creature, the likes of which you have never seen. It is a bird! A fantastic bird, so large that the gigantic hedge seems no more than a tiny perch beneath the great expanse of its wings.

• From its majestic wingspan, the mighty flight feathers project with a multitude of shining opalescent hues. You see brilliant blues iridescent with shades of rose and violet. Your eyes follow this amazing display of color to the soft down feathers at the base of the wings. They appear velvety and are a deep royal purple. Elegant curling plumage like that of a bird of paradise extends to the scarlet tail feathers.

• Your jaw drops, and the creature alights on the top of the hedge and cranes its graceful neck, folding in its wings and bringing its face very close to yours. In its golden beak, you see the radiance of the sun itself. The metallic color blends in with the delicate feathers of its face that range from shimmering gold to a shining yellow. On its crest, you can see deep reds that change to bright orange and rosy pinks. But you are most struck by the eye of the phoenix. It looks at you so intently with eyes the color of the Mediterranean Sea; the irises are clear bright blue and watery, the pupils only a slightly darker blue.

• You are awestruck and mesmerized by its eyes. You begin to see reflections appear, and you know it is because this gentle creature is feeling the uncertainty in your soul and reflecting this back to you with kindness and compassion.

• You see familiar images, as if you are gazing into a pool of blessed water. Faces of loved ones. People who have helped you in the past. Tender memories that you had once forgotten now come alive. The phoenix meets your gaze and sheds a glistening tear. The tear falls over you and you are bathed in a fragrant asperge of comforting empathy. You realize that the phoenix is feeling what you feel.

• On some level, in your distress you have summoned the phoenix to come to your aid, and indeed it has. Carefully it lifts you onto its mighty back and spreads its shimmering wings. Together, you soar upward through the clear blue sky, the winds of change touching your face, causing tears of joy and release to stream from your eyes. You turn your head to look down.

• Beneath you, you see the labyrinth that you previously stumbled through, only now from your lofty vantage you can easily see the way out. You are free of the maze and its resolution is obvious.

• Unexpectedly and without warning, you are standing in the garden once again. The phoenix is high overhead and you squint your eyes against the glare of the sun. It becomes more and more difficult to see as the sun seems to shine brighter and brighter until the fantastic bird is no longer discernible at all.

• You can barely see its outline against the sun when suddenly it seems to erupt in a fireball so large and bright that it makes the light of the accompanying sun seem pale in comparison. You shield your eyes and turn away, but the image seems burned into your retinas. Every time you blink, you see the phoenix.

• The sensation begins to fade a little, and you take your first steps. You are confident and reassured now. Every few steps, you see the light of the phoenix behind your eyes. You understand that this light is leading you along the pathway out of the labyrinth. You simply follow it. You are on your way home.

RITUAL: SET YOURSELF FREE

Remembering Andromeda’s narrow escape, use the energy and inspiration of the stars to break through your own psychic bondage and release yourself from figurative chains that may be holding you back. Samhain is an ideal time for taking an inventory of life and releasing old patterns that may no longer prove useful.

Start by gathering your tools. You will need these things:

• Ball of red yarn

• Athame

• Matches

• Cauldron

1. Take a ball of red cotton yarn or thread and cut it into 9-inch pieces. It is important that you choose a natural substance for this exercise. Avoid synthetics like acrylic or polyester.

2. As you knot the ends of each piece of yarn together, forming a circle, give each one a name, something in your life that you feel is holding you back. Perhaps it is a past hurt that you have been dwelling on. Maybe you have some regrets in life. Whether it is pain or grief or regret that binds you, it is now time to lay these down. It takes a certain kind of strength to carry a burden, but an even greater strength to cast it away.

3. Use as many or as few pieces as you need. Put them around your wrist and tell them specifically, “__________, I have carried you long and far. Your burden has been my teacher, and I accept your lessons. Now I summon the strength to release you, for your presence serves me no longer.”

4. Take your athame and begin cutting through the circlets. As the blade is invariably dull, this will be no easy task. Be persistent, and as you cut away your symbolic bonds, imagine yourself separating from your actual bonds. Nothing worth doing is ever easy, and this small struggle is representative of something much greater: the individual, which is you, accepting responsibility and influence over the events of life, which is magick.

5. When your bonds have been cut, light them with the matches and burn them in your cauldron, saying, “I send you back to the dark mother, to be consumed by the flames of transformation. You are purified and changed forever in this fire, reduced to your pure and simple essence. You are no longer bound to me. I send you back to the mother, and away you will go, that something new and blessed in me shall grow.”

6. When the flames subside and the cauldron cools, gather the ashes in a small pot and take them outside. Determine which way the wind is blowing and stand with the wind at your back. Blow the ashes into the air. Let them dissipate and vanish. Prepare yourself to make a new start.

ASTROLOGICAL INFLUENCES: THE REIGN OF SCORPIO AND THE AGE OF INTROSPECTION

In tropical astrology the sun enters Scorpio on October 24, and this influence is surely felt at Samhain. The eighth sign of the zodiac, Scorpio’s symbology is extremely complex. It is the only sign with three representative symbols: the scorpion, the snake, and the eagle. Along with the fiery passion that this sun sign evokes, Scorpio is associated with death more than any other sign. Ancient Mesopotamian mythology describes the gates of the underworld as being guarded by scorpion men.

The goddess most closely associated with Scorpio is the maiden huntress Artemis. In Greek mythology Artemis is the daughter of Zeus, the father of the gods, and Leto. She is also the twin sister of Apollo, the god of the sun. Artemis is the goddess of the moon and of the hunt. Her cult in Greece was connected to the female transformations of birth, puberty, and death.

In her lunar association she is the protector of all the nocturnal animals of the forest and is attended by women only. She is merciless in her defense of her virginal status and is a lethal foe to any man who affronts her. Legends tell of Artemis calling forth a gigantic scorpion that she unleashes on the hunter Orion, killing him. Variations of the myth propose many different reasons for the slaying. Some say it was jealousy that drove Artemis to send the scorpion after Orion; Orion was a threat to her power as goddess of the hunt if his skills were thought to rival her own. Other versions of the tale cast Artemis as the defending maiden, killing Orion in self-defense to avoid rape and the loss of her virginity. A third version suggests that Orion was too successful a hunter, and Artemis feared for her beloved animals on earth, thinking that Orion would kill them all and sought only to protect them from the danger he presented. As a reward for killing Orion, Artemis placed the scorpion in the sky where it is visible today as the brilliant constellation Scorpius.

At the time of Samhain the sun is in Scorpius, and so the stars are not readily visible to the stellar observer. Rather, look for the constellation Scorpius to make its dramatic appearance in the summer sky. Scorpius is one of the few constellations that closely resembles the animal that it represents. The red supergiant star Antares is the eye of the scorpion, while the double star Shaula is the stinger. One story of Shaula tells of two children, a brother and sister, who flee to the sky to escape an abusive parent and forever find refuge in the heavens.

The snake, another symbol of Scorpio, has an equally complex symbology. While often regarded in the West as a symbol of evil, elsewhere throughout the world the snake represents wisdom and regenerative power. Because the snake sheds its skin during molting, it is looked upon as a symbol of life, death, and rebirth. The ouroboros, which depicts a snake consuming its own tail, has long been regarded as a potent magickal symbol of inspiration, renewal, and the eternal cycle of nature. It is an embodiment of eternity.

The eagle of Scorpio represents the evolved soul and has correlations with the phoenix as well. The eagle is sometimes viewed as a form of Artemis herself. In Greek mythology gods and goddesses frequently take on the form of animals for a variety of reasons, most often to interact with mortals while concealing their divine identity.

A fixed water sign, Scorpio is also a negative sign in the sense that signs carry a positive or negative charge. In traditional astrology the negative signs are believed to project predominantly feminine energy, while the positive signs are associated with masculine energy. It is ruled by Pluto and correlates with the age of introspection due to its placement on the zodiac. If one imagines that a soul must incarnate as a different astrological sign at each rebirth in order to fully evolve, then Scorpio represents that place in a soul’s evolution where the cumulative effects of all previous lifetimes are taken into account and examined. This is especially significant in its relationship to Samhain, as this time of year is an excellent time for taking an inventory of life, discarding the superfluous, and making positive changes.



Legends and Lore: The Story of Tam Lin

In English and Scottish legend Tam Lin is a handsome young knight who captured the fancy of the Faerie Queen. During a near-fatal accident, in which he is thrown from his horse, the Faerie Queen intervenes by kidnapping him and thus preventing his untimely death. She imprisons him inside a well in Carterhaugh, where he remains in an odd state of limbo.

Tam Lin seduces young girls who are overcome by his attractiveness once they summon him by pulling on a double rose that grows beside the well, but he is unable to leave its confines. He falls in love with Janet, a visiting maiden, whom he impregnates. He implores her to come to his aid and release him from the spell of the Faerie Queen whom he fears plans to forsake him to hell. In this excerpt from a popular version of the ballad by Francis James Child, Tam Lin gives Janet a lively description of the wild hunt and the potency of faerie magick as well as the actions required to break the spell:

“But the night is Halloween, lady,

The morn is Hallowday,

Then win me, win me, an ye will,

For well I want ye may.

“Just at the dark and midnight hour

The fairy folk will ride,

And they that would their true-love win,

At Miles Cross they must bide.”

“But how shall I thee know, Tam Lin,

Or how my true-love know,

Among so many strange knights,

The like I never saw?”

“O first let pass the black, lady,

And then let pass the brown,

But quickly run to the milk-white steed,

Pull ye his rider down.

“For I’ll ride on the milk-white steed,

And nearest to the town,

Because I was an earthly knight

They give me that renown.

“My right hand will be gloved, lady,

My left hand will be bare,

Tilted up shall my hat be,

And combed down shall my hair.

And that’s the token I give thee,

No doubt I will be there.

“They’ll turn me in your arms, lady,

Into a newt or a snake,

But hold me fast, and fear me not,

I am your baby’s father.

“They’ll turn me to a bear so fierce,

And then a lion bold,

But hold me fast, and fear me not,

And ye shall love your child.

“Again they’ll turn me in your arms

To a red hot brand of iron,

But hold me fast, and fear me not,

I’ll do you no harm.

“And last they’ll turn me in your arms

Into the burning gleed,

Then throw me into well water,

O throw me in with speed.

“And then I’ll be your own true-love,

I’ll turn into a naked knight,

Then cover me with your green mantle,

And hide me out of sight.”

One of the more interesting aspects of this excerpt is the reference to the occult significance of water. Before Tam Lin can once again return to human form, he must first pass through a stand of water in order to break the enchantment of the faeries.



MEDITATION: DESCEND TO THE REALM OF HECATE

In this trance journey through the deep earth you will discover the realm of Hecate, the crone goddess of wisdom. She is the dark face of the goddess, and many fear her. It is Hecate who attends women in childbirth, and it is she whom we will face at the end of our life’s journey. Take this opportunity to name and face your fear. Is it advanced age? Death? To create positive change, you must honor her with respect to receive her blessing and aid.

• You are standing in a vast and empty field. The last of the harvest has been cut and gathered and stands drying in the barn. In the distance an orchard of apple trees stands fruitless, save for the last few fallen apples of the season that rest on the ground as if the very wind has made an offering to the Earth Mother.

• You face the setting sun, which sinks lower in the sky, illuminating the painted leaves that rush by. A strong wind from the east is at your back, and the tumultuous journey of the swirling leaves echoes a feeling from deep within your soul.

• You feel the earth start to tremble. It is as if you are standing on a fault line and the tectonic plates have begun to shift. You experience a sense of exhilaration, as if a mighty change is about to occur. Your intuition proves to be absolutely correct.

• You watch in amazement as the earth opens before you. What began as a rumble, then a crack emanating from the very place where you stand, turns into a deep chasm. You peer inside, noticing the vast network of roots still clinging to the earth from stalks long since cut.

• You take a step into the gap in the earth. You notice small tunnels made by burrowing insects and small animals. A family of chipmunks huddles together, bracing for the coming cold. You feel no fear, only curiosity as to the secrets of the dark earth.

• You are compelled to go further. You step carefully, loosened rocks tumbling on ahead to unseen realms. You notice the colorful striations in the rocks as you descend. Pockets in the matrix reveal glittering crystals, so perfectly formed they look as though they had been deliberately placed along your path.

• Light begins to fade as the surface of the earth retreats into the distance, but you forge ahead, led by the sensation that a great mystery is being revealed to you. You feel the pulsating rhythms of the earth itself and a great truth is affirmed for you. The earth is alive and teeming with life. As it is above, so it is below.

• You are enveloped in the darkness, when, strangely, you begin to perceive a light. This seems as strange and fantastic as the journey you are presently undertaking. The faint light of a gently glowing ember guides you along your path until you find yourself unexpectedly facing a woman. Her hair is long and white, and her face is etched with the songs and stories of a thousand lifetimes. You recognize her instantly. She is the grandmother of all, the ancient crone of your imaginings.

• You stop and stand before her in awe. At her feet is a large black cauldron. Beneath the cauldron is the fire that led you to her. Without speaking, her voice appears in your mind and she asks you why you have come to her. You reply, “I seek to learn the mysteries of the earth and to honor you with respect.”

• She nods and stirs the cauldron and asks, “Who are you?” You pause because you know her question is more profound than it seems. She is not asking your name. She is asking you to name the desire of your soul, to make a connection between yourself and the divine, to acknowledge yourself as an integral part of the earth you have chosen to penetrate and explore.

• You answer wordlessly, “I do not know.” She stops stirring the cauldron and bids you to gaze into its depths. You do not know the liquid that it contains, but it swirls around as though she was still stirring it.

• You see your own face reflected on the surface, and as the surface churns, your appearance begins to change. You see yourself as a very young person, full of energy and vitality. Then the image begins to change again before your eyes. You see yourself as a mature person, fulfilled and happy.

• Another spiral sweeps this vision from your eyes and you are revealed this time as an old person with the light of a lifetime dancing in your eyes. You look up into the eyes of the crone and you hear a voice inside your head. You are not certain if it is your own voice or that of the manifestation of the goddess before you, but you cannot argue with its message:

“I am the Maiden, seeker of Wisdom.”

“I am the Mother, giver of Wisdom.”

“I am the Crone, keeper of Wisdom.”

• You understand that this truth has been revealed to you through the woman standing before you. She is the woman you will one day become, just as surely as the reflections in her dark cauldron are aspects of yourself as well. By approaching her with honor and respect instead of fear, you have enabled yourself to embody this truth and you know it is now time for you to leave the underground realm of darkness and mystery.

• You now realize that in the span of your own lifetime, however long or short, you have already learned many things, taught many things, and have much still to learn. As the maiden, you learned how to navigate through all of life. You began life as a helpless infant and learned independence. At the same time, you taught your parents how to nurture and ultimately how to let go. As the mother, you nurtured dreams of your own and shared your wisdom with others. As the crone, most of your lifetime lies behind you. You own all of your achievements, triumphs, and trials. And there is still more that you desire from life. You have already died and been reborn many times within this one lifetime.
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