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​Ancient Fires, Modern Altars: Celebrating the Pagan Holidays Today

​Introduction: Rekindling the Flame

There is a rhythm to the world. A steady pulse of life that beats beneath the technicolor whirl of our busy modern lives. We feel it in the cool, expectant air of the first true spring day, in the rich, inky dark of the longest winter night, and in the burning flame of an autumn sunset. Our ancestors danced to that rhythm for millennia. The very survival of their villages, the thriving of their crops, and the health of their families was dependent on a grand cycle that they both needed to master, and that they needed to worship. They stoked bonfires to greet the new sun, left offerings for the ancient dead to ensure the harvest, and sat around flickering flames under the full moon to tell tales of their ancestors. These things are not just quaint customs or dusty rituals. They were medicine. They were a deep, spiritual, visceral link to the cycles of the earth, and to the wider natural world around them. They were ancient fires.

In our world of electric lights, central heating and air conditioning, and 7-11s stocking ice cream in the middle of winter, we have drifted far away from that pulse. We have cocooned ourselves away in layers of modernity. But there is a part of each of us that still longs for something more. A quiet but undeniable and persistent part of us that wants to ring the changing of the Wheel of the Year, to feel like we too are a part of something greater than ourselves in this vast, unfolding, natural story. This book is your key. This book is your guide, your path back into that rhythm, not by turning your back on the modern world, but by weaving the wisdom and wonder of the past into your life in the here and now. This is a handbook for building your own modern altar.

Before we go any further, let’s get one thing out of the way. This is not a “bible.” This is not a set of hard and fast rules that you must follow in order to celebrate properly. Nor is it a rigid framework of dogma that you must adhere to and enforce on others. Modern Paganism is not a single, unified religion. It is a diverse spiritual ecosystem, teeming with life and growth. It is not a history book, though we will touch on the past, and there will be many historical references within these pages. Most of all, this is not an exclusive, hoity-toity, gatekeeping, “you have to do it like this” type of book. It is an invitation to anyone and everyone who has ever felt the stirring of the ancient fires in their blood. If you are a solitary practitioner taking your first steps along a nature-based spiritual path, if you are a family looking for ways to create new, beautiful traditions with your children, if you are part of a coven that is looking for fresh inspiration, or if you fall anywhere in between, we have some ideas here that will be easy for you to use and adapt to your own needs. This book focuses on empowering you, the reader, giving you information, knowledge, tools, and confidence to make a practice that is right for you. It is a book that honors the past by allowing the past to inform our present lives. It is a book for modern fires.

“Ancient Fires” in the title, then, are the ancient historical roots of the celebrations themselves. Since long before they were ever codified into the Wheel of the Year that we know and love, since long before the word “Pagan” had ever been applied to them, people all over the world marked the journey of the sun across the sky. They watched as the days began to lengthen and eventually peaked at the Summer Solstice, the longest day of the year, then gradually began to draw short again until they bottomed out at the Winter Solstice, the shortest day of the year, and began to lengthen once more. At the two points in the year when the sun reached its highest point and its lowest point are the solstices. In the spaces between, they marked the days when the lengths of night and day were equal on the Spring Equinox and the Autumn Equinox. Then between these four solar pillars of the year were cross-quarter days. Festivals are largely concerned with the agricultural cycle. Planting and tending the growing things, the flowering and the ripening of the harvest. A total of eight festivals form the main spokes on the Wheel of the Year. Samhain, Yule, Imbolc, Ostara, Beltane, Litha, Lughnasadh, and Mabon. We will be looking at the history and folklore associated with each of these Sabbats, the major themes and ideas surrounding each of them, as well as traditions and ancient customs which you may want to add to your own practice.

From the ancient fires we come to our “Modern Altars.” How does it work to be a Pagan in the 21st century? How do we celebrate a grain harvest when our bread comes from the grocery store? How do we honor the fertility of the land when we live in an apartment in a tall city building? This is the wonderful, creative work of the modern practitioner. A modern altar can be a simple space with candles and tools set on it, or it can be a large shrine with multiple ritual objects on it. It is both a representation of your personal sacred space, and your place within it. Your modern altar is a place to set your focus, your intention, and a place to connect with whatever the divine is for you. Your modern altar can be anything you want it to be. So too, is the creative process of reinterpreting these ancient festivals for our own modern lives an act of sacred spiritual artistry. The key to this is in finding the spirit of the thing. The spirit of a harvest festival, for instance, is not the spirit of wheat or barley or rye. It is a festival of gratitude, of acknowledging abundance, and of reaping what we have sown in all areas of our life. The spirit of the winter solstice is not just the increasing hours of daylight, it is the hope that is found in the dark, the celebration of new beginnings, and the knowledge that time for quiet and rest is an essential part of the cycle of future growth.

This is your guide, so please read it with an open heart and an open mind. Take what you want, leave what you don’t. Ring the changes on any rituals that seem too difficult or complicated, don’t like one of the suggested foods or herbs? Find one that is similar and substitute it for the one mentioned. You should never feel like your practice is a chore. Never make something more stressful just because a book says you should. Use the information presented in the following chapters as a jumping-off point for your own unique traditions. Use the journal prompts to think more about what each season means to you. Try some of the crafts and recipes to get your hands and your senses involved. This is your path and your footsteps are the ones that matter. It is not a competition. You don’t have to be perfect. You just have to connect. So let’s begin. Let’s walk the path around the sun together. Let’s rekindle the ancient flame that lives within each of us. Let’s build a sacred space in the modern world. The Wheel is turning.
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​Part 1: Foundations of Modern Practice
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​Chapter 1: The Turning Wheel
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Before we get into details of ritual and correspondences, I want you to do something. Close your eyes. Take a deep breath. Now, feel the year. Don’t think of it as twelve months on a calendar, but as energy, a circle of power you’re standing inside right now. Feel where the light is. Is the sun high and hot, or low and distant? Can you sense the quiet hum of life deep in the soil, or the wild, riotous energy of new growth exploding from the earth? That deep knowing is the core of magical practice. It is the first and most important step towards the Turning Wheel.

The Wheel of the Year is not something that humans invented; it is something we observe. It is a map both sacred and beautiful, charting the earth’s yearly path around the sun, and all the energetic shifts that that movement entails. It is a story told repeatedly, in the sky above and in the ground beneath our feet, of light and dark, of life and death and rebirth. To attune yourself to the Wheel is to attune yourself to the oldest magic there is. It is to remember that you are not separate from nature, but a part of it, inextricably.

This overarching solar story is punctuated by eight key festivals, known as Sabbats. Sabbats are eight sacred moments throughout the year when the veil between this world and the world of magic is thinnest, when the Earth sighs
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