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  Preface


  I sat curled up on the couch with my Greek friend, sipping Greek coffee, with a candle burning on the table in front of us.


  “I think I’m done writing about ancient Rome and the Vestals for a while,” I said. “Maybe I’ll take a break.”


  “Yeah, right,” she replied.


  “No, I’m serious. Maybe I’ll write about Tudor England. The six wives of King Henry or something…”


  “I can’t see it.”


  “Okay…the wives of the Inca.”


  “Warmer, but still no.”


  “What about—”


  She sighed loudly enough to interrupt me and took the empty coffee cup out of my hand. She placed it upside down on the saucer. After a short time, she lifted the cup off the saucer and looked inside.


  “What do you see?” she asked, gesturing to the sludge of coffee grinds that had run down along the sides of the cup, bottom to rim, to create a network of amorphous shapes and squiggly lines.


  I studied the cup. My friend had read my coffee grinds many times—all the women in her family did—and I had often seen images in them, but this time I was struggling. “It looks like a Jackson Pollock painting,” I said. “I don’t see anything.”


  She let out an even more exasperated sigh, gathered our cups, and took them into the kitchen. “You’ll get a sign,” she said.


  I sat back on the couch and stared absently at the candle on the coffee table. It was a beeswax tealight, sans casing, which I had set on a plate to burn.


  As I looked at it, a small, thin, horizontal fracture appeared in the side of the wax, and a narrow river of amber wax spilled out. I blinked as the river quickly took the shape of the letter V. For Vesta.


  I picked up the plate and turned it around, instantly noticing that, when I turned the plate 180°, the river of wax took on the shape of a…well, a river. Specifically, the Tiber River in Rome. And even more specifically, the shape of the bend in the Tiber where the basket of Rome’s legendary founder Romulus came to rest.


  And if that isn’t a sign, I don’t know what is.


  Nor do I know what has brought you to this little book. Perhaps you’re looking for a sign in your life, or perhaps you’re looking for answers or meaning in a deeper sense.


  Regardless, candle reading is an ancient and life-affirming practice that, although lesser known than reading tea leaves or reading the stars, is nonetheless a powerfully intuitive and beautiful way to discover, to divine, the answers you seek.


  But more than just helping you answer certain questions, candle reading done with the flame of Vesta can bring a profound sense of peace, comfort and meaning to all areas of your life, from your relationships to your finances.


  It can help you see through life’s lies to find your own truth, and to face down those fears that might be holding you back in life.


  In fact, I’d encourage you to start the process right now.


  Go find a candle and light it. Now think about the questions that are on your mind or in your heart.


  Think about the things you want to know or the reassurances you seek. Do they concern love? Money? A potential move? Perhaps you’re pondering a major life choice of some kind or you’re having to cope with a life change that has been thrust upon you.


  Perhaps you need a favorable sign, something that can point you in the right direction for happiness. Or perhaps you need the opposite—an unfavorable sign, something that can help steer you away from making a mistake.


  Think about that question or need for a while. And then start reading this book in earnest with your candle nearby.


  Before you know it, you’ll be getting a lot more than candlelight out of your candles. You’ll be finding enlightenment there too—answers, understanding, inspiration, strength, and comfort.


  Finally, I encourage you, as much as possible, to have fun as you engage in this illuminating form of divination. No, that may not always be possible—or the point—but candle reading should generally be undertaken in a spirit of openness and joy.


  I wish you all the best as you begin!


  They regard the fire as consecrated to Vesta because that goddess, being the earth and occupying the central place in the universe, kindles the celestial fires from herself.


  – Dionysius Halicarnassus, Greek Historian, 60-7 BCE


  Chapter One


  Looking for Signs


  Who is Vesta?
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  Vesta is the ancient Roman goddess of the home and hearth.


  Symbolized and embodied by a sacred, eternal flame—the aeterna flamma—Vesta was, and still is, one of the heavyweights in terms of religious importance. And before you use her sacred flame in divination, I believe it’s essential to know a little bit about her, her history, and how she is honored today. Because it’s pretty amazing.


  Vesta is one of the Dii Consentes, the twelve ancient deities—six gods and six goddesses—of the ancient Roman pantheon (the others are Jupiter, Mars, Mercury, Neptune, Vulcan, Apollo, Juno, Minerva, Ceres, Diana, and Venus). This more or less aligns with the Greek pantheon of the twelve Olympic gods.


  According to legend—and there is always far more truth in that than we think—during the fall of Troy, the hero Aeneas was able to save his doomed city’s most important religious items, including sacred embers of Vesta’s fire which burned in the Trojan hearth. Eventually his descendant, Romulus, brought the sacred flame to his new city, the city that took his name—Rome. There, a circular temple was built to house Vesta’s eternal fire, its shape a reflection of the round huts the ancient Romans first called home, as well as the Earth itself, that place we all call home: it encircled the sacred fire as our planet circles the sun. This temple was one of the first to be erected in the Roman Forum (sometime in the 8th century BCE), and the Eternal City thus grew up and around the fiery goddess’s Eternal Flame.


  Because Vesta’s sacred hearth was the hearth of Rome itself, Romulus’s successor, King Numa, decreed that a powerful priesthood of Vestal Virgins keep the fire burning, day and night. Their devotion, and the rites and rituals they performed, maintained the pax deorum—the peace between humankind and the gods—as well as the protection of the gods. The Vestal Order was the only full-time, state-funded priesthood in Rome, and its priestesses enjoyed a life of privilege during their thirty years of service. After completing their service, they were free to retire as wealthy, independent women and even marry (they would be between thirty-six and forty years old at retirement), although many chose to remain with the order.


  As the Kingdom of Rome expanded to become the Roman Republic and finally the great Roman Empire, so too did the sacred fire expand, with Vesta continuing to find new lands, and new hearths, in which to reside.


  Yet Vesta was not just honored in the public sphere or at the state level. She was also—and originally—honored privately in each and every home, her presence in the family hearthfire and/or candles making even the most modest home a sacred space. Offerings of bread or salted flour, or libations of olive oil, wine, or milk, were given to her flame at mealtime and during times of prayer. Her flame symbolized eternity, home, and the soul.


  Now as you might expect from a goddess symbolized by an eternal flame, Vesta was and is an enduring force. As such, she is still honored today, as are many other ancient gods and goddesses in the so-called neo-pagan movement. She is also honored by many people who don’t identify as neo-pagan or pagan, but who simply feel drawn to her flame, and who use it as a spiritual focus. This too is to be expected in a world where more and more people identify as “spiritual, but not religious.”


  Fire worship is the oldest form of spiritual expression known to humankind: adding a little sophistication to this worship, and a face to the flame, brings comfort and meaning to many people. The complex rituals and rites that once attended Vesta have been adapted and simplified to suit modern lifestyles and sensibilities, and the fact that Vesta is honored privately rather than publicly.


  For example, symbolic offerings and libations can be made to a Vesta-dedicated candle—that’s something I’ll expand on later in the book should you wish to incorporate it into your own life and spiritual practice, including candle reading.


  In Divining Your Life, we’re going to focus on burning Vesta’s sacred flamma in a candle and then “reading” both the flame and the resultant candle wax drippings to discover—to divine—the answer to any number of life’s questions. As you’ll see, the method I use to do this, the method you’ll learn to use, is one that stems from actual ancient practices and the deepest reaches of antiquity.


  Modern Divination


  Life is a mystery. And like any mystery, people are always trying to solve it, to reveal its secrets, to find answers to its many questions. Divination provides a way to do that.


  Divination is commonly and very generally understood as the practice of trying to foresee future events, to answer certain questions, or to discover some kind of hidden knowledge by the interpretation or reading of signs, particularly signs from deities or other supernatural forces. It is the practice of revealing the hidden significance of events or choices in our own life.


  Yet the heading I’ve used here—modern divination—is something of a misnomer. That’s because most forms of divination practiced today originated in ancient times. That’s very true of practices such as astrology and as you’ll soon see, candle readings.


  Perhaps one of the “newest” forms of popular fortune-telling or divination today is Tarot cards, which began to be used for divination purposes in the late 18th century CE—not ancient, but old.


  But that’s not to say the modern world hasn’t come up with novel ways to divine answers to life’s questions, big and small. Who can resist asking Mattel’s Magic 8-Ball a question and frantically shaking it, peering into that little round window to see the triangle-shaped answer—Signs point to yes.


  What schoolboy hasn’t quietly created a paper fortune-teller, commonly called a cootie catcher, at his desk during algebra class? What schoolgirl hasn’t consulted the Daisy Oracle—he loves me, he loves me not—to let the petals say whether her crush is reciprocated?


  And aren’t many of us tempted to ask a question of the Ouija board, despite the dark tones some associate with it? Like Tarot, however, spirit boards weren’t popularized as a method of divination until relatively recently: they were originally a parlor game and began to be used for séance purposes in the late 19th century CE.


  We are likewise drawn to those who appear to have mastered divination. Nostradamus, who lived in the 16th century CE, is believed to have accurately prophesized a number of major world events, including the French Revolution and the rise of Adolf Hitler.


  In a lighter vein, Paul the Octopus predicted the results of a number of football matches in the early 2000’s and gained a tongue-in-cheek reputation as an animal oracle, attracting crowds of onlookers who eagerly awaited his startlingly accurate predictions.


  Yet the truth is, from the crystal ball to runes, from tea-leaf readings to numerology, from Tarot to talking boards, and from the predictions of serious French seers to silly psychic cephalopods, almost all modern divination methods took root in the ancient world in one way or another.


  After all, those people who lived before us, even millennia before us, wanted to solve the same mysteries that we do. Some of those mysteries are serious—what is the meaning of my life?—while others are trivial—which team should I bet on?—but either way, we instinctively turn to divination to discover the answers.


  Even those methods of divination that may seem flippant—like the Magic 8-Ball—are thus deeply instinctual and stem from ancient yearnings and practices.


  In modern times, these practices may have grown and adapted, they may have found their way onto store shelves and the Internet, and at times even infiltrated pop culture. Nonetheless, they’re old. Really old.


  And the divination practice of candle reading—specifically the type based in ancient Roman religion and using the flame of Vesta—is one of the very oldest. It’s one of the most ancient. And in my opinion, it’s the most beautiful.


  By divining a classical element—fire, and its effects—you’re reaching far back into the human experience, into distant antiquity. In fact, you’re reaching even further back than that, all the way back to the dawn of human spirituality itself.


  The Spirituality of Fire


  Fire worship is one of the oldest, if not the oldest, forms of spiritual expression known to humankind. It is around fire that the earliest humans built their social and family units, built their homes, built their cultures and civilizations.


  They built their religions around fire too. Who among us
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