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Equinox – A Time of Balance

by Ben Gruagach

The equinox is a threshold moment when we are at a point of balance between two different times. It’s when day and night are perfectly equal. In the spring, we look at the equinox as a promise of warm times to come, as the days that follow have more and more light and less and less dark. In the autumn it’s reversed – we are saying goodbye to long days and are starting to notice the lengthening shadows and longer nights.

The spring equinox has all sorts of widely-known symbolism: eggs, bunnies, flowers, fresh green things. What about the autumn equinox? It’s the flip side of the spring equinox so really deserves equal attention.  

The autumn equinox is the season when the leaves are changing from green to vibrant reds, oranges, and yellows before they fall and blanket the ground. The apple harvest is in full swing. The later crops are being brought in – wheat, barley, and other grains, squash, seeds and nuts. It’s a time of great abundance.

In the secular world, at least in North America, the symbolism of the autumn equinox is often delayed a bit and appears as Thanksgiving. In Canada, we have our Thanksgiving in October, while in the United States it’s delayed until late November. As Pagans, our spiritual thanksgiving is at the autumn equinox, followed by a more introspective version at Samhain. But there’s no reason why we can’t enjoy the secular thanksgiving holidays too!

This equinox take some time from your busy life to stop and listen to the quiet things around us. Look for that balance even if it seems hard to spot in all the hubbub that swirls around us every day. Where is the pivot point, the eye of the hurricane? Use that quiet moment to find your own spiritual and emotional center so you can step back into the dance of life with greater purpose. 

***
Pomegranate Magick

by Titania

Folk names:  Fruit of the Gods, Fruit of the Underworld, Silver Branch, The Silver Bough, Carthage Apple, Grenadier, Malicorio, Punicum, Pound Garnet

Botanical name: Punicum granatum

The pomegranate has long been my favourite fruit, even before I knew the mythology. I first tried one when I was about 12 when my family and friends were on an outing. I had never tasted anything quite like it before. It was exquisite. Now I make a special mead elixir from pomegranate syrup, some spices and other ingredients. I also make my own 

pomegranate scented products and I even use pomegranate shampoo, conditioner, body wash, body butter and dishwashing liquid, which I found in local stores!  MOR, Australia, make a range of pomegranate body products, including bath salts and body lotion, as do Universal Brands. I also made some pomegranate facial toner and aura spray, and have found lots of pomegranate recipes on the Internet. 
If you cut a pomegranate in half, you will most likely see a star pattern. I once saw some beautiful pomegranate art which included a sculpted half pomegranate, the seeds formed into a shape of the peace symbol. And I recently went walking and saw a pomegranate tree in someone's garden, with many gorgeous tiny pomegranates.

I was in my 20s when I discovered that my Patron Deity was Hades. I started learning about Persephone as well and how she, Hades and the pomegranate were all connected. It was then I realized why I was so drawn to this mysterious fruit. I have a faux pomegranate on my altar, and another by my bedside and on my Hades shrine.
My favourite myth, in case you hadn't already guessed, is the one centering around Hades and Persephone. When in the Underworld, the Greek Goddess of Spring, Persephone, ate six seeds of the tempting pomegranate, thus binding her to the Underworld and her beloved Hades, Sovereign of the Underworld, for six months of the year. This is when the Seasons were born. Persephone spends six months with Hades in the Underworld and six months above with her mother, Demeter.

In Christian mythology, it is said that the apple Eve gave Adam in the Garden of Eden was in fact a pomegranate. In Rome, the pomegranate represented the vulva and was worshipped as an emblem of the Goddess.

The fall season brings the harvest of the pomegranate, rich in history and folklore. The flavor of the crystal-like seeds is sweet, rich and flavourful. The juice can become the base for sauces and flavourings for drinks, savoury dishes, and sweets, while the whole seeds are a simple delight eaten fresh or used as a colourful garnish. It is also a powerful antioxidant.

The pomegranate, a Persian native, is one of the oldest known fruits. The Romans called it the Punic apple. The pomegranate made its way to Italy via Carthage (Punic), and therein lies the root of its Latin name, Punicum malum (apple). Many Italian Renaissance fabrics boasted the pattern of cut pomegranates. Ancient Romans enjoyed the succulent flesh of this fruit, and they also tanned and used the rinds as a form of leather. The pomegranate has gained distinction as a royal fruit. Homer, Rumi, Shakespeare and Chaucer have all extolled the virtues of the pomegranate in literature.

It was the Moors who brought the seedy fruit to Spain round 800 A.D. Granada was named for the pomegranate, which became their national emblem. The first pomegranate planted in Britain was by none other than King Henry VIII. The deep red colour of the pomegranate seeds may also have given rise to the naming of the garnet gemstone.

The pomegranate is a focal symbol in the legend and lore of many different cultures. With its abundance of seeds, the fruit has long been a symbol of fertility, bounty and eternal life, particularly to those of the Jewish faith. The Jews have a beautiful custom in which they say every seed of the pomegranate is a wish. There is a Jewish saying: "May we be full of Miswoth like a pomegranate."  Miswoth is like another word for the 

Jewish commandments and how they live their lives. Many paintings of the Madonna

and Child prominently display a pomegranate. Ancient Egyptians were buried with pomegranates in hope of rebirth.

The Hittite God of agriculture is said to have blessed followers with grapes, wheat and pomegranates. The seeds were sugared and served to guests at Chinese weddings. When it was time to consummate the marriage, pomegranates were thrown on the floor of the bedchamber to encourage a happy and fruitful union.

Berber women used pomegranates to predict the amount of their offspring by drawing a circle on the ground and dropping a ripe pomegranate in the centre. The amount of seeds expelled outside the ring allegedly prophesied the number of her future children.  

Mohammed believed pomegranates purged the spirits of envy and hatred from the body and urged all his followers to eat goodly amounts. 

The gender associated with the pomegranate is male, and the element is Fire. It is sacred to Persephone, Hades and Demeter. Its powers are divination, luck, wishes and health. The seeds have long been eaten to increase fertility. The pomegranate is a lucky, magickal fruit. Make a wish before eating one and your wish may come true.  A branch of pomegranate discovers concealed wealth, or will attract money to its possessor. The dried skin is added to wealth and money incenses. Branches of pomegranate hung over doorways guard against evil, and the juice is a blood substitute or magical ink.

It heartens me that the pomegranate is coming back into favour. There are lots of pomegranate products out there such as juice, molasses and home products, and you can find a lot of information about it on the Web.

Here are some wonderful pomegranate sites and articles:

http://www.pomwonderful.com/
http://www.crfg.org/pubs/ff/pomegranate.html
http://www.pomegranate.org/
http://www.portlandtribune.com/archview.cgi?id=29578
Article sources:  Scott Cunningham's Encyclopedia of Magical Herbs and http://homecooking.about.com/library/weekly/aa100801a.htm
Finally, here is a poem I wrote on the pomegranate:

Hidden Mysteries

Oh what mysteries lie

Hidden beneath the layers

Peel away, peel away

To find them

The little jewels

Illuminated

Many faceted

Meditate as you find them all

The little red shining jewels

So crisp

So sweet

The fruit of myth, fertility and prosperity

Binding Persephone to her beloved Hades

Oh what beautiful mysteries and fables

Lie hidden within

The Pomegranate

***

Blue Jay – Boldness and Power
by Amberlight
If you have an oak tree on your property, or live near a wooded area with oak trees in it, you’ll probably not only have lots of squirrels around this time of year, but all kinds of blue jays as well. You may see them singly or in groups, sailing noisily from tree to tree in a flash of blue, and filling the air with their varied repertoire of calls. Although blue jays are omnivorous and will eat insects and even other bird’s eggs or nestlings during the spring and summer, acorns are one of their favourite foods. Like the squirrels, they’re not only filling up on food for the winter ahead, using their strong bills to crack open the acorn and get at the nutritious kernel within, but they’re also stashing some of the nuts away for future use. Like squirrels, blue jays will sometimes bury acorns in the ground for later retrieval. It’s just one indication of this bird’s cleverness! 

Blue jays are common throughout eastern North America. They’re gregarious birds, and often travel in small, loose flocks. Although their natural habitat is oak and pine woods, they can adapt themselves to a range of environments, including urban areas. They are often regarded as a winter bird, although they are found year-round in our own area. Some may even migrate further south in the fall. Their nests are usually well-hidden, but once the leaves are off the trees, you can identify a blue jay nest by its bulky, untidy appearance, with twigs sticking out in all directions. 

Along with their beautiful plumage, blue jays are most famous for their noisiness and variety of different calls. In fact, the only time blue jays are quiet and secretive is when they’re nesting and raising young. The most familiar sound they make is the harsh, shrieking alarm call, which is usually a warning of danger. They also emit melodious, bell-like calls and, sometimes, a sort of rattling, clicking sound. They are good mimics and can imitate a hawk’s piercing cry really well – we’ve heard them do this near our bird feeders, presumably in an effort to scare the other diners away so they can have first choice of food!  

Blue jays are bold and aggressive and, like crows, will mob hawks and owls. They’re a familiar sight at feeders during the winter, and can be attracted with a range of foods, including peanuts, sunflower seeds, cracked corn and dried fruit. In the wild, they will also eat beechnuts, berries and chestnuts as well as acorns. 

Blue Jay’s Spiritual Message

The blue jay is one of my own totems. One day, I asked myself which wild bird I would miss the most if I moved to another country, and the answer was the blue jay. Later, when I was doing some research into the spiritual significance of the blue jay, I learned from Ted Andrews’ book Animal Speak (Llewellyn Publications, 2004) that the word “jay” comes from the Latin “Gaia.” As most pagans know, Gaia is the Greek Mother Earth Goddess, and is often associated with contemporary earth-based belief systems. It was also adopted by British scientist James Lovelock during the 1970s when he developed his famous Gaia theory about the interconnectedness of life on earth. 

The blue jay’s bold colouring of blue (sky), black (earth) and white (heavens) symbolizes this bird’s ability to connect with both earthly and universal energies via its natural element, the sky. The blue jay’s crest, like the deer’s antlers, is another indication of its connection with higher knowledge and powers.

With that prominent crest, striking colouration and fearless attitude, the blue jay can help you learn to use your own powers properly. Those to whom the blue jay comes as a totem are sometimes people with a lot of ability and talent, but who dilute these qualities by failing to use them to the best advantage, or scattering them too widely. For example, they may be interested in a whole lot of different things, but only learn enough about each of them to get by on, failing to go more deeply or become a true master at anything. Or they may consistently fail to complete projects, losing motivation and abandoning them when they’re only half done. They may seem to give the impression that they know a lot, but in actual fact their knowledge is relatively superficial. 

The blue jay is a reminder to be bold and courageous, to figure out exactly what you want to do, and go for it. He also reminds you to focus and follow through on things, and to embrace responsibility, dedication and commitment in all you do. If the blue jay comes into your life, he’s encouraging you to properly develop your unique talents and abilities, both for personal growth and the betterment of the world, while at the same time guarding against scattering your energies and wasting or dispersing your powers. 
***

Equinox Song (Autumn Version)

by Sabina C. Becker

Equal dark and equal light;
Equal day and equal night.
Equinox is how we say:
Equal night and equal day.

Comes the darkness, goes the light;
Equal day and equal night;
Now the autumn's come to stay--
Equal night and equal day.

Shadows lengthen 'gainst our sight;
Equal day and equal night.
Short and shorter grows the ray;
Equal night and equal day.

Ere they fall, the leaves grow bright;
Equal day and equal night.
Cooler breezes flirt and play;
Equal night and equal day.

Button up your collar tight;
Equal day and equal night.
Winter soon will come this way--
Equal night and equal day.

Equal dark and equal light;
Equal day and equal night.
Equinox is how we say:
Equal night and equal day!


***

Initiations: Mystical and Mundane

by Ben Gruagach

There is a lot of talk about initiation, particularly among Wiccans, in the modern magickal and Pagan community.  Some practitioners insist that to be considered a Wiccan another initiated Wiccan must formally initiate you.  Some extend this claim to insist that only people who have been formally initiated can consider themselves a Witch.  This is highly debated as there are plenty of non-Wiccan Witches, and even among Wiccans there is no central authority to determine who is and isn’t a Wiccan, initiated or not.

Many occult systems consider initiation rites to be the most important work that they perform.  Initiation rituals are designed to purify the candidate and prepare them for a much-desired direct contact with the Divine.  Initiation is seen as an active process of encouraging spiritual and magickal development.  Some Wiccan writers, including such notables as Doreen Valiente and Raymond Buckland, recognized the need for solitary practitioners to have access to the benefits of initiation and have published self-initiation rituals in their books.  If the point of initiation is to establish a personal relationship with the Divine then it is something that can be available to solitary practitioners as well as to members of formal groups.

What is initiation, exactly?  Is it true that to be a Witch, Wiccan, or other practitioner of a magickal spiritual system, you must be formally initiated?  If initiation is such an important aspect of these spiritual systems, can self-initiation rituals be considered valid?

Part of the confusion over the issue of initiation is that there are actually two very distinct types of initiation that are frequently confused.  In her book “The Training and Work of the Initiate” Dion Fortune identified these two types of initiation as 1) formal acceptance into a specific group, and 2) a milestone in one’s spiritual maturation usually identified as an interaction with the Divine.  These two types of initiation are quite distinct although they can happen simultaneously.  Humans perform one kind, and the Divine performs the other.

The first type, formal acceptance into a specific group, is the type of initiation that can only be performed by humans.  It is usually a formal ceremony where an authorized representative of a specific group identifies and accepts a candidate into that group.  It is the process of establishing a verifiable lineage that binds members together in that group.  It is a way of establishing a group “family tree” with links that members can confirm.  Groups that have a system of multiple initiations use different degrees or levels to indicate one’s status in the group.  This form of human-performed initiation allows groups to establish clear requirements and boundaries for group members.

The second type, a milestone in one’s spiritual maturation usually identified as an interaction with the Divine, is a much more personal and often intense experience.  It is an experience sought as a primary goal of many religious systems as it is part of establishing a direct personal relationship with the Divine.  In some cases it is subtle, and in others it is dramatic, but in all cases the effect on the initiate’s life is profound.  When the Divine has touched you it is difficult to remain unchanged.

Many spiritual seekers consider the second type of initiation to be the important one and the first type of initiation to be interesting but essentially irrelevant.  The second type, spiritual initiation, is bestowed by the grace of the Divine and is not something that can be demanded or forced.  Mystics and spiritual seekers of all paths can only prepare themselves in the hope that this particular initiation might occur.  It is not something you can schedule, demand, or purchase.  And it is definitely not something that humans can bestow upon other humans, no matter how many certificates or degrees they hold.

Spiritual initiation is the truly mystical event that is meant when people talk about experiencing a Mystery.  It is deeply personal, meaningful, and is often a life-changing insight.  Many people say that it is impossible to describe and that it must be experienced to understand.  It is the inspiration that drives artists to create.  And while it is true that the Mystery cannot be completely explained through art, successful artists are able to transmit at least a portion of the essence of the Mystery through their work.  Sometimes it is that work of art that moves us and triggers a full-fledged spiritual initiation experience.   

Most magickal initiation rituals are designed to encourage a spiritual initiation to occur while at the same time fulfilling the mundane function of formally welcoming the candidate into a specific group.  It is a mistake, though, to assume that because an initiation ritual has been performed that a spiritual initiation is guaranteed to also take place.  If the Divine is ready to bestow a spiritual initiation then it will happen regardless of any human rituals that might or might not be taking place at the time.

In “The Training and Work of the Initiate” Dion Fortune points out that it does happen that a person can work through a system of magickal or spiritual training, earn successive formal degrees and titles, and still never receive a spiritual initiation.  And similarly, she states that she knows many people who have clearly received spiritual initiations without any involvement in established groups or participation in formal initiation rituals.  One type of initiation is not dependent upon the other.

Self-initiation ceremonies, then, are really about trying to set the stage for a spiritual initiation to occur.  It might be better to call them self-dedications rather than self-initiations, since they usually focus on the concept of dedicating one’s self to a specific path or deity.  Except in groups that explicitly condone self-initiations, it doesn’t make sense that one could formally join an established group without going through the accepted process.  For example, to become a priest in the Roman Catholic church there are specific established methods to achieve this which include being recognized and accepted by Roman Catholic authorities.  In Wicca, many traditions or sects have established their own requirements and authorities so it makes sense that these should be respected.  However, there is no overall authority structure for all Wicca, nor is there one for all Pagans, or all Witches, or all who practice magick or spiritual paths.  This means that no one group has the right to lay exclusive claim to titles such as Pagan, Witch, or even Wiccan.  Anyone can call themselves these things without the need for any initiation ceremonies, whether anyone else likes it or not.

Initiations can be very moving and highly significant events in the lives of spiritual seekers.  Clarifying the two basic types of initiations, and how they have quite distinct purposes, can only help us to focus our energies on the things we are trying to achieve.  Muddled distinctions serve to confuse our purposes in participating in an initiation ritual.  Rituals with muddled purposes are not as effective or meaningful as those that are clear and focused.  Let’s be clear about our ritual intentions and outcomes.  We can better serve the Divine through honesty, integrity, and clear purpose.

Dion Fortune

Dion Fortune is the magickal name of Violet Firth-Evans (born 1890, died 1946.)  She had a keen interest in psychology and studied at the Medico-Psychological Clinic in London, England.  In 1919 she joined the Alpha et Omega, one of the groups that evolved from the famous Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.  She left in 1927 after a conflict with one of the founders, Moina Mathers.  Fortune was also involved in Co-Masonry (an offshoot of Freemasonry) and with the Theosophical Society.

In 1924 she founded her own group, the Fraternity (later Society) of the Inner Light.  The group is still active today.  The Society of the Inner Light has a website at http://www.innerlight.org.uk/

Dion Fortune wrote extensively on occult and mystical topics.  Her books, particularly some of her occult novels such as “The Goat-Foot God,” “Moon Magic,” and “The Sea Priestess,” have been embraced by many Witches and Wiccans although Fortune herself was neither a Wiccan nor a Witch.  Gerald Gardner and Doreen Valiente, among other notable early Wiccans, have openly admitted drawing on Fortune’s books for inspiration.

Some of Dion Fortune’s most popular nonfiction occult books include “The Mystical Qabalah,” “The Training & Work of an Initiate,” “Esoteric Orders and Their Work,” “Aspects of Occultism,” “Sane Occultism,” and “Practical Occultism in Daily Life.”  Many of her books are still in print and are easy to find.

***
John Barleycorn

(Traditional folk poem. The earliest written version is included in the Bannatyne Manuscript from 1568. This version is by Robert Burns - 1782.)

There was three kings into the east,
Three kings both great and high,
And they hae sworn a solemn oath
John Barleycorn should die.

They took a plough and plough'd him down,
Put clods upon his head,
And they hae sworn a solemn oath
John Barleycorn was dead.

But the cheerful Spring came kindly on'
And show'rs began to fall;
John Barleycorn got up again,
And sore surpris'd them all.

The sultry suns of Summer came,
And he grew thick and strong:
His head weel arm'd wi pointed spears,
That no one should him wrong.

The sober Autumn enter'd mild,
When he grew wan and pale;
His bendin joints and drooping head
Show'd he began to fail.

His colour sicken'd more and more,
He faded into age;
And then his enemies began
To show their deadly rage.

They've taen a weapon, long and sharp,
And cut him by the knee;
They ty'd him fast upon a cart,
Like a rogue for forgerie.

They laid him down upon his back,
And cudgell'd him full sore.
They hung him up before the storm,
And turn'd him o'er and o'er.

They filled up a darksome pit
With water to the brim,
They heav'd in John Barleycorn-
There, let him sink or swim!

They laid him upon the floor,
To work him farther woe;
And still, as signs of life appear'd,
They toss'd him to and fro.

They wasted o'er a scorching flame
The marrow of his bones;
But a miller us'd him worst of all,
For he crush'd him between two stones.

And they hae taen his very hero blood
And drank it round and round;
And still the more and more they drank,
Their joy did more abound.

John Barleycorn was a hero bold,
Of noble enterprise;
For if you do but taste his blood,
'Twill make your courage rise.

'Twill make a man forget his woe;
'Twill heighten all his joy:
'Twill make the widow's heart to sing,
Tho the tear were in her eye.

Then let us toast John Barleycorn,
Each man a glass in hand;
And may his great posterity
Ne'er fail in old Scotland!
***

Banishing and Cleansing

by Ben Gruagach

When you do magick, it's often advisable to start by clearing the space where you will do your work to remove unwanted influences. It makes sense to want to try and do your work with a fresh working area. 

Cleansing an area for magick usually starts on the physical level. Tidy the space up, vacuum or sweep, put away things that are distracting. If you're going to work in a room with a television, it often helps to cover the TV with a plain cloth or at least orient yourself in the room for the working so you're not distracted by the screen. Because we are conditioned to pay attention to the TV when it's on, it's common for people to find they end up looking at it even when it's turned off. 

Once the space is cleaned up physically, the next step is to clear it out mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. This can be done a number of ways. 

Casting the Circle is one standard way of clearing out space magickally for ritual. It involves acknowledging the four directions (and often "center") using the elemental associations of air, fire, water, earth, and spirit for the center. Incense, candlelight, sprinkling blessed water and salt help to purify the space with the elements. Music can be played, or bells or drums used to add a sound component. 

Some use the smoke of burning sage to "smudge" themselves and their working space as a way to cleanse. Wafting smoke over items to be cleansed can be done with any incense you feel inspires a feeling of cleansing. For those who don't like smoke, try wafting a clean-smelling perfume instead with a feather or small hand-fan. If perfumes aren't your thing either, then anointing or sprinkling with blessed water might do the trick. I've done anointing with rose-water (available at many health-food stores and some groceries) as a way to incorporate scent with anointing when smudging wasn't appropriate. 

Using a ritual tool such as a knife or sword also helps reinforce the idea that negative influences are "sliced off" from the area and driven away. If you choose to use a knife or sword please be careful to not hurt yourself or others who might be present. A ritual broom can also be used to sweep the air and space in general, scooting away negativity the way you might chase away a pesky mouse or insect. 

Banishings are more ritualized magickal methods for doing a spiritual cleansing. Rituals like the Lesser Banishing Ritual of the Pentagram (described online at http://www.livingwithmagick.com/LBRP.html or in a more Wiccan variant at http://www.sacred-texts.com/bos/bos025.htm) do the job well. The LBRP is really just a variant of Casting the Circle in a very structured way. 

Once you've made your working space clean you are ready to invite those energies you wish to have present for your work. Then you are ready to get down to the work at hand, confident that you have done your best to eliminate distractions and have made your workspace supportive of your specific goals.

*** 

Pagan Living Podcast

Mystical Gatherings’ own Emerald Deepwater has just launched her own podcast -- an online radio show discussing life as a modern Pagan. 

Visit her website http://paganliving.libsyn.com for more details, or put http://paganliving.libsyn.com/rss in your Podcatching software to subscribe to the show.

*** 

Events Calendar

Wed, September 28 2005 7:00 PM Peaceful Arts: Sacred Geometry 

Thu, October 06 2005 7:00 PM Northumberland Pagan Coffee Moot 

Thu, October 20 2005 7:30 PM Mystical Gatherings Meeting: Green Witchcraft 

Thu, November 03 2005 7:00 PM Northumberland Pagan Coffee Moot 

Visit our website http://www.MysticalGatherings.com for more details.
*** 

About Us

Northumberland Mystical Gatherings is a group for discussion of pagan-related topics. Members come from a range of backgrounds and spiritual systems, and embody a variety of interests and areas of practice, belief, and learning. We welcome everyone’s views and perspectives, even if they lead to lively, good-natured debate. However, we do not tolerate any disrespect or condemnation of another’s path, beliefs or levels of learning.

We meet regularly in person but also have an active online community. Some of our members live outside the Northumberland region in Ontario, Canada. Our distant members participate mostly online. 

Visit our website at

http://www.mysticalgatherings.com
or email us at

info@mysticalgatherings.com
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