Beltane Rites
By White Raven Woman
Beltane is a joyous time. The earth has burst forth with vigorous growth, the warmth of the sun renews our spirits and the scents of early spring flowers perfume the air. This is a time for rejoicing in the sacredness of union between the earth and sun, Goddess and God and the continued growth of land. Traditionally, Beltane celebrations are begun on May Eve, April 30.  The need-fire is laid and the ritual participants gather, bringing with them their zest for the start of the season of summer.  Children wait in anticipation for the fire to be lit, their laughter filling the air and mimicking the sound of the fairies in their revels.  As we await the lighting of the great fire we create simple flower wreaths for our hair.  A selection of silk flowers and some florist wire is all that is needed to fashion delicate, vibrant circlets that symbolize the circle of life and the return of summer. The men create their circlets out of ivy in honor of the god and the green man. Brightly colored ribbons adorn the rear of the floral circlets, where they hang down the backs of the wearers where they sway in time with the dancing.

As the fire is lit, a great cheer bursts forth and the drumming and dancing begins. The children are all too happy to join in the dancing, running and moving with wild abandon. As the night wears on, it is time to drive the cattle through the fires to ensure their safety and productivity throughout the remained of the year. Since most folks don’t actually have cattle, cattle shaped cookies with a craft stick inserted into each one suffice. Everyone present gets to decorate his or her own before driving it through the fires. A great procession ensues as these cookie-cattle are led between the fire circles where they receive their blessing. Afterward they are consumed by one and all. Each cookie was empowered with the blessings of the fire so they transfer a bit of that fire magic into us.

Sleepy children nod off here and there on the fresh, green grass. The drumming changes tempo to a more primal sound. The adult’s dance with more abandon, some shedding clothes as they go. Since the children are sleeping there is no need to breech the issue of nudity in family circles.  As the night recedes the circle grows smaller, until all that is left is one watcher, tending the fire that will be needed once more on the morrow.

On Beltane day the maypole is erected with much pomp and circumstance. The men and boys carry the pole forth as the women and girls cheer them on. As it is inserted into the ground we acknowledge the union of goddess and god that is necessary to our survival. The children help to replace the earth that has been removed from the awaiting hole. Hands dirty and eager to begin, they grasp the ribbons and begin to turn the circle. In and out they move, with much laughter and many misplaced steps. The weaving progresses to the sounds of music and clapping.  Many adults are weaving too, their steps as misplaced as those of the children. At last the ribbons are wound and the rite is complete. Now the feasting may begin. Tables laden with food brought from every home are uncovered and dug into. Fresh baked bread in the shape of the goddess herself is the crowning centerpiece. As each man, woman and child tear off a piece for themselves the goddess energy of growth and renewal is taken into them. 

After the feast the fairy hunt begins. Small groups of children are paired off with an adult who guides them to the best fairy spots. Amazingly enough, the children find small hats, wands and feathers from wings which were left behind the night before as the fairies held their own May Eve celebrations. This is the best part of the rites for the children for finding evidence of fairies is a rare event!  Before the day wears herself out, we join hands for one final blessing.  Sharing our energy and sending forth healing to those who need it.  Beltane has come to an end, but within each celebrant the need-fire burns and the promise of abundance in life has taken root.

Creating a rite such as the one above takes planning, yet it is not as daunting as it may seem.  Well in advance the choice of a maypole must be decided upon. A suitable tree which will willing give its life is the ideal choice for a pole. However, if one is unavailable a 16-18 foot 2" x 4" from the home improvement store will do. The hole for the pole should be at least two feet deep so as to secure the pole properly. A variety of brightly colored spools of ribbon are easily found at the crafts store. You will find your fairy hunt treasures there as well in the doll making section. The flowers and ivy for the circlets will be there too.  For the cattle-cookies any sugar cookie recipe will do. Simply use a cow shaped cutter then insert a craft stick into each one before baking. The icing should be made of confectioner’s sugar and water and may be colored with food coloring. This type of frosting hardens so leaves less mess upon both small and large hands.  For a well-supplied feasting table ask each participant to bring a dish.  Sharing of food is an ancient tradition that ensures that all will have enough to eat in the months to come. It also lessens the amount of kitchen time for the hosts.  Alcohol, children and fire do not mix so beverages should be kept to spring punch, water and sparkling cider or grape juice. During the May Eve rite nudity should be prohibited until all the children are either asleep or have gone home.  In today’s world children who speak of nude dancing with adults are often taken from their homes. Also, the societal views on these things have inhibited many children’s natural comfort level with nudity. Better to leave your clothes on than to cause harm to another. 

Welcome summer with wild abandon and merriment in your heart for she is as fleeting as the rose. The wheel turns back to the cold time all too soon, but if you put the effort into your planning and involve others in creating the food and decorations you too will have a glorious family Beltane celebration which is remembered, and looked forward to, for ages to come.

