Developing Our Thinking About Festivals

~ Jill Tina Taplin

Festivals are a part of all religions and of all healthy
communities. They provide a structure for the year
and could be described as the punctuation which
helps the year to breathe and to make sense, as
punctuation helps writing breathe and make sense.
Festivals provide the opportunity for us to step out

temperature. However, even at the equator there is a
seasonal pattern to the ripening of fruits, for example.
The Seasonal Cycle diagram summarizes the seasonal
pattern in the northern hemisphere.

This natural cycle has an impact on human
activity, on what we eat, what we wear, and our social

of our day-to-day life and stand for
a moment fully in the present, with
the opportunity to look backwards
to past celebrations and forwards to
future celebrations.

But traditional festivals
come with baggage! They
have religious connections
which can contradict our

aspirations to be truly N
inclusive. At a time when §
we are re-assessing habits =
and customs in our schools =
and settings, how can we r‘é)
move forward with our =
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thinking about festivals?

In this article I would like to
consider how we might develop
our thoughts about celebrating
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activities, and of course, it affects our
psyche. In the northern hemisphere,
in winter, we want to “hibernate” in
cosy places with hot soup and apple
crumble. In summer we like to be
outside with our friends eating
salad and fresh fruit. Although

‘7% in many ways we are able to
% free ourselves from the
= seasons, including central

‘:1 heating, air conditioning,

E frozen and imported food,

§ nevertheless we do feel

N more settled and clearer
at certain times of year and

are inclined to be flighty

and distracted at others.

The traditional pattern of the
academic year in the northern

festivals with young children,

becoming more inclusive without losing

the richness of our traditions. In addition, how
can we benefit each year from conscious engagement
with festivals and their meaning?

Around the world, all cultures live with a seasonal
cycle and a related agricultural cycle. Here in the
northern hemisphere, the annual dance of earth and
sun provides a seasonal round for the natural world
and for traditional agriculture and horticulture.
There is a clear progression through springtime
birth and growth, summer nurture and blossoming,
autumn nourishing and harvesting, fading into
winter conservation and rest. In tropical areas, the
summer heat may be the time when nature rests
and conserves its strength, ready for the resurgence
that cooler weather will bring. In equatorial regions,
seasonal cycles may revolve around the arrival of
rainy or dry times of the year rather than changes in

hemisphere has along summer break
(starting earlier and lasting longer the
further north you go) and a fresh starting point
as the chill of autumn begins to make itself felt in the
early mornings. This is no accident but an accurate
reflection of our seasonal moods. We can all feel how
focus flies out of the open school window as the days
lengthen and returns as they shorten.

Rudolf Steiner suggests that we are beings of
not only body and soul, but with a unique spiritual
element that we can actively develop through our soul
activities of thinking, feeling and willing. The whole of
our earthly existence is an opportunity, through our
soul development, for deepening our manifestation
of our spiritual blueprint, for bringing out our higher
self. The cycle of the year, wherever we live, can
make a significant contribution to that opportunity.
Behind the changing seasons, revolving and mutually
cooperating spiritual forces, which are reflected in
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nature, have the potential to support our development.
When we celebrate festivals around the year with
conscious intent, we take up that opportunity.

On this foundation, the Christian festivals of
Europe have developed, and Rudolf Steiner connects
these seasonal moods with the four archangels (see
The Four Seasons and the Archangels) summarized in
the diagram on this page.

It is important that, as
adults, we go beyond both
accustomed traditional
celebrations and the cycle
of nature. Rather than
a cycle repeated each year, we
can access a spiral of human

The Festival Cycle:

an annual opportunity for soul development
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This soul journey, with its fruits for the spirit,
is supported by festival celebrations. The festivals
themselves can become the signposts along the way
providing an emphasis which we return to each year.
With this understanding of the place of festivals in
our development, we have a firm foundation when we
look at how to celebrate festivals with young children
and their families in an inclusive way.

Children, even city
children, live close to the
natural world. I am reminded
of this every year as I see
again the surge of energy
that erupts in early spring in the

kindergarten. In early February,

development. Starting in the Be prepared 2, when the outer signs of spring
winter, when the plants and to change %s are hardly visible, the peace of
animals appear least active, %.  Januarydissolves into chaos
we human beings have the § é just as the bulbs push up
chance to connect with X Renewed Courage i through the frosty ground
our inner light, as reflected ™) understanding to face =  and the birds seek their
in traditional festivals of i) of spitit eark I mates through song and
Christmas, Hanukkah and 2 & courtship displays. By June,
Diwali. At the darkest time 8; " > these children are butterflies,
of the year, we can feel the Lf::l!::e?s,e flitting about from one thing

potential of the year ahead of us,

as the door is opened to hopeful
possibilities for us to learn from the
experiences coming towards us. With the
lengthening days, the soul expands and rebirth

in nature is echoed by rebirth in our awareness of the
reality of the spirit. The year continues to turn towards
the time when the sun is most powerful, and with the
spiritual awareness gained comes the responsibility
to take some action. The outer world of light and
warmth tries to distract us from serious study, but we
can gather the strength for changing ourselves for the
better in how we act and speak. If we succeed, then
with autumn comes a personal harvest. Unlike the
plant and animal kingdoms, this is no time for us to
rest. As human beings, we need to stay awake as the
power of the sun recedes and the nights lengthen. If the
fruits of our inner work are to remain nutritious, we
must pay attention to them when threats and dangers
come, dangers such as our own laziness, inflexibility,
or susceptibility to distraction. Then, at midwinter, we
search once more for the light of hope in the darkness
which will enable us to continue our journey.
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to another when the sun shines
and cast down by dull damp
days. Our festivals can all be nature
festivals, from the gathering of harvest
and courage to meet the dark in autumn, through
finding the light of hope at the heart of midwinter, the
re-birth of spring as the caterpillar becomes a butterfly,
and the joyful cosmic rounds of midsummer dances.
The details of what we bring into those festivals
come from our local community connections. We may
be in a situation where the nativity story is appropriate
as part of a midwinter celebration of light and hope
in the darkness, or we may not. That will require
sensitive conversations with our colleagues and parent
communities. We may have to give up much-loved
traditions, familiar stories, and old habits. That will
create space for something fresh to come in. Rudolf
Steiner was very clear that we would be creating new
festivals (see The Cycle of the Year), and that words
would need to change. Reference to Christ, he said,
for example, might not be relevant in future times, but
the spiritual meaning would be caught by other terms
(see The Universal Human).



%

How can we think creatively and yet authentically
about festivals? We can look back and be inspired
by traditions. We can look around us and let our
imagination be fired by what we see in our community
and in nature, and we can look ahead and feel
intuitions about spiritual directions for the future.
Going through these steps will lighten up our festival
path through the year.

In the busy practicalities of life in a Waldorf early
childhood setting, giving time to planning festivals
afresh in this way each year can seem daunting; just
one more thing to add to the overflowing agenda. We
must remind ourselves that this work is both for us
and for the children and their families.

We must remember, as Nancy Foster writes in The
Seasonal Festivals in Early Childhood, that the festival
landscape should be a gentle one for the children
where they see the festival approaching from the
distance, by their involvement in the preparations,
and then see it not disappear abruptly, but fading away
gradually as the clearing up is done and stories/verses
are repeated. Being involved in preparation can mean
creating a clean space where something mysterious
is going to happen and letting the festival fade away
might be playing with the leftovers for a few weeks.

The watchwords for planning are to keep it short
and sweet for the children, even if, in the case of
community events, the adults would like to stay longer.
The rhythm of the day
is still your friend.
Within it there needs
to be a celebration in
which there is at least
one image or picture
giving the essence of
the festival’s meaning,
a symbol to which the
children can form an
attachment, and there
needs to be a joyful
ritual with which the
festival is celebrated,
something that is not
part of the everyday.

The following
planning document
may be useful:

Festival Planning

Mood and essence?
How does this meet the child’s nature consciousness?
How is this a festival of the universal human?

Images/picture/story for the child?
Joyful ritual to contain these?

Preparation:
» To agree

» To get

« To inform
« Todo

Celebration:

« Introduction
 Timetable of events

« Individual responsibilities
« Conclusion

+ Possible problems

Afterwards:

« Clear up

+ Review

« Fading experience for the children

And the picture below suggests some symbols:
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In a Steiner/Waldorf Early Years Group meeting,
I remember a colleague with long experience as
a kindergarten teacher, working in challenging
circumstances, declaring that preparing and celebrating
the festivals each year was a major element keeping her
committed to her work. In the picture which Rudolf
Steiner presented, we can see four major festivals at
the cardinal points of the year, Christmas and St.
John’s marking midwinter and midsummer, Easter
and Michaelmas marking the equinoxes. Between
these, are traditional festivals which divide the year
approximately into eighths: Martinmas, Candlemas,
Whitsun and Lammas (which gets lost in our summer
holidays). These have traditionally been celebrated
in European Steiner schools and settings. They have
Christian names, although they all have pagan histories
before the arrival of Christianity. The names can change
again to reflect our need to be more inclusive. They
can all be celebrated with young children as nature
festivals related to seasonal events. For the adults,
an understanding of the soul’s journey through the
year and its potential for development can provide a
foundation out of which images, stories and rituals for
the children can be created, including contemporary
inclusive transformations of traditional customs.

It is not easy to lay aside our comforting habits,
when it comes to festivals, and to find the time
and energy to develop fresh meaning and creative
metamorphoses of those habits. Exploring new
territory takes courage and can seem too much for
early childhood staff already feeling overworked by
day-to-day responsibilities. However, a conscious
reappraisal of the festival year among colleagues will
repay you, perhaps unexpectedly, by giving energy.
Festivals with young children should be joyful events
for everyone. When they are founded in a mood
of spiritual endeavor, the joy is easier to find and,
paradoxically for anything involving young children,
a source of deep peace.

I wish you all a fulfilling festival year, and will
finish with a list of resource texts, some of which I
have referred to in this article.
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