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L Dear friends,

Since we re mired in the inverted dances of the Mars and Mercury
retrogrades through September, | thought it might be a good time to
step back from the pressure of current events and address a basic and
important question about astrology. The response I'll offer isn't cast

in stone, since no oneis an ultimate authority on this subject. My
perceptions and bdiefs about astrology are findly areflection of my
own path, withal itsidiosyncrasies and biases. Your mileage may vary.
But 30 years experience as a prof essional counsding astrologer and
more than 10,000 sessions with dients do dlow me to spesk from
amassed experience raher than mere theory.

ExXTREME PLANETARY ENERGIES

A new subscriber to thisnewsl etter recently emailed me with a question tha is not only provocative,
but quite rdevant to our understanding of oursdves and our goproach to astrology. He asked:

“ Have you seen people overcome the most dire planetary energies by moving ther
consciousness to the plane above the level of planetary influence?”

That's agrea question. It cuts right to the heart of some very basic and unresolved issues in astrology.
It's not easy to answer with asimple yes-or-no, but few really serious and important questions are. Plesse
keep in mind as you read that what follows is not about the ordinary, garden-variety versions of planetary
eff ects tha range from beneficent to moderately difficult. Anyone can work with those. The question I'm
addressing here is whether consciousness can atenuae or dter the redly extreme and dreadful planetary
energies that occasiondly whack us and twist our lives into pretzes.

L essons of Experience
As abrash, young astrologer during the early years of my career in the 1970s, | would have answered
that question with an optimistic“ yes!” At thetime, | believed (or hoped, a least) that consciousness



matters agreat deal, and that persona consciousness-raising through psychological and spiritud inner
work could dlow us to diminate many of the negative effects of the fearful energies that swirl within
and around our personal force fidds.

Now, 30 years later, | still bdievein those possihilities, but time and experience have tempered my
sense of the power of sdf-awareness, at lesst for most of us. | say “most of us,” because over theyears
I've heard and read about extraordinary people—spiritua adepts, devotees, and masters—who perform
miracul ous feets of transcendence and can dter physical redity in dramatic ways. In fact, | haven't met
any of these people or seen them do their supposedly amazing stuff, so it's dl hearsay from wherel sit.
Such advanced human beings may truly exist, or they may be little more than glorified versions of
Siegfreid and Roy. At any rate, that Hollywood/Las Vegas/Disneyland levd of mirades doesn’t interest
mea dl.

My youthful answer from three decades ago now gppears to me to have been inadv etently judgmentd.
If consciousness could indeed neutrdize dire planetary energies, then would not the converse be true d so?
That would imply that the more difficult or painful manifestations of planets occur because of alack of
sdf-awareness or maurity. Everything I've seen, however, suggests to me that thisis not so.

I’ve been tracking the lives of my core dients for up to 25 years in some cases, working with them
through good times and bad intheir lives. I've watched these people in both struggle and growth. Two
things are crystd dear: The traumas they've suffered are dearly custom-tailored to their charts, but—
just as dearly, a least in my best assessment—those troubles weren't the results of immaturity or a
simple lack of awareness.

Life's Complexities

Everything we create and experience in life produces paradoxicad and opposite results, some happy and
others distinctly unhgppy. | am not sufficiently evolved personally to prevent unhappy outcomes, nor is
anyone | know. But dl the people | admire and respect do the very best they can to live in grace and non-
atachment, so asto enhance the possibilities for positive results and not intentionaly add to the burden of
negative repercussions. Sill, dl of us are frail and damaged in ways that are both universd and individud.
For dl the gpparent success and good fortune that some people enjoy, the darker experiences of illness,
grief, and lossremain unavoidable d ements of life. Those who reach the find curtain cdl without much
suffering are far and away the rarest of exceptions. For dl itsbeauty, lifeishard.

Discussing planetary energies is chadlenging, in pat because astrologers are uncertan of the true nature
of these energies. Even tolabd them as “energies’ involves certain presumptions. Are these plangary
symbols literally vibrationd, and theref ore physical, or are such descriptions merdy metaphors for some
other mechanism of universal organization about which we know precious little? Do plangtary symbols
operate in the realm of cause-and-€effect, or is their manifestation more holistic and synchronous? Are the
planets true agents in themsdves or merdy road signs dong the cosmic highway of life? No one can say
with certainty, and finding an gopropriae language is as much poetry as science.

For purposes of this essay, dlow me the convenience of writing as if planetary energies are literd,
and their radiance (whether measurable or not) objectively red.

One doesn’ t need astrology to identify these extreme energies—any sensitive person can fed them—
but astrology is brilliant a revealing the rdative importance of different planets in the psychologicd
makeup of our essentid characters, as wdl as timing the ebb and flow of ther arrivds and departuresin
moving cydes. Astrology is not paticularly good, however, a& predicting in advance whether these eff ects
will be benign or maignant for any individua. We know the range of possihilities for eech planet, but
pinpointing which manifestations will occur in feeling and infact for agiven individuad a a particular
timeisstill hit-or-miss.

More significantly, astrology iseven less capable of assessing the impact of planetary energiesin
combination. Most serious astrologicd textbooks do not even begin to address the problem of combined
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eff ects, and astrologers themsdves are divided (sometimes, sadly, even dueless) as to what may occur
when multiple planets blend in complement and contradiction, as they dways do. Some astrologers are
better & thisthan others, of course, but these interactions are very complex and difficult to nal down.

TheBottom Line

In my opinion, extreme planetary energies—at least as we experience them in our bodies and psyches,
and as we identify them through natal charts, moving cydes, and other techniques of personalized
astrology—are not the kind of vibrations our consciousness can dter or deflect.

Imagine these dire energies as if they were intense weather paterns on the oceans. Individud sdf-
awareness is like asalboa skimming aong the surface, buffeted at times by wind and waves, turbulence
and current. Any experienced sailor would tdl us tha no boa ever built by human beings can afect or
change the environmentd extremes of these huge bodies of water. When asked if we can “control” the
oceans or “overcomé’ its storms, our sailor would probably laugh mockingly and caution us against ever
venturing out onto the high sees. He would understand dl too wdll the forces of nature we re up against.
Our foolhardy presumptions of control would invite disaster, perhaps not today or tomorrow, but eventu-
dly. Remember the “unsinkabl€’ Titanic? The Edmund Fitzgerald? Ocean bottoms are littered with the
wrecks of ill-founded human optimism and arrogance that would seem unbeievable were they not so
common. Even the best sailors anong us can be swamped and sunk.

As dtractive as it may seem to suggest anchoring our ships of consciousness in safe harbors during
severe storms, tha isessier sad than done. Where is this safe harbor and how do we get there? Because
the hurricanes hit inside us as well as outside, shdter is difficult to achieve. Just when we think weve
cdmed oursdves inside, another blow comes from outer circumstance, or vice versa

Whatever we use to strengthen our centeredness and detach from ego-delusions can provide some
protection, but no disciplineisfal-safe Life stidd waves can trump them dl. | know many, many people
who have devoted decades to diligent spiritua practice. Most have suffered profound tragedies a some
point dong the way, and not one has come through unscathed. We are dl strong yet vulnerable. The hide-
and-seek of dternatdy finding and losing ourseves is an ongoing dance.

The most we can reasonably expect isto improve our tdents as boa-builders in constructing more
seaworthy crafts, then to apply our evolving skills as salors to better adapt to a marine environment
that changes drestically, often with very litle warning. During norma weather, we set our sals to take
advantage of conditions. This is consciousness working effectively with planetary energies. Squals occur,
however, and sometimes whip themsdves into prolonged hurricanes. In such savage storms, sailing ships
are often overwhelmed. We can’'t do adamned thing to work with such conditions. All we can do is batten
down the hatches, ride out the storm, and hope to survive. If we re lucky, well have atdeto tdl laer.

Effects of Individual Planets
When we tdk about dire planetary effects in astrology, five mgor bodies stand out: Mars, Saturn,
Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto. These are the provocateurs.

Mars is the symbol for testosterone and adrenalin, activating our fight-or-flight responses. Marsis Red
Alet or DefCon One. Our aggressiveness ison edge with ahair trigger. In its negative expression, Mars
wants to pick afight. The problem for consciousness isto cdm and soothe the wild besst inside. Have you
ever tried to reason with someone who is enraged? Have you ever tried to cdm yoursdf when you were
especidly angry or anxious? It's redly difficult. We may succeed for a moment or an hour, but the time-
bomb inside still ticks avay, waiting for any trigger, any excuse to go off.

Saturn is cold and harsh. Saturnian periods are defined externdly by difficult, limiting circumstances,

and internally by fedings of constraint, heaviness, and pessimism. Whatever fears lurk in our unconscious
well up into manifestation, chalenging us to ded with them inreal life. Fear is avery tough problem for
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consciousness. When we re draid, especially when were not quite avare of it, dl our systems stat to
shut down. We go into survivad mode, like aturtle pulling inside itsshdl. Time and again, I've witnessed
people (including mysdf) get incredibly stupid during difficult Saturn transits, but we redize tha only in
hindsight, after the transits end and our consciousness rd axes and spreads its wingsagan.

Uranus is shocking and upsetting. Its exterior effects are revolution and upheavad. Life crcumstances
change suddenly, drestically, and without warning. Consciousness cannot intervene here because we don'’ t
expect wha happens. The dectric cattle-prod shocks are meant to awvaken us. Theinterior effects are
toward willful separation and independence from whatever duties and responsibilities have become
unbearable. Our previous consciousness is swept avay, yet we insist that we chose thisnew and radical
path. Yeeh, sure...

Neptune isinsidious, as if someone had slipped a slow-acting drug into our drinks. We are dtered
without even realizing it. The eff ects are dreamlike, whether they manifest as pleasant fantasies or
disturbing nightmares. Traditiond astrologicd advice for people undergoing mgor Neptune periods isto
keep one foot on the ground and not forget practicd concerns. The problem istha I've never seen anyone
who can do that. Pragmatic reality goes right out the window, and our consciousness succumbs to the
Hollywood illusion. The whole point of Neptuneis toteach us to transcend seduction and the inevitable
betrayds that follow, but the teaching doesn't work if we don’t fall into the traps. So our consciousness
becomes an unwitting accessory.

Plutois desth and rebirth. Pluto shows itsfull extremes only in rare instances, but when it does, the
manifestations are the ultimate dreadful energy in astrology. Like Shivaor Kdi, Pluto destroys the
illusionstha have hardened into concrete form in our lives, provoking confrontations with forces far more
powerful than our consciousness. Sdf-awareness and the literal circumstances that support it are shatered
or crushed so that a completdy new awvareness may later emerge from the ashes. For astrologers, the
problem with Plutoisthat it's like along-dormant but smoking volcano. Over decades, significant Pluto
transits may produce only an occasional burp, but when the volcano findly does blow, it's the Last Days
of Pompaii.

Whereis Consciousness Effective?

Extreme plangtary energies are the exception, not the rule. On average, they comprise only 20-30% of
what comes up inour charts. Therest of the cydes are usudly farly neutrd. Conscousness works quite
well with these noncritical passages, integrating their meanings, accounting for their eff ects, and expand-
ing on ther possibilities. So | don’t want to leave the impression that consciousness has no impact. Much
of thetime, it mekes ared difference.

But averages are just norms, and lifeis occasiondly anything but norma. As individuds, we may go
through extended periods where our charts are relaivey calm, with only a smatering of serious planetary
events over a number of years. But then we move into extreordinary phases where extreme planetary
activations gang up onus. Those times are what I’'m writing about in this newsl etter, periods where we
may go through alarge number of simultaneous or overlgoping events of serious consequence over some
years, withno let up, no pause to recover or catch our breath. Any one of those plangtary visitations is
challenging on itsown, but taken together they are overwhelming.

Every month | do sessions with dients who are living through such trying times. | see more of this than
do professionals in other types of businesses, because tha's when people tend to seek out astrological
hd p—when their lives are moving through struggle, travail, or loss. And | understand very wel from the
tragedies in my own life the questions many of my dients may not ask directly but are thinking:
“What the hdl is going on?” “What am | supposed to dowiththis?” and “ When will it end?”

Those are hard questions, but astrology iswell-suited to address them, even if the answers are
frequently not what our egos want to hear.

page 4 (of 5total)



Conclusion

The old phrase “What doesn’t kill us makes us stronge™” isabit macho for my taste and misses the
mark, | think. We don’t simply get stronger as we age and face successive chalenges. If that were the
case, wed dl beinvincble a 90. No, we're strongest during the sheer biologicd vitdity of youth. We
can slough off negative energies and traumatic events most easily when we're young. But only kids (or
those of us who areimmature at any age) insist that we're dways growing stronger. The cold fact is that
nobody’s getting out of here dive. We will dl be taken down, if not gradually, then findly, and well
eventudly have to give up everything.

But therein lies the grace of the spiritud path. Whatever tries to kill us—from both outsde and inside
oursd ves—CAN make our consciousness deeper and more humble. Over time, life asks us to devae
serenity above power, forgiveness above revenge, and surrender above control. We may not be able to
prevent the body slams of dire planetary energies and the corresponding tragedies tha overtake us, but
those experiences are the crucible through which blunt ego is pulverized and transformed into refined
consciousness. Like the intense pressures inside the earth tha transform alump of cod into a diamond,
and the chisd that cuts the finished gem from the raw stone, maturity can emerge out of adversity.

Though it does not happen in every human life, the possihility existsfor our evolution into gleaming
diamonds of consciousness—Iliving prismsthat reved the colors of the rainbow hidden within the Light.

Bill Herbst resides in Minneapolis Minnesota. To schedule an astrological sesdon, either in-person locally or
long-distance via telephone, send an email to bill@billherbst.com, or call 612-207-4486 and |eave a voicemail.
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