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Praise for Pussy


“For years Regena Thomashauer has devoted herself to women, to awakening their sensuality and their life force. This book is the guide, the provocation, the initiation, the insistence, the call to reconnect with the most vital, holy force in the world, your pussy. It’s time now! Read this and fly.”

— Eve Ensler, Tony Award–winning playwright, performer, and activist; author of The Vagina Monologues and In the Body of the World

“Ladies, you are about to pledge allegiance to your greatest power. Deeply positive and irresistible, Regena Thomashauer’s work is fueling a revolution of pleasure. This book is a total turn-on.”

— Danielle LaPorte, author of The Desire Map

“Every so often there is a fresh, breakthrough voice that births a revolution in how we think, act, and feel. Regena Thomashauer is that voice. This brilliant book is required reading for every woman who longs to step into her power and live with pleasure and purpose.”

— Kris Carr, New York Times best-selling author

“Regena’s work has been revelatory for me. Her research, experience, and guidance are essential for any woman who yearns to embody her full power, strength, and happiness. This is a book that can and will change your life.”

— Marie Forleo, founder of B-School and creator of MarieTV

“Pussy is a must-read for all women. Regena’s words and wisdom give us permission to accept pleasure and awaken the dormant parts of our being. This book clears shame, awakens inspiration, and guides you to trust yourself. I’m deeply moved by this book, and I know it will serve countless women throughout the world. Thank you, Regena, we need you!”

— Gabrielle Bernstein, New York Times best-selling author
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I dedicate this book to the women

who will never hear of it, never even imagine it;

women who are currently living in the darkest

corners of the world (whether inner or outer),

who cannot even dream of having the luxury

to investigate the topics examined in the pages

that follow. Like the butterfly effect,

may these women somehow feel the impact

of our love and devotion to all things woman.

Even from afar, may our radiant light ignite theirs.
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INTRODUCTION

Pussy.

It’s arguably the most powerful pejorative word in the English language. It is the ultimate salacious smack to a woman’s dignity, used when the intention is to hurt, humiliate, and fracture her humanity. Pussy is the lowest of the lows for men as well; there is no quicker way to snip a man’s balls than to call him one, no clearer way to warn him that his reputation is in dire straits.

No one calls me “pussy” when they want to communicate how radiant and beautiful I look on a certain day. They don’t use the word to tell me how expertly and thoroughly I have managed to accomplish a Herculean task. And yet, pussy is all that and more.

I am a woman of words, a gift I got from my father. He could jot a short line on a page and express everything he longed to say but lacked the social skill to impart. I grew up with him reading the Bible aloud, every Friday night. I was raised to have great respect and reverence for the power of language; for the way a simple, well-placed word could launch a movement or a philosophy. The way a single word could change the course of history.

My favorite book ever was the dictionary I received in junior high school. A cherished pastime was searching out the etymology of my favorite words, each turn of the page unpacking worlds of history. My problem? In all the millions of words I found between the covers of that beloved book, I could not find one single word that described me. No word that indicated my huge capacity to feel, my elusive and ever-changing cyclical nature, my raw femaleness, my delicacy, my shyness, my strength, my yearning to be seen and known and loved and gotten. No word. Not one.

We can learn just as much about a culture from what it’s missing as from what it embraces.

One of the greatest pieces of unconscious conditioning we have in our Western culture is that we do not teach our children the name of the source of our feminine power. Ask my students at the School of Womanly Arts what they were taught to call their genitals as a child, and you’ll get a parade of colloquialisms: Wickie, Cuckoo, Privates, Down There, Pooter, Pee Wee, the Fine China, Name and Address, Venus, Noonie, Miss Kitty, Purse . . . the list goes on. Those who were taught a more direct word were often taught to call it “vagina,” a clinical term that is also physiologically incorrect.

But what’s worse, the majority of women were taught to call it nothing at all.

When we have no common language to describe that which is most essentially feminine about us, we have no way to locate and own our power as women. As my dad used to read to us on Friday nights, “In the beginning was the Word.” When there is no word, there is no beginning. How would you talk about an interconnected global computer network providing information and communication facilities via standard technological protocols if you did not have the word Internet? Yet our culture gives us no way to talk about the place where our power—and, in fact, all of life—comes from.

It’s this very feminine power that is missing from all the success stories we hear. It’s what leaves Sheryl Sandberg, one of the most productive women in America, revealing in a New Yorker profile that she’s felt like a fraud all of her life. It’s what has fashion designer Diane von Furstenberg admit on CBS This Morning that she wakes up every day feeling like a loser. It’s what has Gayle King, who was interviewing von Furstenberg, reply that she wakes up every morning feeling fat.

It’s what has Shonda Rhimes observe in her book, Year of Yes, that she and every other woman she knows push away compliments and are unable to receive appreciation and approval.

It’s what has so many female grad students settling for assistant teaching, while their male counterparts head their own classrooms. (According to Linda Babcock, a professor of economics at Carnegie Mellon University and the co-author of Women Don’t Ask, her very own dean explained the differential: “More men ask. The women just don’t ask.”) It’s what has men initiate salary negotiations four times more often than women do. It’s why when women do negotiate, they ask for 30 percent less than men.

I have been preoccupied with the question of why women have this limited ability to access their power and voice that nothing they do seems to ameliorate or resolve. As I look around the world of women, it seems as if our lights are off. We are turned off, like a light switch. The bulb is in there, but it sure isn’t lit up. And it is no wonder. We have all been taught to turn off, to turn away.

Turn away from the homeless person begging for change. Turn away from the impact of climate change that we each deepen with our daily actions and inactions. Turn off from our own emotions.

No one had to teach us to turn off. Our culture models it with actions so much louder than words. So many of us were taught to back away from our strong emotions—to find them embarrassing, ridiculous even. So many of us were taught to keep a lid on anything and everything outrageous. To just turn it off. We turn off our life force, turn off our feelings, turn off our sensuality, and as a consequence, we turn off our power.

When we live in a world that cannot even comprehend its own inherent bigotry against women—and thus cannot step forward to honor or support the women and girls who have been devastated by it—what is the recourse? How do we stand up to an invisible assault that does not want to be made visible? How does a woman weather—let alone triumph over—such a global denial of her experience?

How does she locate a pathway to mend, strengthen, and remake herself in a world that does not recognize she is broken?

How does she turn on when she has been systematically denied, passed over, and subjugated?

Where is the opportunity in this story line for the victim to become the heroine?

How do we, as women, reconsecrate our holiness after we have been defiled, turned off, and ignored all our lives?

The solution for the epidemic of powerlessness among women, which neither great success nor higher education is able to solve, is simple: reconnecting a woman to her pussy. Just as pussy is the source of all human life, pussy is the source of each woman’s connection to her own life force, her voice, and her sense of internal power. When a woman turns on her pussy, she is actually turning on her life force and connecting to her divinity.

My life’s work has been about creating this very pathway for women: the missing pathway out of victimhood and into our own inherent radiance. A pathway that does not depend on anything or anyone, but rather places the power firmly in a woman’s own hands. When she designs, and then lives, her own destiny, a woman naturally sets right everything wrong in our world. But the first step is the most crucial—she has to get right with her own pussy. More than right. She has to turn on the most disparaged, maligned, and unknown part of herself.

As the woman behind the School of Womanly Arts, a multimillion-dollar women’s educational institution based in New York City, I have made it my mission and my purpose to reclaim our power—to reclaim pussy, starting with the very word. I do it through the courses I teach, where I usher hundreds of women through personal growth and transformation. I take women on a journey that includes historic reckoning, sensual awakening, psychological reconfiguration, and spiritual and physical reconnection. I immerse my students in the Womanly Tools and Arts, invite them into a sustainable community of thousands of sisters they can learn from and depend on, and extend their growth and transformation throughout the rest of their lives. The School of Womanly Arts (which I’ll refer to throughout this book as the SWA) is created of women, by women, and for women. Its not-so-secret purpose is to initiate each student into full possession of her inalienable, indefatigable, and indestructible feminine spirit in the face of life’s eternal, ongoing challenges. A woman who graduates from our programs takes with her a sense of connection to her irrevocable power, a depth of confidence previously unimaginable, and a righteous understanding of her value during this time and place on earth.

Picture this: a room filled with the crackling connected pulsing energy of hundreds of women, standing together in sisterhood, some for the first time, some as core community members for years, all instantly bonded. Every key of a woman’s emotional, physical, and spiritual keyboard is invited to play. We rage madly together, weep to our ancient bones together, and raise the roof dancing in rapturous celebration of the privilege of life itself, together. Each woman feeling more herself because of the presence of the others.

And that is precisely what is going to happen for you in reading this book. You are going to connect more powerfully than you could have ever imagined to your deepest intuition, your sacred feminine power, and your voice that needs to be heard. I am going to give you some of the exercises that I use in the SWA’s Mastery program, so you won’t just read about what’s possible, you will actually experience incredible changes inside yourself as you practice along with me.
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A DISCLAIMER


In this book, I am going to use the distinctions man and woman as a structure for talking about the masculine and feminine forces in the world.

I know and love all my readers—gay, straight, bi, transgender, and otherwise—and this book is for women of all orientations. Masculine and feminine energies are at work in all individuals, in all relationships, and in the world in general. The majority of us have been taught so much about our masculine energies, and very, very little about the feminine, resulting in a challenging imbalance both individually and collectively. This book will rebalance your inner scales.

Regardless of sexual preference or gender identity, we all have masculine and feminine within us. The feminine force is primarily responsible for desire. The masculine force is primarily responsible for the production of that desire. The masculine is the rock; the feminine is the wave crashing against that rock. In same-sex relationships, these roles are often swapped back and forth, but they are often swapped in hetero relationships as well. Sometimes a hetero woman will enjoy slipping into her masculine, and a hetero man will enjoy inhabiting his feminine.

I will do my best to pay tribute to all the different constructs as I write. And, for clarity, I will use men and women as reference points. My goal is to allow you to really crystallize the differences between masculine and feminine energies, regardless of which bodies they’re showing up in. That way, all of us can begin to truly enjoy the polarity between—and the union of—these two forces in our world.
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This book is my offering. It contains everything I have learned, everything I have longed to share with a wider audience than could possibly fit into the enormous ballrooms and theaters where I meet my students each year. It will walk you through the journey that each woman takes in the Mastery program, which mirrors the journey that each woman takes in her life.

The centerpiece of this protocol? You guessed it: a reclamation of the very source of her feminine power.

We begin with a reconciliation that is tragic in its very necessity. I reacquaint each student with that part of herself that is the key to everything she has ever been looking for but has been pushed into shadow, into shame. A part that has, for all intents and purposes, gone underground. Unnameable, undiscussable. Left to fend for itself or worse, to wither and die. And how else would I begin this reconciliation but in the way our very world began—with a word?

In the beginning was the Word.

The word, my darlings, is pussy.

And with this book, I intend to return that word to its rightful place—as the highest of all possible compliments, as a sacred living prayer.
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CHAPTER 1

THE CALL OF THE GODDESS

The valley spirit never dies, It is named the Mysterious Feminine. And the doorway of the Mysterious Feminine Is the base from which heaven and earth sprang. It is there within us all this while. Draw upon it as you will, it never runs dry.

— TAO TE CHING

Every other summer or so, for the past 40 years, I have met up with my two best cousins for a girls’ weekend. There’s Hannah, who lives in Colorado with her husband, son, and daughter, and Grace, who lives in Houston with her husband and four girls.

Back when we were in high school in Philadelphia, we were three young women with very big dreams. Hannah was a sculptor, a poet, a painter. Grace was a very talented photographer who worked on the school newspaper. I was an actress.

We watched one another’s lives unfold—witnessing, supporting, and loving one another to the best of our abilities. Miraculously we stayed tethered as each of us moved in radically different directions, made different choices, and created different lives for ourselves and our children.

Hannah had dated all the wrong men, often investing her money to make their dreams come true. She dabbled in pottery, dabbled in porcelain, and dabbled in running an art studio. She was a brilliant potter but was never able to charge quite what she was worth for her work, as she never really felt worthy. Finally she met a great guy, a director and owner of a wilderness program, married him, and had kids. They raised the kids outdoors, camping in the summer, skiing all winter, and growing their own organic food.

Grace went in a different direction. She married a wealthy trust-fund boy whose family was in oil, and gave up her dream of being a photojournalist while she had four children. She volunteered a few hours a week at the Houston Children’s Charity, and served on the PTA. Her marriage was old-school: She gave all the decision-making over to her husband. They lived where he wanted to live, went to the church he preferred every Sunday (even though she hated it), and joined the country club where his family belonged. The full-time responsibility for raising the kids fell to her, as her husband was often away on business and social ventures with the long-standing members of his exclusive community. Sometimes she felt like she was just a broodmare, brought in to supply him with heirs.

These two beloved cousins of mine watched with curious and sometimes critical eyes as I created the School of Womanly Arts and wrote three books. They danced at my wedding, supported me through my divorce, and taught me what they knew about being a good mom. But they never set foot in my school. Taking a class at the SWA was way too weird, way too scary. Even my visits to their homes in the summers could be off-putting. One year I wanted to bring some fun on a visit to Hannah’s. I brought a playlist and an iPod and had us all dance for no reason in the kitchen. After I got home, Hannah called and asked me to please not do that again because it upset the children. Moms, I took this to mean, were supposed to be serious—fun and turn-on were not on the menu.

I watched as both of these women put their radiance and joy on a waaaay back burner, in deference to raising kids and organizing households. But still I longed for my cousins to come experience my classes and to see what I had been creating all these years. I wanted to share all my discoveries with them; I wanted to see how my work might contribute to their lives and how it might support them in all the myriad responsibilities they had. It was so hard, they kept telling me, to make time to travel to New York, what with the kids and schedules and work. But I never stopped inviting them. Every time there was an upcoming class, I called and cajoled.

After about 10 years of asking, Hannah finally said yes.

My father had just died, and I needed to bring my mom to the course I was teaching that weekend. (There was no sitting shiva because of the High Holy Days.) Later, my mom would start to help me teach at the SWA. Now she is the “Bubbe”—the Grandmother or Elder—of the School. She assists me by taking aside any women who are having challenges with the material. She pulls them onto her lap, hears their stories of devastation, and dries their tears, then sends them back to class.

But all those years ago, I simply invited Mom to come to the School that weekend so she would not be alone. And I asked Hannah if she would come and sit next to Mom, supporting her for the weekend. Hannah said yes in a heartbeat. Interesting, isn’t it, that she could find her way into the School of Womanly Arts classroom only when she was there on behalf of someone else? This is such a common thing for women in our culture. It’s very difficult for us to say yes to our own pleasure. We have no experience prioritizing our own joy or making an investment in ourselves. But it is very easy to say yes to responsibility and obligation. We are highly motivated when we can be of service to someone else.

Still, you can’t imagine the joy it brought me to have Hannah there! It was thrilling. And wouldn’t you know it, Hannah fell in love with the SWA. So much so that she joined me in the campaign to get Grace to come the next semester, when she decided to do the full course herself.

Now I was living my dream: I had both my cousins in attendance! These were the women who had long inspired me with the sustaining power of loving friendship and all-night laughs; who had taught me to value and honor sisterhood. To some degree because of them, I had created a huge community of women to support and love one another at the School of Womanly Arts. And now I had the privilege of introducing them to the body of work that had inspired me and changed the trajectory of my life.

The School of Womanly Arts is an initiation into womanhood. Not the womanhood that’s about servitude and service, but rather the ancient indigenous knowledge of who and what a woman is. About the inherent, unaccessed power that every woman possesses. Every aspect of woman is unpacked—sensuality, body, health, spirituality, career, self-worth, confidence. Most important, each student is taken through the transformation from girl to woman, where she has the opportunity to trade in her self-doubt, self-hatred, and self-deprecation for a deep-seated sense of her own power. She finds herself rooted in a community of support and love that allows her to fulfill her dreams and destiny in a way she could not have previously imagined.

Hannah and Grace took the class together. But what they did with the material afterward was quite different. Hannah jumped in with both hands and feet—and everything between. She brought her husband to a session for men, which he loved. She practiced the tools of the Womanly Arts in her life back home. She brought all her best friends from Denver to the School, to deepen her sense of community. Her sex life with her husband took off. Even after his brush with prostate cancer, she was able to apply what she had learned at the SWA and restore them to a happy, healthy sex life. She took a big financial risk and had them buy and renovate her dream house, which she designed and decorated. She enjoyed that so much, she found a space in town to rehab and create an arts center for her community, where she gives classes in pottery making. She hires other artists to hold classes in painting and drawing, and rents studio space to whoever needs it. The arts center has become her new passion. She even returned to graduate school to study business in order to learn how to best manage, and perhaps even scale, the arts center. She is rocking all of her classes. She has found her voice, her passion, her radiance. These days, dance breaks in her kitchen are common, and her kids roll their eyes in secret delight. She and her husband have never been happier.
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THE WOMANLY ARTS


Throughout this book, I will refer frequently to the Womanly Arts—the concepts at the heart of the work I do—and the tools that support them. These Tools and Arts were thoroughly described in my first book, Mama Gena’s School of Womanly Arts. When a woman puts these concepts into practice in her life, her entire life will change. Many of them will be mentioned here, some will be covered in detail; you can also find them encapsulated in the appendix for a down-and-dirty review. These tools can be used on a daily basis to keep your orbit high and to keep you plugged into your divine power source. They are also super handy in an emergency, when you are suffering a temporary loss of sanity and you need to switch gears quickly and find your center.
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Grace’s life, on the other hand, is very different. She did not continue practicing the Tools and Arts she learned in Mastery and she did not take advantage of the support of her fellow students—the ongoing community we call Sister Goddesses.1 She and her husband have been hiding his excessive drinking for years, and their lives have continued to shrink to accommodate the constraints of his alcoholism. He’s been carried out of the country club on too many occasions to name, and he was thrown off the board of the family business for reasons he never shared with Grace. All along, she has been doing her best to cover his tracks and hold the family together. He’s told her he will divorce her and leave her with nothing if she tries to get him help for his addiction.

The secrets that Grace has been forced to keep have bled into the next generation. Her daughter has dropped out of college after failing all her classes because she was date-raped and never felt right enough about herself to report the crime or get counseling. She has moved back home in shame. When we were together for our last girls’ weekend, Grace confessed that she has known, deep in her heart, that keeping her husband’s—and now her daughter’s—secrets has been wrong, but she hasn’t had the gumption to speak her own truth.

Grace also confessed to me that she loved the SWA, but that her husband had complained a lot while she was enrolled. She had to travel to New York one weekend a month for four months and wasn’t there to look after the family. Apparently he’d expected her to come home each weekend ready to have lots of sex with him. When it didn’t happen that way, he didn’t know what she was getting out of it. Grace had taken the class with her friend Shelley, who studies A Course in Miracles with her. Shelley told Grace after the second weekend that she did not believe all the talk about the importance of connecting to one’s sensuality. The most important thing, she insisted, was to connect with your heart, not your pussy. Grace decided Shelley had a point. As much as she enjoyed the spectacle of the SWA, she decided she did not need the content. It was much easier to disapprove of something new, different, and confronting than it was to risk opening herself to a brand-new viewpoint.

So both of my dear friends got the call of the Goddess. The difference? Hannah picked up—while Grace let the call go through to voice mail.

Now you get that same choice. This book is meant to offer you everything I teach at the School of Womanly Arts Mastery program. All the concepts and material that I have developed and thoroughly tested to initiate you into the life you’ve always wanted and teach you how to sustain that life over time. This book is a culmination of 30 years of personal research and 20 years of running the School. It’s the same program that has already transformed the lives of thousands of women, including my cousin Hannah.

And now it’s your turn. My darling, the Goddess is calling. Are you ready to answer?

THE CALL OF THE GODDESS

I got the call early. From the time I was six years old, the Goddess would come visit me at night. She would sit on my bed, on that spot between the pillow and the bed’s edge. I couldn’t exactly see her, but I knew she was there, in the way a six-year-old just knows.

At first I was terrified. I would freeze, not move an eyelash, because I wanted her to think I was asleep. I wanted her to go away.

But over time, my fear of this nightly apparition melted. I started to relax into the experience of her. Her presence produced a feeling inside me that was unlike anything I had ever felt before. It was a sensation of weightless warmth, where my insides turned to liquid gold.

I would remain perfectly still, allowing her to seep into my consciousness. Taking her in. Feeling her perfect yearning. I remember the feeling of wanting to hold her, to inhabit her, to know her.

But there were no words between us, and I could not look at her. Each time I turned my head to look directly at her, she vanished.

No matter. She awakened love in me. Not love like you’d feel for a mother; love of the way she made me feel.

Sensuous love.

Sensual love.

And a profound, unmistakable holiness.

In her presence, I felt radiant.

It was a feeling I now recognize. It was turn-on.

Even though I was only six, the turn-on I felt was so deep; so utterly me. A feeling that spread all over my body and seeped into my cells, like a mountain of warm butter on a hot English muffin. This feeling was my earth, my spirit, my eternity, my here and now.

Simple, essential. Like sunshine. I knew it was the most precious feeling in the world.

I imagine you might know the feeling too.

If the smell of freshly baked bread were a feeling, it would be that. If the last warm day of fall were an emotion, it would be that.

The feeling of being utterly and completely present, besotted with the gift of life itself. Transported by the privilege of existence. No goal, just pure enjoyment. A sunset can create this inner ooze. Or the smell of your baby’s head. Riding your horse. The ocean. Connection. Laughter. Ecstasy in any form.

That’s what the Goddess felt like.

I could feel her silent yearning for me. She wanted to be known by me. She wanted to be seen, noticed, heard, felt. She wafted like perfume inside of me. I melted at her presence, enchanted. I would do anything to serve her. I felt safe. Found. Utterly myself. And in service to her, and this feeling in me, forever.

This experience lasted only a couple of years, but it has created a lasting effect on my life. My grown-up mind wonders, now, if these experiences with the Goddess were a dream or a fantasy. Perhaps they were a self-protective response to growing up in a household infused with patriarchal religious values, male-centric social customs, and physical abuse. The Goddess represented the exact opposite of these things; she became a kind of guardian angel in my life, as well as the subject of my ongoing philosophical quest. Everything I encountered in those years that was masculine and “spiritual” equated to pain and suffering. The Goddess encounters were the precise opposite; they were feminine, they were sacred, and they felt delicious.

At the time, delicious was not a word I associated with being a woman. I did not see any deliciousness, anywhere, when it came to being an adult female. What I saw in my mother’s life—and in the lives of the other women in the neighborhood—was nothing I wanted for myself. I saw women who prioritized their husbands and families, who worked very hard, who shopped and cooked and cleaned and drove station wagons and made everyone else’s lives run smoothly I saw women who were self-sacrificing, who ignored their own needs, who gave up on their own happiness. I saw women who were being subjugated. Women who were being undervalued at their jobs. I saw women who looked empty, hollow, and dead inside; women who were angry, bitter, resentful, resigned. I saw a world of women who lacked the fiery sense of life and liveliness that comes from living passionately and feeling deserving of goodness. I saw a world of women whose lights were dim, if not extinguished. The job description for “woman” was nothing I wanted to sign up for.

The experience of the Goddess was the first time I felt a different kind of beckoning. I felt a sense of promise, a sense of inspiration in womanhood that was unlike anything I was witnessing around me. It was an energetic essence of the feminine that I had not previously encountered. It had nothing to do with laundry or cooking dinner or servitude in any form.

Being with the Goddess was not about doing anything. It was simply about experiencing her presence. Every part of my skin felt enlivened. Something in me was awakened, as if a light switch in my soul had been turned on.

This was a huge deal for me. I had suffered the abuse of an older brother from the time I was an infant. When a child suffers physical and verbal abuse, her soul flies out of her body in self-protection. This experience robbed me of a sense of ease and safety and comfort, both in the world and in my body. But it was so much a part of my life and my sense of home that I did not clock it as a problem. (It wasn’t until much later in my life that it finally stopped me in my tracks.) My story is by no means unique. Far too many women have experienced abuse and unchecked violence in this world, with no consequence to the abuser and no assistance for the victim. In the pages that follow, I offer you my story—in hopes it will assist you in finding your own. Mine is a teaching story. It is a story that is meant to inspire. To help you reframe your priorities and set you loose into a deeper, sweeter part of yourself. Into an experience of rightness, where you can stand before yourself and feel proud, powerful, moved. Grateful for every step that has made you and remade you into the woman you are today.

You. As heroine, as legend, every mundane day. May who I am awaken and inspire you to see who you are.

Because I am the definition of a powerful woman.

I love with my whole body, heart, and soul.

I say whatever the fuck is on my mind.

I make huge mistakes proudly.

I rage with as much passion as I grieve.

I live my poetry, my art.

I mother my child like a she-wolf.

I risk my life to live my truth.

I laugh easily, mostly at myself.

I would sell my soul for a night of ecstasy.

And every day I’m serving my Goddess, and my God, with every cell of my being.

In other words, I am just like you.

SPYING FOR THE GODDESS

Right around the time the Goddess started visiting me, I remember waking up one morning and walking over to the window of my pink bedroom. As I gazed outside, I realized—with a six-year-old’s version of consternation—that I was no longer looking forward to the day. I knew myself as a person who looked forward to days, but that feeling was gone. What had replaced it was a feeling of deadness inside my body. The river of goodness that is our birthright had dried up inside of me.

And even though I was young, I knew something was wrong with a world that would take enthusiasm away from a child. A world that would make me feel worried and wrong. That would make me feel not good enough, simply because I wasn’t born a boy. That would consign me to the experience of daily abuse, with no end in sight. I knew the feeling of goodness I’d learned from the Goddess was truth. I also knew that she was in some way counting on me to take a stand for that truth in the world. Over the years, she faded from my bedside. But I felt her inside of me and somehow knew she had awakened me to this path.

I vowed to set the problem right in my lifetime.

Nothing and no one could have removed me from this mission. I was looking for a feeling of rapture, the feeling I got in the presence of the Goddess. I wanted it all the time. And I could see that this feeling belonged to children but died as they grew into teenagers and adults. Everywhere. I sensed that this was human error and therefore correctable. And correction was necessary for all concerned.

I was looking for the feeling that I knew, in some unnameable way, was the locus of both my fragile humanness and my divinity. The intersection between me and that which was greater than me. The grace inherent in every moment, every person, every pebble, whose felt sense is an immeasurable enthusiasm for life itself.

I decided I had to figure out what had happened to my enthusiasm, and to that of so many children and grown-ups I knew. Not only figure it out, but fix it. I knew intuitively it would involve locating the Goddess and returning her to her rightful place. And, I figured, since she had come to me, it was my job to find her where she was hiding.

I started locally, hitting up the many synagogues in my neighborhood. I thought maybe the Goddess was reformed, and it was just that we were conservative. But no. No Goddess anywhere. In fact, you really couldn’t find a more unrapturous place than the suburban synagogue of my youth.

Next I went interdenominational. I checked out the churches, hitting up the Catholics first, with my friend Susan O’Hara. Her mom looked at me suspiciously when I asked to attend Mass with the family. I thought maybe she suspected I was a spy, but she let me come anyway. I liked the fabulous gowns on the guys swinging the incense, and the decor was high and holy fancy. But, alas, no Goddess there either. Just dreary disapproval. No joy.

I thought I’d hit the jackpot when my family spent a summer in Israel. I was 14. It was a spying frenzy! I went to mosques and churches. The Mount of Olives, the Baha’i Temple, Mount Sinai, the Dome of the Rock, the Cave of Machpelah, Masada, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Via Dolorosa, the garden of Gethsemane, the Wailing Wall. All the while scribbling in my notebook, à la Harriet the Spy. But everything I saw was the same: old, dusty, empty of life, empty of joy, filled with angst and blind soulless compliance in the name of some vengeful kind of God. I was there to search for Her, but from my vantage point there was nothing holy about these places.

What’s more, the so-called Holy Land proved dangerous for a young blonde girl with an open, searching spirit. I was molested almost everywhere I went. Leered at. Touched inappropriately. Demeaned. Violated. In the marketplace. On the street. And, devastatingly, at many holy shrines.

I did not know what this inappropriate attention was or how to stop it. I literally had no idea what was happening, I just knew it was wrong. I did not understand that my short dress, white skin, and blond hair announced, “Come molest me.” In the public pool, at the hotel, on the bus. Anywhere I was unprotected. And no one else seemed to see or notice. Even though it was happening under everyone’s noses, there were no words to talk about it. There were no words to talk about the transition between girl and young woman, no words to express being viewed as a provocative object—rather than the child I was—in a foreign culture. No words to justify the deep sense of wrongness I felt about myself. No words between my mother and me, between my father and me, between my brothers and me. So it was as if it wasn’t happening.

Not surprisingly, my spying was going poorly. Very poorly. I wanted so much to find the Goddess, but she wasn’t anywhere to be found in the Holy Land. I was confused. How could they call it “holy” if She wasn’t anywhere in sight?

We were in Israel long enough for me to have a horrifying summer in which I learned to fear and distrust men and to curse my emerging womanhood. Long enough to awaken me further to the danger I was in, as a very old girl and a very young woman in this world.

I lost faith. Hung up my trench coat, put away my notebook, and became even more introverted, shy, and unhappy. I believed for certain that the Goddess was extinct, like a dodo bird or a Tyrannosaurus rex. She had been eliminated as a by-product of progress. I knew it was highly unlikely I would ever find her. I had very nearly given up.

LOSING HER, FINDING HER

I moved to New York City right after college. I did a bit of traveling for some regional theater, working at intervals with Shakespeare & Company and the Wyoming Shakespeare Festival, and taking acting classes. But in truth, my life was slowly grinding to a halt. I was an actress who was not acting, a singer who was not singing, a young woman who was not dating or developing socially. My confidence was shrinking. I was waiting tables and hiding from everyone whose expectations I was so conscious I was disappointing.

I had broken up with my wonderful college boyfriend—he just loved me too much. His love felt foreign to me. Since I had never experienced anything like it from my dad or brothers, it just felt wrong. I knew if I couldn’t handle a relationship with a man this wonderful, there had to be something wrong with me. I was flooded with doubts. Was I gay? Unloving? Why couldn’t I connect? And how could I stand on a stage with all these unanswered questions about myself as a woman?

So instead of accepting a job for another season at Shakespeare & Company, I went into therapy. After years on the couch, my self-doubt and self-hatred only grew worse, and I retreated more and more. I finally decided to quit therapy and study on my own. I dove into Greek and Roman mythology, archetypes, and the work of Carl Jung and Joseph Campbell; the ancient goddess traditions and indigenous cultures. I learned that in these early religions, it was the Great Mother—rather than just the Heavenly Father—who was worshipped. That throughout prehistoric and early historic periods of human development, entire religions existed in which people revered their supreme creator as female. And rather than an assumed division between spirit and matter, these cultures believed there was spirit in matter. Holiness was everywhere, not only in churches or temples. Death was just as revered as birth, and it was celebrated with joy and gratitude. The feminine was honored as the portal to life, and everything and everyone was holy.

It all made much more sense to me than the religions of my childhood. I was so hungry for my discoveries that I studied myself right into being a celibate hermit. I believed the things I was learning and discovering were so alien to the patriarchal world culture that I was a part of that no one would understand what I was talking about or what I was doing. These eternal verities only seemed to make me feel more disenfranchised from the world, because I was so certain that no one would share or empathize with my findings. I was cut off from my friends, my family, and the work I loved most. All in the name of healing myself and solving the riddle of my life.

Then, everything changed.

One of the waitresses I worked with invited me to a class she was taking at The Actors Information Project. One of the teachers came up to me after I’d done my audition piece. “Regena,” he said, “you are a really good actress. But there is absolutely no sensuality in your work. If you don’t find a way to connect with that part of you, you will continually be cast in roles much older than you are.”

This comment shook me up. It also made good sense to me: I had not dated or had a lover in many years. I knew this was an area I had no skill



































	You feel like having sex all the time

	Your pussy is drippy all the time

	You’re obsessively thinking about your pussy, or sex, all the time

	You have to dress in anyone else’s definition of “sexy”





	You feel a sense of your own aliveness and your life force

	You know that your spirit and your body are one

	Your native enthusiasm is intact

	Your ability to reach for pleasure is on—especially when it seems difficult

	You’re in your right mind and your highest power

	You’re you—full, complete, and whole
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