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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

THE GODDESS IN AMERICA

Astute new voices with fresh vision carrying the torch forward for the Sacred Feminine. Excited by the rich diversity between two covers. Touches many of the bases.

Karen Tate, author, Goddess Calling and Voices of the Sacred Feminine

An exciting look at the many faces of Goddess in America, from the indigenous and the imported, to the “rewritten” goddesses. Also covered: Goddess as perceived variously by American feminists, psychologists, shamans, Christians, and others. Highly informative and well written.

Jerri Studebaker, author, Switching to Goddess and Breaking the Mother Goose Code

In this book you’ll find some of the most articulate and forward-thinking voices in the current generation of American Pagan writers. Writers in this volume like Daimler, Telyndru, and Moss, deserve to be as ‘household’ in the Pagan world as predecessors like Starhawk and Ravenwolf. With their serious yet loving look at where American Paganism came from and where it should be going, I have no doubt the contributors in this book will fruitfully influence the Paganism of the world.

Brendan Myers, author, The Earth, The Gods and The Soul - A History of Pagan Philosophy

The Goddess religion in contemporary America is a growing and very necessary spiritual movement in a country where there has never yet (as I write this) been a female head of state. Forty percent of American households are run by women who are the sole provider, yet women still make seventy nine cents for every dollar an American man makes. American women find themselves in a warrior society with a strong culture of guns and exploitation of the Earth, and are barely beginning to reclaim the status their ancestral mothers once enjoyed when Goddesses shared the dais with Gods.

Within these pages we learn of Native American Goddesses who teach the lessons of humility, self-sacrifice and connection to the Earth and her creatures. Also the awareness that the sacred feminine dwells within the soil and the Moon, meaning that abuse of the Earth is essentially the same thing as abuse of the Goddess.

We read about the spiritual plight of the immigrant; America has always been an immigrant society and American women who seek a Goddess must decide whether to adopt the native Goddesses of this land, invent a completely new path, or honor their own ancient lineage based on their distant DNA.

We hear from the Reconstructionists who urge us to speak to a Goddess in her own language, whatever it may be, because words have power and this is a way to honor a deity. We are cautioned to read primary sources, give back to the culture we are learning from, and make the effort to visit sacred sites connected to a particular Goddess, no matter how far away they might be.

We taste a bit of Voodoo, Minoan religion, Hebrew and Canaanite Goddess tradition. The Christian Divine Mother finds her place in these pages, as does Brighid; the Mary of the Gael.

We read of modern media Goddesses like Marilyn Monroe and Angelina Jolie, and see powerful Goddess archetypes within strong women such as Amelia Earhart, Harriet Tubman and Eleanor Roosevelt.

No sex-drunk nymphs enter these pages. The Goddess of the Witches and Druids emerges as a powerful eco-feminist. Her Priestesses are mature champions of social justice; healers and ritualists and weavers of radical change for their community.

This is a necessary book for the times we live in.

Ellen Evert Hopman, is Archdruid of Tribe of the Oak www.tribeoftheoak.com and the author of A Legacy of Druids – Conversations with Druid Leaders of Britain, the USA and Canada, Secret Medicines from Your Garden – Plants for Healing, Spirituality & Magic and other volumes. Find her books and blog at www.elleneverthopman.com
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Introduction

A melting pot of nations. A cauldron of cultures. A medicine bundle of traditions and peoples brought together from around the world.

Those of us who dwell in North America are both blessed and burdened by the spiritual legacies of the indigenous peoples of the land where we dwell, the spiritual traditions of the lands from which our ancestors may have emigrated, and the call to create new iterations of spirituality in the collective matrix of the here and the now of modern American culture. These can be confusing waters to navigate, and the collection of essays in this volume speaks to the various currents of exploration and concern that define present-day Goddess worship and Neo-Pagan practice in a place where a confluence of many streams of wisdom collect in a way that both seeks to remain connected to original threads of tradition while also, by necessity, weaving an entirely new tapestry of experience.

The United States of America has been called ‘The Great Experiment’ and was born out of a desire of the nation’s founders to forge a new paradigm which, unlike the Europe of their time, did away with old class structures, allowed for freedom of religious expression, and placed more power in the hands of the people by embracing a democratic model of governance. A nation of emigrants, the coming together of peoples from many lands seeking a chance at a better life is part of what has made America strong. Unfortunately, this vision came at a great cost for the indigenous peoples of this continent who were displaced and demonized, and whose rich cultures and very way of life were destroyed as mostly European settlers made their way west. In Canada, attempts at assimilating First Nations people lead to the loss of much of their culture, and often, their children, to this tragically violent colonial mindset. Similarly, in Mexico, Central, and South America, the advanced civilizations of the Aztecs, Inca, and Maya were brought under heel by the cannon and the cross, leaving behind tattered remnants of once-great cultures.

America, then, is a place of contrasts. It provides both a backdrop of hope and hopelessness…of new frontiers and oppression. And, as the promise of the American Dream is weighed against the nightmare of genocide and colonialism, these disparate strains are increasingly forced to dwell side by side. It is within this context that American Pagans are seeking ways to honor the Goddess, whether connected to the cultural heritage of their immigrant forebears or of the culture we have collectively created; seeking either to connect with their ancestral homelands or the place where they call home in the here and the now; seeking to honor the land in the way its original caretakers sought to do so, or to forge a new path reflective of modern realities.

For some American Pagans, this requires discovering ways to honor divinities connected to lands where they do not live — a strange concept, perhaps, to those whose ancestral lineage has dwelt in countries for countless generations, but America’s roots are not anchored as deeply. Not only must many of us look back through time to touch the cultural traditions of our ancestors, but we often must look across an ocean as well; many of us have been displaced in time and space, and perhaps even by cultural lineage, from the divinities that are our heart’s home. Yet, when it is at its best, one thing that America teaches us is that we are not limited by the circumstances of birth – we need not be bound by place, time, or even genetic inheritance. On the other hand, what we can learn from America when it has been at its worst, is to be mindful of appropriation and to learn how to have power with rather than have power over those who are different than we, and with whom we seek to enter into community.

In this respect, many American Pagans seek to become immersed in the indigenous traditions of the Americas when they are invited to do so, to honor the original spiritual caretakers of the land, revere the deities of this land in a way that is respectful of First Nations people, to listen to the elders who guard these ancient traditions, and to learn from the artifacts and mythologies the great cultures of the Americas left behind. Perhaps, by supporting native cultures in this way, modern American Polytheists can play some small part in repairing that which has been sundered by missionaries and through genocidal murder.

Other strains of practice see the evolving canvas of modern American cultural traditions as a rich resource from which to draw new images of Goddesses that are unique to this time and place. Whether inspired by Hollywood media, deeply resonating writings, or societal tropes that are both current and transcendent in their Universality, recognizing and honoring emergent divinities are powerful and empowering practices, especially when women heroes and leaders from American history are reenvisioned as Goddesses in their own right. Too, Pagan traditions that are uniquely American have arisen around concepts of social justice, eco-activism, and feminism; these paths, which include Reclaiming, have become influential around the world.

One of the most iconic symbols of America is the Statue of Liberty, whose full name is ‘Liberty Enlightening the World’. A gift from France, the statue is a representation of the Roman Goddess Libertas, and for many emigrants, with her lifted torch, she has guided seekers through the gateway to the new world. In many ways a psychopomp, she represented a promise of renewal for those seeking a new and better life for themselves and their families, free from oppression, poverty, and persecution. May those who honor the Divine Feminine in all of her manifestations and guises here in America pick up the torch of the Lady of Liberty, our beautiful and powerful national Goddess, and recommit to the promise of peace, safety, and freedom her flame represents.

Jhenah Telyndru holds a master’s degree in Celtic Studies from the University of Wales, Trinity Saint David. She is the founder of the Sisterhood of Avalon, and her published works include Avalon Within: A Sacred Journey of Myth, Mystery, and Inner Wisdom and The Avalonian Oracle: Wisdom from the Holy Isle. Jhenah welcomes your contact through her website: www.ynysafallon.com.


Part 1
The Native Goddess


The Influence of Matriarchal American Indian Tribes on the Goddess Movement


After our planet had been divided between water and ground, when the universe had begun to vibrate with the sound of the Creator, in the time when the First World was being born, Spider Woman made the plants, trees, flowers, birds and animals that would call Earth their home. She molded them from clay, wove each of them a white cape, and then sang their Creation Song to make them living. After this, Spider Woman made the first humans, in four pairs, from yellow, red, white, and black earth. She sang the first peoples their Creation Song, and their white cape was the mantle of creative wisdom. She introduced them to the Creator in the red light of dawn and told them always to remember the time of their creation.

— Hopi creation story



The story of Goddess in America is a story of beginnings, of a world being reborn as feminine power is reawakened. The Goddess speaks everywhere to everyone, and she is certainly not new, but it was in North America in the latter twentieth century that industrialized, Christianized people began hearing her voice in significant numbers. Some early sparks of inspiration came from the British Isles, through the work of people such as Dion Fortune and Doreen Valiente, yet this is where the Goddess Movement caught fire. To understand why it happened here and not elsewhere we need to look at the cultural influence of America’s indigenous peoples.

The ‘Goddess Movement’ is a loosely knit international group of women, and a few men, who are making a female deity (or deities) the central part of their spiritual practice and belief. It is not a religion or group of religions per se. While various offshoots of Wicca are often assumed to be part of the Goddess Movement, groups that compulsorily invoke a God for every Goddess to achieve their perception of balance would not be considered ‘Goddessian,’ or part of the Goddess Movement. Similarly, while Christianity as a whole is antithetical to the beliefs and values of the Goddess Movement, individuals who center the Virgin Mary or Sophia in their spiritual practice may be considered Goddessian. Being part of the Goddess Movement does require, however, that the participant is feminist in their political/spiritual orientation. For most Goddessians, this means endorsing the concept of matriarchy.

As the term is used in the Goddess Movement, ‘matriarchy’ is not a feminine version of patriarchy, with women dominating and oppressing men: it is a complete antithesis of patriarchy, without exploitation on the basis of sex. Matriarchal societies are peaceful, devoid of class structure, and egalitarian in their distribution of wealth. They emphasize the importance of a mother deity, rather than enforcing the illogic of a father-god birthing the universe.

‘Matriarchy’ is perhaps an unfortunate word choice, because it tends to be applied in a general sense to situations where women have more power than men are comfortable with. Archaeologists in the nineteenth century, encountering a plethora of female votive images in their excavations of Neolithic Europe, concluded that the societies these images came from were not patriarchal and therefore labeled them ‘matriarchal.’ Today we understand that women in these late Stone Age societies were probably not dominating men, despite the preponderance of feminine iconography, and the Goddessian interpretation of ‘matriarchy’ has evolved. Other words have been proposed, such as gynarchy, gylany, gynandry, or gynocracy, but they have not caught on. I think the affinity Goddessians have for the word matriarchy stems from the root matri-, which means ‘mother.’ Appreciation for the creating/generating power of the feminine divine is integral to the Goddess Movement.

At the start of the colonial era none of the nations of the Americas perfectly conformed to the idealized Goddessian concept of matriarchy, yet all were considerably less patriarchal than the European cultures they came in contact with. Among the more matriarchal North American societies that early explorers and settlers encountered were the Taino of the Caribbean, the first tribe of the Western Hemisphere to receive the appellation ‘Indian,’ who entrusted considerable political power to women and were noted for their generosity; the Huichol of west central Mexico, who had a cosmology with a preponderance of feminine deities and who resisted Catholic syncretism; the Delaware communities of the mid-Atlantic region, who had an egalitarian social structure and a flexible understanding of gender; and the Iroquois Six Nations, who had a well-developed system of government with powerful women’s councils. These are but a few of many examples.

Many are unaware of the impact of aboriginal peoples on American values and culture, and most believe Native participation in American history has been limited to waging war and relinquishing territory. It is true that European conquest imposed a patriarchal mindset on Native spiritual, economic, and political structures, and that it resulted in dispossession of land, population, livelihood, spiritual practices, self-governance, and even language, but it is a fallacy to believe the cultural impact always went one way. Areas of Native influence include loan words from the pidgin Algonquin that was the lingua franca for the first century of European settlement; medicine based on plants indigenous to North America; more liberal child-rearing practices; more positive attitudes toward bathing; and cultivation of unfamiliar foods that today make up a large proportion of the American diet.

Native influence on the establishment of American democracy is especially instructive in understanding later contribution to the Goddess Movement. The Founding Fathers who incited the overthrow of British monarchy and composed the documents that established the American government had a Classical education and were inspired by their idealization of the democracies of Greece and Rome. However, at the start of the American Revolution the Roman Republic had been dead for more than 1,800 years. It would be audacious in the extreme for any sane person to read about a remote democracy in a book and then proceed to organize a rebellion against the king, trusting that the installment of a subsequent autocrat was in no way inevitable. Perhaps Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams and others had that audacity, but they did not need to depend entirely on ancient history for support. British America had grown up alongside Amerindian nations that practiced self-government, in some cases through confederacies that encompassed large numbers of people. The degree to which specific Native governments modeled the American Constitution is contentious, but there can be no doubt that there was some influence. Most importantly, contact with Amerindian nations ensured that Americans fighting to establish a democratic government were not fighting for an ideal that was nebulous and abstract, but one they understood.

There were similarly strong Native contributions to the abolitionist and socialist movements, but Native influence on American feminism is especially pertinent to understanding the Goddess Movement. Colonial interaction with Iroquois and Algonquin tribes puts the words of Abigail Adams to her husband at the eve of the American Revolution in a more understandable context. ‘If perticuliar care and attention is not paid to the Laidies,’ she wrote, ‘we are determined to foment a Rebelion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation.’ The ‘Laidies’ knew that women did have representation in the aboriginal governments, which the Founding Fathers looked to for validation, but they suspected this was about to be written out of the next government. (John Adams wrote his wife back saying in effect that she was cute when she was angry.)

American women continued to foment, albeit below the surface, into the nineteenth century, and if the Seneca Falls convention in 1848 is taken as the official start of the American feminist movement, there was a long prodromal period. A taste of what was coming was presaged by the publication almost fifteen years earlier of Lydia Maria Child’s History of the Condition of Women, in Various Ages and Nations, which elucidated the differences between Iroquois cultures and European patriarchies. The abolitionist movement in general, and the writings of Mary Wollstonecraft and Michel de Montaigne in particular, are rightly credited as an inspiration for American feminism, but critical collaboration with Native women is often overlooked. Feminism received support not only through formal associations, theoretical writings, and individual heroics, but also through living examples. Native Americans lived what American feminists preached.

Many participants in what is now called the First Wave of feminism understood Christianity to be a major stumbling block for women’s emancipation. The culmination of half a century of scholarship on Christian patriarchy was the 1898 publication of The Woman’s Bible, in which Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the head of the Revising Committee, as it called itself, declared: ‘The Bible in its teachings degrades Woman from Genesis to Revelations.’ Matilda Joslyn Gage, responding to accusations of sacrilege on the part of the Committee, averred that ‘our present quest is not what the mystic or the spiritual character of the Bible may be; we are investigating its influence on woman under Judaism and Christianity, and pronounce it evil.’

Gage went beyond biblical criticism to explore positive religious and social roles for women in non-Christian societies. She looked at pre-Christian Western societies and found what she termed ‘the Matriarchate or Mother-rule.’ In the matriarchate, woman embodied the foundations of religion: ‘The primal priest on earth, she was also supreme as Goddess in heaven.’ Gage further asserted that the matriarchate had survived into modern times:


Every part of the world today gives evidence of the system; reminiscences of the Matriarchate everywhere abound. Livingstone found African tribes swearing by the mother and tracing descent through her. Marco Polo discovered similar customs in his Asiatic voyages, and the same customs are extant among the Indians of our own continent.



That the same customs were extant in America Gage knew through direct contact. An advocate for Native as well as women’s rights, she cultivated friendships was Iroquois women, as did other feminist spokeswomen. Gage was eventually adopted into the tribe’s Wolf Clan and Council of Matrons.

Though Gage was considered a radical embarrassment by many in the suffrage movement, feminists of the twentieth century Second Wave were also cognizant of Christianity’s link with women’s subordination and were quick to dust off her work. By this time fresh scholarship was available, such as Robert Graves’ analysis of how the Greek myths had been perverted under patriarchy and Marija Gimbutas’ archaeological investigation of Neolithic ‘Old Europe.’ A huge backlash in academia ensued, which continues unabated to this day, dedicated to burying the notion of matriarchy. The term became defined in the most stringent of ways, with all historical and archaeological evidence supporting the existence of non-patriarchal societies being dismissed as ‘speculative’ – this by scholars who had no problem positing theories on warfare with far more tenuous data. The vast work by Graves was submitted to a microscope, with each small error gleefully trumpeted, while his writing as a whole was derided as specious on the basis that his critics disagreed with it.

But even before this backlash had time to mobilize, spiritual feminists needed something more. It was one thing to read about matriarchy in a book; it was another to seriously propose it. Living forms of Goddess worship existed, such as the cults of the Virgin Mary or the Hindu and Buddhist Goddesses, but such deities were worshiped in a theological context that subordinated the divine feminine to the divine masculine, and the condition of women in societies that venerated these Goddesses contrasted sharply with these images. Matriarchal roots to these religions could and would be explored, but the immediate need was for models of worship in societies where women had power. Native American traditional societies were not the only models American feminists could have found, but these were the ones that were most accessible.

Discussing the contribution of a Native perspective to the Goddess Movement is perhaps objectionable to some, given that it is debatable whether cultures indigenous to this hemisphere, outside of Mesoamerica, even operate within a ‘Goddess’ framework. Part of the confusion lies with the stark demarcation in Western culture between mundane and divine, a distinction absent in most indigenous cosmologies. Words for woman in aboriginal languages may carry significantly different connotations than in the Indo-European languages. Native spiritual beings are usually translated into English with words such as woman, maiden, grandmother, or boy, when a gender is denoted at all. (Sex-specific markers may not be highly prevalent in the language or story, yet characters are often rendered as male in English.) Still, the divine persons in Native mythologies have analogous roles to Goddessian deities, even if the translations are challenging.

Feminists were drawn with most alacrity to indigenous concepts of female spiritual societies operating in tandem with co-ed and men’s societies; menarche ceremonies and spiritual cosmologies dignifying menstruation; the mother clan rather than marriage operating as the basic family unit; respect for female authority rather than isolation and denigration of old women; and women as visionaries, dreamers and interpreters of myth. Native women elders spoke at Goddess gatherings, memoirs by Native women were enthusiastically received, tattered copies of collected Amerindian stories were passed along, and contemporary artwork depicting heroines from Native legends became popular.

It is important to understand Native American influence on the Goddess Movement on a comprehensive level rather than trying to trace specific ceremonies, symbols, healing practices, and myths. In many cases a ceremony or practice was never integrated into other frameworks because it was too culturally specific or unsuitable for an industrial society, but the ideas it carried nevertheless inspired reflection. Some legends had general appeal while others did not, yet there was still something to learn from them. The transmission of ideas, so taken for granted in the world of men, is often denied as a reality among women. Our world supposedly exists on the level of upholding traditions and trading recipes: we carry the family stories; we do not add to a body of knowledge or enable it to grow.

The Goddess Movement is no longer an American, or even a Western, phenomenon. It has spread around the world and has gained a foothold in places including India, Nigeria and South Korea. Matriarchal cultures are being studied in other parts of the world, such as western China, bringing new lived experiences to the concept of a matriarchy nourished by a loving Mother-Goddess. I wonder if the role of indigenous Americans in helping to birth this reawakening will be remembered, or if the Native role in this origin story is destined to become obscured like so many others.

A standard line in academia, perilous to cross, says ‘there is no evidence’ that matriarchies ever existed. Each aboriginal American culture can be scrutinized and found wanting in some respect, or when that fails dismissed as being too fragmentary to be conclusive. Yet the same cynical principle that is applied to matriarchy could also be applied to democracy. Extinct Stone Age civilizations could be ignored for not providing definitive data, the flaws in the so-called democracies of Athens and Rome could be magnified, the aboriginal self-government strategies of the Americas could be categorized as below criteria, and modern approximations of democracy could be dismissed as unstable and non-egalitarian. But we don’t dismiss democracy as a whimsical chimera indulged in by flighty and unserious people. We treat it as something real, imperfect as it is, and take actions to improve participation in practice as well as theory. Goddessians see through the self-serving cynicism of the patriarchy and are not swayed from their matriarchal vision.

We are all children of the Great Mother, men as well as women, whether we call her First Woman, Goddess, Queen of Heaven, or Eve. All journeys lead from her and she is at the end of every road. To dishonor her is to reject a part of ourselves, and so a world where feminine leadership is ubiquitous is not only good and right and sensible; it is inevitable. We know our history and so we can see our future. With gratitude we acknowledge the first peoples of Turtle Island, and all peoples of the world, who hold this truth. Aho.

Hearth Moon Rising was born in Ohio and is of Irish, German-Appalachian, and Delaware Indian descent. She is the author of Invoking Animal Magic: A Guide for the Pagan Priestess. She lives in the Adirondacks of northern New York and blogs at hearthmoonblog.com.


Cherokee

The Old Stories

The Cherokee, or Tsalagi, which refers to the language of the tribe Tsalagi Gawonihisdi, were originally called the Aniyunwiya. The Aniyunwiya believed that they had once belonged to a distant land, one far from North America, and that they traveled here because their people grew in population so as to be unable to remain in the old land. In their journey, the land went from snow-covered mountains to the place where the sun sets. (This version of the migration myth was published in A Cherokee Migration Fragment by Corkran, circa 1717.) This story seems to be in agreement with the theories of some scholars who believe that any human inhabitants migrated to the Americas after the ice age via a land bridge that once extended from Asia.

Creation

Perhaps more importantly, prior to the migration story, there was creation. The Tsalagi creation stories do not usually begin with human beings. Rather, it was the animals who brought forth the earth. Given the great respect of and toward animals as siblings rather than lesser creatures, this version reflects a perspective of the interconnectedness of the world and all of its things.

Plants and animals were the first created, humans came later. In the beginning, there was only a brother and a sister (First Man and First Woman), but the brother struck the sister with a fish and told her to multiply. In seven days, she bore a child. And, every seven days thereafter, a new child was born to her. Their population grew so quickly that they were afraid the earth couldn’t hold them, so a woman became able to have only one child a year.

James Mooney gathered this version, which was published by the Bureau of American Ethnology (1900):


When all was water the animals were above in Galun lati, beyond the arch; but it was very much crowded, and they were wanting more room. They wondered what was below the water, and at last Dayuni si, ‘Beaver’s Grandchild,’ the little water-beetle, offered to go and see if it could learn. It darted in every direction over the surface of the water, but could find no firm place to rest. Then it dived to the bottom and came up with some soft mud, which began to grow and spread on every side until it became the island which we call earth. It was afterward fastened to the sky with four cords, but no one remembers who did this.

At first, the earth was flat and very soft and wet. The animals were anxious to get down, and sent out different birds to see if it was yet dry, but they found no place to alight and came back again to Galun lati. At last, it seemed to be time and they sent out Buzzard and told him to go and make ready for them. This was the Great Buzzard, the father of all buzzards we see now.

He flew all over the earth, low down near the ground, and it was still soft. When he reached the Cherokee country, he was very tired, and his wings began to flap and strike the ground, and wherever they struck the earth there was a valley, and where they turned up again there was a mountain. When the animals above saw this, they were afraid the whole world would be mountains, so they called him back, but the Cherokee country remains full of mountains today.



There is the belief, as well, that another world lives under the first, which is exactly the same, save the seasons, which are reversed. So, there were three worlds – the one above the sky arch (the arc that the sun travels daily in the sky), the middle world where humans lived, and the lower world, which was opposite the middle world. The above and below worlds contain powerful spirit beings who were in direct opposition with each other. It was, therefore, the primary responsibility of the middle world to maintain balance and harmony in all things.

This pattern of balance and harmony is repeated throughout most of the stories of the Cherokee people. The origins of disease are, in fact, another of these lessons in balance: Men created weapons – bows and knives, spears, hooks, and other things – which made it easier for them to kill their feathered and furred cousins. Men overpopulated and became greedy, killing when they had no need for food. They lost respect for the smaller creatures, smashing them beneath their feet without concern. The
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