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INTRODUCTION

One day when I first came up with the idea for this book I was
discussing it with my friend Beverley, who is a yoga teacher,
Sanskrit scholar, and long-time student of the Vedas. Bursting with
enthusiasm, I told her I wanted to write a book about the divine
feminine—one that compared Shakti from yoga
and Hinduism, Sophia from Christianity, and Shekinah from Judaism
and showed how they were all related to not just our yearning to be
creative but to the personal transformation so many of us are
undergoing as individuals and that the world itself is
experiencing. Just as enthused as I was, she grabbed me and
enveloped me in a huge hug. “Oh,
Teri,” she said “that is wonderful! I am so thrilled that you are
willing to take on such an important and massive
project!”

“Massive project?” I
thought. “What the heck is she talking about? I’ll have this peanut
cracked in a year!” That was eight years
ago. Beverley was right: researching this book was an enormous
undertaking. Part of the reason for this is that there is a good
deal of controversy among scholars regarding the divine feminine in
general and goddess traditions in particular. According to the
scholars, some of the popular writings on these topics contain
less-than-careful research and a hazardous tendency to assume
theories or hypotheses are fact.

Because I feel the topic of
the divine feminine is so critically important, so essential to our
understanding of where we are and what is happening to us, I wanted
to avoid this. I wanted to be absolutely sure every word I wrote
about this cosmic creative force was as accurate as it could
possibly be: checking and double-checking and tracing everything I
read back as far as my limited ancient language skills would allow
me to go. And then, because I wanted this to be an approachable,
highly readable book, the hard part came: recognizing that I had to
toss many of the specifics of the research and all
of the academic language out the window! Only
scholars—and the occasional slightly obsessed person like me—would,
I realized, be interested in the degree of detail I dug up in all
those years of research.

Doing away with all this excess material
left what I believe is the essential core of information you need
for understanding this divine energy—how she manifests, how she
exists within you, how she is propelling your spiritual journey,
how she is the power that is making you yearn for what is right and
good and true. In order to share this information with you, I take
you back to sacred texts from Christianity, Judaism, yoga and
Tantra and explore them. This, then, is not the kind of “1-2-3
Steps to Enlightenment and Eternal Happiness” type of book that is
so popular today! But I think I can safely say it won’t be
difficult to read either. To make sure the book would be as
interesting—and, especially, as relevant to your daily life—as
possible, the “informative” bits are interwoven with the daring
tales of highly creative women mystics from long ago and the
stories of ordinary, everyday women—just like you and me—who have
turned their contemporary spiritual journeys into fascinating
adventures.

The book is organized in two parts. After a
chapter that provides a little background and a bit of my own story
(I think the reader has a right to know the person behind the words
they’re reading!), Part I continues with the intriguing tale of
Mahadevi Akka, a twelfth-century Hindu saint. Part II begins with
the equally amazing story of Mechthild of Magdeburg, a
thirteenth-century Christian mystic. These two women—from such
vastly different cultures and belief systems—stand like two pillars
East and West. The extraordinary similarity of their
experiences—from the intense passion and blatant sexual overtones
in their writings to their detailed descriptions of how they
experienced the Divine—does more to reveal the way the divine
feminine works in our lives than almost anything I could have
imagined. This is particularly true because these mystics’
experiences are not only astonishingly alike, they are similar in
ways we might have never imagined to spiritual experiences that
people like you and me are having today.

Both Parts I and II contain women’s
stories—as well as myths, sagas, and legends. Part I lays more of
the groundwork, while Part II focuses more on how to apply this
knowledge to enrich your creative expression and your daily life.
Each chapter (except the last) ends with a creativity exercise
designed to move this process along and help you tune into the
divine feminine as the source of creative inspiration. Some of
these exercises involve writing and others use simple art
materials. They each feature creative visualization—which is
explained in case you’ve never tried it before—and they are
activities you can benefit from whether you are a professional in
the arts or someone who is just beginning to explore your yearning
to be creative.

So often we put this
yearning on the back burner; we think we’ll allow ourselves time to
be truly creative when all our “important” work is done. This is
often true even if you work in the arts. For, if you are like me,
you sometimes get so caught up in how your creative work can earn
you a living, you lose touch with your true creative spirit and
your sense of what a sacred act creative expression really is.
However, as you’ll see in the following pages—whether you are a
professional or a beginner—the yearning to express yourself is as
essential as your desire to become a better person, to help end
suffering, or to save Mother Earth. The yearning for all these
things is, in fact, all one yearning—and it
comes to us from the divine feminine. That this should be so
shouldn’t be as startling as it is. After all, the divine feminine,
in her myriad forms, has been seen throughout history as the
creative force, the “mother”, of the universe. It should come as no
surprise then that she is also the creative force within us or that
she is the fount of the creative inspiration we all long
for.

All this emphasis on the feminine might lead
one to believe this is a book for women only, but I did not intend
that to be the case. Although the book is certainly about the
cosmic feminine and full of the stories of women, contributions of
many men—from Pierre Teilhard de Chardin to Gopi Krishna—are
included. Far more importantly, of course, both the divine feminine
and the divine masculine exist, and should be balanced, within each
one of us, and the key to not only increasing the creative
inspiration in our lives but also to understanding the
transformation we are experiencing lies in understanding how the
divine feminine is working in our lives—and this is true for men
and women alike.

Before going on to explore
these ideas in depth in the following chapters, a few issues need
to be addressed. One is the way terms from yoga and Hinduism are
spelled. If you are familiar with these terms, you might notice
some inconsistencies. In general, I’ve used proper Sanskrit
diacritical marks on terms unless they have become fairly common in
English without them. Thus the yogic term for “life energy” is
written simply as prana and not
prÄﾁna.
Regarding dates, you’ll also notice that, in order to be more
inclusive, BCE (Before the Common Era) and CE (the Common Era) have
been used rather than BC and AD.

The “Notes” section for each chapter
includes bits of academic information I just couldn’t bear to leave
out, as well as some general interest material that was too
detailed to include in the text. You will find them at the back of
the book along with a fairly extensive “Bibliography and Suggested
Reading” section. Although I didn’t list every book I used in doing
the research, I’ve included the important ones and broken them into
categories so that if you decide you want to read more about
Mechthild of Magdeburg, for instance, you can easily find the
books.

Those “house-keeping”
issues out of the way, I invite you to dive into The Divine
Feminine Fire and wish you the same joyful journey
of discovery and creativity that I had in researching it and
weaving it all together.

 



PART I



Chapter One

The Call of the Creative Spirit






If you have picked up this book and
begun to read, chances are you have experienced the power of the
creative spirit. This power is not a figment of your imagination;
it is not an abstract concept. It is real. It is a force that
manifests itself, not just mentally and spiritually, but
physically. If you don’t believe this, the next time you feel the
urge to create, sit with the feeling. Go to a place of stillness,
become completely in touch with your body, bring your consciousness
to bear on this urge, and you will feel it in your body: a sensation, perhaps almost imperceptible, that
begins in the nest of your pelvis, then rises up, reaches your
heart and throat, and bursts into an aching, a longing, a profound
need.

Ideally, when this feeling is upon us we are able to
let it out, to allow it to flow into the creation of beautiful
words, stirring melodies, graceful movements, or vibrant colors on
a canvas. But all too often we use all our might to try to push it
back down and dam it up so that it can’t escape.

Whether you are a professional in
the arts or a person who is just beginning to express yourself
creatively, you probably already know that we do all of this out of
fear. We are afraid we aren’t good enough, talented enough, or
skilled enough to create. Or we are bullied by guilt, by the belief
that creativity is frivolous and that we have no right to take time
from our real jobs
of breadwinning and nurturing to allow ourselves the “luxury” of
creative expression.

You are probably already aware that
you can overcome
all the fear and guilt that block your creativity. This book is
here to affirm this awareness and to acknowledge the work you may
have already done on overcoming your fears. More importantly,
however, it is here to say that not only can you allow yourself to
be creative, but that you must.

The reason for this is
simple. When you feel you are being moved
by the creative spirit, you are in fact being moved by the divine
feminine. The haunting call we feel to be
creative is a cry that comes not just from the feminine side of our
being but, at its most profound level, from a cosmic feminine
force. Now, I admit this is a sweeping statement. And although it
is one I have believed for years, it is also one I wouldn’t have
had the courage to make quite so blatantly if I hadn’t learned what
I did in the five years I spent researching this book. The reason
for this will become clear as you read the stories that follow of
the extraordinarily creative women mystics and the ordinary women
who have been profoundly touched by the creative spirit. These
stories will help you understand how this force is working in your
life, how opening up to its power will help you move forward both
creatively and spiritually, and why trying to suppress this force
is a little like trying to cork a volcano with a
coconut.

This awesome feminine force is the single most
important factor in our personal creative and spiritual unfoldment,
and yet it would be a mistake to ignore, as some contemporary
spiritual movements have done, the divine masculine principle. For
it too exists and, as will be discussed in some detail later, has
an essential role in creative expression. Still, the divine
feminine will be emphasized far more heavily than the masculine in
the following pages. The most obvious reason for this is, as we all
know, the Divine has been “masculinized” for centuries while the
divine feminine has been ignored, denigrated, and suppressed.

But there are other reasons, too.
One is simply that it is time. The idea that we are at a critical
point in history is a widespread one in the contemporary spiritual
movement, and some of our greatest thinkers believe it is a
particularly crucial time in terms of the divine feminine. Marion
Woodman, one of the most widely respected Jungian analysts of our
day, concluded her wonderful book Dancing
in the Flames: The Dark Goddess in the Transformation of
Consciousness with an eloquent plea for us
to realize that our most crucial job right now is to learn
to embody the
divine feminine. Writers from the East echo this idea. Right up to
his death in 1984, the yogi and philosopher Gopi Krishna wrote and
spoke tirelessly on the idea that absolutely nothing is more
important at this time in history than understanding how this
divine feminine force is awakening in the lives of individuals
around the planet and what this means for the human
race.

Implicit in these and many other great thinkers’
perspectives is the notion that the divine feminine is in some way
related to evolution. In other words, the cosmic feminine not only
creates the universe, as she is seen to do in so many traditions,
but also keeps propelling it along; moving both the cosmos as a
whole and all the individual forms of consciousness within it
towards some specific goal.

Allusions to this idea can be found in many goddess
traditions and in the three manifestations of the divine feminine
that will be examined most closely in this book: Shakti, the
all-powerful cosmic feminine principle in Hinduism; Sophia, the
powerful creative force known as Wisdom in the Old Testament; and
Shekinah, the feminine face of God in the Jewish mystical
tradition.

It is this force I’m referring to
when I talk about the feminine
fire. This feminine fire is a primordial,
elemental force that is powerful beyond our wildest
imaginings. It is, in fact, power
itself. Ironically, I didn’t discover
anything about how this concept is viewed in the Judeo-Christian
tradition as Sophia and the Jewish mystical tradition as Shekinah
until years after I had begun learning about it in the rich sacred
tradition known as Tantra and the philosophical teachings that form
the basis of hatha yoga. There, this feminine, generative force is
known as Shakti.

The first time I came across the concept of Shakti
was many years ago when I traveled to Kashmir with a group of
friends to meet Gopi Krishna. While we were there we walked up into
the foothills of the Himalayas to his home near the little village
of Nishat and listened to him speak for several days about this
mighty force. During one of the talks someone in the audience asked
if it was possible to control this power. Gopi Krishna just shook
his head and laughed. If, he said, you could take a ball of fire no
bigger than a baseball from the center of the sun and bring it
within two hundred miles of the surface of the earth, the heat from
that small ball would scorch the ground beneath it. Then, he
suggested, try to imagine not just that small ball of burning
energy, but the energy of the entire sun. Next, he said, try to
imagine not just the energy of that sun but of all the billions of
suns in the universe. And then imagine, not just the energy of all
suns, but the force that moves all these suns and all the planets
around the universe. That force, he said, is Shakti.

This image leaves little doubt
about our inability to control
this divine feminine energy, and yet the imagery
also suggests that this is the energy of life, of creation itself,
and that it must pulse through each of us and have a role to play
in our daily lives. Indeed this is the case, for yogic tradition
tells us there is not only a cosmic Shakti, but also a shakti that
makes her home in each one of us as individuals.

The cosmic Shakti—a sort of
“capital S” Shakti—is Divine. In the story of creation told in some
Hindu traditions nothing existed in the beginning but the One, the
Absolute. In other words, there was nothing anywhere but God
Consciousness. The next stage of the universe to come into
existence was divine masculine consciousness. Known as Shiva, this
masculine principle is sometimes characterized as being
Consciousness itself or Pure Thought—absolute, quiescent, static
Thought. This is a very difficult concept for our Western minds to
comprehend, because what we’re talking about here is thought
without thinking. Thinking implies mental movement, change, or
activity—and with Shiva, in the beginning, there is only
stillness.

Fortunately, we don’t have to worry about “thought
without thinking” for long, for once masculine consciousness comes
into being it is instantaneously followed by the creation of divine
feminine consciousness. This feminine principle is known as Shakti.
The One has now become Two: Shiva, the static masculine principle,
and Shakti, the dynamic feminine principle. Once Shakti springs
into action, the cosmos begins to burst into existence. Her essence
begins to divide and subdivide into the various attributes and
properties that make up the universe until the process of creation
begins to explode exponentially, and the myriad aspects of the
universe as we know it are propelled into being.

Although there would be no universe
at all without both Shakti and Shiva, it is Shakti who is the
driving force behind creation. Without her, Shiva is powerless.
This concept is portrayed graphically in the many Hindu paintings
and statues that show Shiva lying on the ground with Shakti dancing
joyously on his supine and lifeless form. Another example is found
in the Hindu sacred texts known as the PurÄﾁnas, where
it says, “Just as the moon does not shine without moonlight, so
also Shiva does not shine without Shakti.”

Shakti is, thus, the creative force
that has generated the entire cosmos into existence. But her role
doesn’t end there. Once the cosmos has been created, she continues
to propel evolution throughout time. Her job is not just to create
more creatures and more highly advanced creatures, but also to
bring the myriad forms of existence closer and closer to God
Consciousness until, ultimately, all creation is propelled in a
vast circle that leads it back to the One. In this sense, Shakti
is the evolutionary
force. As this great cosmic power, Shakti is sometimes envisioned
as a great goddess, indeed the greatest of all goddesses, who is
known as Kundalini.

The shakti—with a small “s”—that
manifests in the individual can also be seen as having an
evolutionary role. The easiest way to understand this is to
consider it in terms of yoga. The word yoga comes from the
Sanskrit yuj, a
word that forms the root of the English word yoke, which means, of
course, to unite or join. In this same sense, the goal of yoga is
Union. This is the ultimate Union—the union of the individual self
with the Divine or, as it is said in some yoga traditions, the
Realization that the individual self is, and always has been,
already one with the Divine.

Shakti with a small “s” is often referred to as
kundalini-shakti or just kundalini. In one sense, she can be
thought of as the trigger that brings this sublime
realization—often called enlightenment—about. In the pictures seen
so often of the cross-legged yogi with the seven chakras (wheels or
vortices often referred to simply as “energy centers”) drawn on his
body, kundalini-shakti is depicted symbolically as a serpent coiled
three-and-a-half times around the base of the yogi’s spine. When
this dormant serpent awakens, it is able to travel up the spine,
through the chakras, to reach the seventh chakra. Known as the
crown chakra, this center is sometimes called the seat of Shiva.
Thus it is said that when shakti makes her way to the crown, she
unites with Shiva and brings about God Consciousness—Oneness with
the Divine—in the individual.
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Although all this about Shakti as
the evolutionary force might seem a bit abstract and immaterial to
you, nothing could be further from the truth. For what it all means
is, in short, that Shakti is propelling your evolution. She is moving you
along and pushing you forward. Another way to look at this is to
say she is transforming you and, in particular, transforming your
consciousness. Although this transformation is occurring gradually
over time in each and every human being, for many of us today this
process is being accelerated. In Tantric and yogic traditions this
accelerated transformation is related to the “awakening” of
kundalini-shakti in the body. Although this process—and the
surprising parallels that can be found in Western traditions—are
described in more detail later, what is essential to understand now
is that the deep yearning you have to create is inextricably linked
to both this accelerated process and the way cosmic Shakti is
expressing herself in the world today.

This realization didn’t come to me
all at once. It grew gradually over a number of years and developed
out of an image that Gopi Krishna planted in my mind on that
long-ago trip to India. At the time, he was describing the wave of
interest in the spiritual that had first begun to sweep North
America during the seventies—the curiosity about meditation, the
exploration of alternative religions, the fascination with the
paranormal, the attraction to Eastern traditions like Zen
Buddhism—then he chuckled and said, “That, that—is kundalini!”

This statement triggered a vision
in my mind’s eye of a great force, like an oceanic wave, that was
flowing through each and every one of us who was actively searching
for something “spiritual” in our lives. I could see this powerful
force sweeping us along. I could feel its power moving through me
and I felt part of something unimaginably immense. At exactly that
instant I understood that our vast, collective yearning—whether it
was to know the Divine or to bring peace to the world or to end
suffering—was kundalini-shakti. That deep yearning was Shakti’s
voice. And it was real; it was visceral; it was something I was
holding in my body; it was something we were all holding in our bodies.

It took me much longer to associate Shakti—or in
fact anything spiritual at all—with the great yearning I had always
felt to express myself creatively. For most of my life, I’d seen my
desire to draw, paint, and write as, at best, an indulgence and, at
worst, a whim. Even after I had managed to become a professional
writer, I always felt like I was cheating fate somehow and that I
would eventually have to suffer for being allowed to work at
something that was essentially so frivolous. These feelings were
enforced, of course, by society’s general attitude about the arts
and, even more specifically, by my family—a good example of this is
how, even after my sixth or seventh book was published, my mother
would call and offer to send me back to school so that I could
renew my long-elapsed teaching credentials and get a “real”
job.

The casting aside of these negative feelings and
coming to understand the true nature of creative longing began one
morning when I was attending a conference on spirituality in
Monterey, California. Just before dawn broke, I went out onto the
beach to do Tai Chi. With the blue-green waves washing onto the
shore and my bare feet digging into the cold, damp sand, I began to
move slowly through the set of exercises. As I focused my eyes on
the horizon and began the fluid move known as “Wave Hands Like
Clouds”, something in my perception shifted. The line separating
sky and water began to dissolve. Sky and water became one, water
became one with the sand, and slowly all boundaries, all lines of
demarcation dissolved. Suddenly, I could see, actually physically
see, that all edges were illusion. Everything that had once
appeared to be separate to me was in fact One—one vast, limitless
expanse of pulsating life energy. Intense sensations began to rush
through my body, and my heart exploded with love for this Oneness
and everything it contained.

The connection between this
profoundly spiritual experience and creativity began to make itself
known later that same day. As I was sitting in one of the talks at
the conference, a lengthy poem poured out of me that would become
the first in a series of the best I have ever written. This poetry,
along with many other pieces of writing, came to me over the next
several months in exact tandem with the rushes of energy I was
experiencing. The pulsations would begin near the base of my spine,
move upward and burst, usually near my heart but sometimes near my
throat. Words would begin to flow into my mind in rhythmic cadences
that kept time with the surges of energy moving through my body,
and I would have to write them down. I could not
not write. It was
impossible to resist this compulsion.

Still, even though the spiritual
experiences and the creative rushes were occurring at the same
time, I might never have realized that their source was the same if
it hadn’t been for how intense this sensation was. It was so
potent, so consuming, that I had no choice but to sit with it, to
be with it—to look it, as it were, in the eye. At some point in the
process of being flooded with this feeling, I suddenly
recognized it: although it
was vastly more emphatic, it was the same old yearning I’d felt for
so many years; it was the longing to become a better person, to
discover my true self, to learn to meditate, and to live by
spiritual principles. It was the passion that had driven me to
fight for social justice issues and to become an environmental
activist. And I finally realized that it felt exactly the same as the yearning
that had compelled me to spend hours drawing as a child, to paint
and write poetry as a teenager, to begin university as an art
major, and to eventually end up as a writer. It felt the same
because it was the same. It was all Shakti, calling out with a
Siren’s call.

The moment I recognized this in myself for what it
truly was, I began to see it working in others. And as I taught an
increasing number of workshops on creativity, I began to realize
just why recognizing this yearning as Shakti’s voice was so
important. One reason for this was that I discovered there were so
many other women who had the same conflicted feelings about their
longing to be creative that I had had. Even though most of them had
never put it into words, they saw their spiritual yearning and
their creative yearning as forces that pulled them in opposite
directions: the spiritual towards the high and worthy; the creative
towards the frivolous and self-indulgent. While they had been
diligently honoring their spirituality, they had been ignoring,
minimizing, or at worst, denigrating, the creative side of their
natures.

If you are anything like me or the many women I have
met in these workshops, you have been enduring this same disharmony
in your life: your spirituality is something you work at; your
creativity is something you play at. And you play at it only when
you have time, when nothing else—your work, your family, your
relationship, your dog, your goldfish—is deemed more important.
Even if you are a professional in the arts, you have probably had
to work long and hard to convince yourself (if you are indeed
convinced!) that you are not cheating fate by being allowed to do
something so wonderful with your life.

This dichotomy will vanish when you understand that
the yearning you feel is the voice of Shakti. You can begin to see
your longing for creative expression as an integral part of your
spiritual path; not as a guilty pleasure to be enjoyed only when
you have nothing “better” to do. If you are not already a
professional in the arts, it might even mean that you would
eventually commit yourself full-time to your creative pursuits. But
this is not by any means always—or even often—necessary. What is
vastly more important is learning how to listen to the voice of
Shakti. Then and only then will you know that you are moving in the
direction she is calling you to go. And this direction, though it
may take you on many marvelous creative adventures during your
lifetime, is ultimately about transformation.

In the ancient Tantric and yogic texts this
transformation is described, at least in terms of its ultimate
goal, as a process that can turn the ordinary spiritual seeker into
an enlightened saint or sage. These texts almost always describe a
monumental mystical experience that, classically, signals the onset
of enlightenment. In these descriptions, the mystical experience
itself is almost always portrayed as including a vision of
blindingly brilliant, radiant light; sensations of bliss, joy, and
love that defy description; and an unfathomable awareness of being
one with the Divine or with all of creation.

Although not all instances of
enlightenment begin with a mystical experience (some yogis are said
to be born enlightened; others to attain this state through a
gradual, almost imperceptible process), in the cases most often
described in the yogic texts this type of experience marks the
beginning of a transformation in which the yogi develops certain
traits that either weren’t present before or present only in a
lesser degree. One of the most important of these traits is a
compassion and concern for others that encompasses a passionate
desire to end the suffering of humankind. Another is a kind of
charisma; people are drawn to the rare yogis who have reached this
state and delight in being in their presence. Yet another trait is
the development of siddhis. Known as iddhis in Tibetan Buddhism, these are
paranormal abilities and include such things as prophesying the
future, accurately interpreting dreams, and, in extreme cases, the
manipulation of the natural environment.

Probably the most significant trait
of all, however, is the facility to receive divine inspiration. In
the highest cases of enlightenment this takes the form of
revelation: the great founders of spiritual traditions, for
instance, brought new knowledge, new ways of seeing the world, new
codes for conduct and behavior that revolutionized thinking in
their time and place. But even the yogis who reached only lesser
levels of enlightenment would receive some degree of inspiration.
In fact, being able to receive inspiration was once used as a test
to verify the authenticity of an awakening. When a yogi would come
to his guru and claim to have reached the higher state of
consciousness known as samÄﾁdhi, the
guru would present him with a passage from a sacred text like
the Upanishads and
tell him to meditate upon it and bring back a commentary. If the
commentary the yogi returned with was a completely new
interpretation of the passage and one that brought a new level of
understanding to others, the yogi was deemed to have indeed reached
a high level of samÄﾁdhi. Another way this divine
inspiration manifested was what we would now think of as inspired
creativity. The Tantras and other yogic texts are replete with
references to how poetry and other beautiful words would flow like
ambrosia from the mouths of the enlightened ones.

Interestingly enough, the first
time I came across a listing of the characteristics of higher
consciousness, it was not in a Tantric text or even in anything
written by a yogi; it was in a book called Cosmic Consciousness, published in
1901 by a medical doctor named Richard Maurice Bucke. Born in
England and raised in Canada, Bucke worked in the field of
psychiatry in its early days. Widely and highly well-respected in
North America and Europe for his innovations in the care of the
mentally ill, he became president of what were then known as the
American Medico-Psychological Association and the Psychological
Section of the British Medical Association.

Bucke was both a medical man and a mystic of sorts.
Late one night, when he was visiting England and driving his buggy
down a lonely road, he was, quite without warning, enveloped in
flaming white light and filled with an inexpressibly moving sense
of bliss and union. This experience altered both his scientific and
his spiritual life. He soon developed a number of therapeutic
techniques that made the treatment of the mentally ill under his
care far more compassionate and humane.

At the same time he began a quest
to understand exactly what had happened to him that night on the
lonely road. A long-time admirer of Walt Whitman, Bucke sensed that
Whitman must have had similar types of experiences. He sought
Whitman out, and eventually the two became close friends. (The
story of their friendship is told in the 1990 movie
Beautiful Dreamers.)
Around this time, Bucke also began to study the lives of the great
spiritual masters. Being a scientist at heart, he methodically
isolated the characteristics of both their mystical experiences and
their personal traits. Eventually he developed the hypothesis that
brief mystical experiences like the one he had had were fleeting
tastes of a higher state of consciousness and that founders of the
great religious traditions had not only reached this higher state
but had lived in it. But Bucke didn’t study just spiritual masters
like Christ and Buddha, he also delved into the lives of the
greatest creative geniuses like Dante and William Blake and found
that many of them, too, had had some type of mystical experience
and exhibited to some degree the personal characteristics he’d
isolated in the lives of the great spiritual teachers. Although
Bucke had no way of knowing it at the time—few if any Sanskrit
texts would have been available to him in translation—his
descriptions of both mystical experiences and the individual
characteristics were virtually identical to those listed in Tantric
and yogic texts.

Based on his findings, Bucke
developed the theory that the individuals he had studied were all,
to one degree or another, harbingers of a higher level of
consciousness that all of humankind was evolving towards.
Although Cosmic
Consciousness, first published in 1901,
contains some bits of information we now know to be incorrect,
Bucke’s basic premise has stood the test of time and has profound
implications for those of us on the spiritual path today. One is
that this experience is universal: both the mystical experience and
the characteristics developed after this experience were similar
regardless of the religion or spiritual practice the individual
followed. Another, and one that is perhaps even more significant
for those of us who are experiencing the call to creativity as part
of our spiritual path, is that his descriptions of people who had
reached lesser and greater degrees of cosmic consciousness open the
way for us to see the whole process of awakening and transformation
as one that exists on a continuum.

To continue with the metaphor of shakti awakening
from her sleep and traveling upwards to reach Shiva, we could say
that when the two actually meet, the manifestations are profound,
cataclysmic, and beyond the limits of language to describe. They
are also extremely rare. According to the yogic tradition, this
level of awakening has been reached by only a handful of saints and
mystics. It would lie at the far end of the continuum, with the
experiences of the great spiritual teachers like Christ, Moses,
Buddha, Mohammed and so on at the very furthest end. The
experiences of the vast majority of us would lie at the other end.
For most of us, the sleeping shakti is just beginning to awaken.
Stirring in fits and starts, she sometimes moves a little way
upwards, and sometimes returns to rest in the cradle of the
pelvis—but all the while opening windows here and there, giving us
provocative glimpses of what lies beyond, and transforming us by
beginning to awaken, to one degree or another, the characteristics
of cosmic consciousness within us.

When we look at mystical experience in terms of this
continuum, at the far end of the spectrum we find, for example,
Buddha reaching Nirvana, and fairly close to this we might find the
Hindu saint Rama-krishna’s experience of being utterly dissolved in
God Consciousness. A little further along would be the
twelfth-century Christian mystic Mechthild of Magdeburg, who at
times experienced being “one love and one fire and one breath and
one light with God”. Way at the other end of the spectrum would be
an experience like the one I had on the beach; significant and
life-altering as it was to me, it was the merest hint of what the
true mystics have experienced.

As an example of paranormal
abilities or siddhis—known as charisms in the Christian tradition
and often mentioned in both the Old and New Testaments—we find, at
the far end of the continuum, Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead;
a little further along we might find the Old Testament Joseph, who
was able to tell the Pharaoh exactly what was going to happen with
the harvest for the next fourteen years; and at the other end we
would find the vast majority of us, who find that we have a
“psychic” experience now and then or that our intuition is far
stronger than it once was.

This same continuum can be seen with inspired
creativity. At one end of the spectrum we have the revealed
teachings brought to us by the great religious masters, and a
little further along we have the poetry of a Rumi and the music of
a Hildegard of Bingen. Lying at various points closer to the other
end of the spectrum we find the creative work of most of us who
have found ourselves on the path that combines creativity and
spirituality.

You probably aren’t surprised to
discover that your work lies at this end of the spectrum—you are
aware that you haven’t turned into a Rumi or a Hildegard
yet. But this “yet” is
really the crux of what this book is about. If the divine feminine
is really propelling the evolution of consciousness and if inspired
creativity is indeed one of the manifestations of this
transformation of consciousness, it means that although the degree
of inspiration we receive may be quantitatively different from that of a Rumi or a Hildegard, it is
qualitatively the
same. The essence of the experience is the
same. What flowed through Rumi flows
through us. And if we aren’t able to contain it and express it with
the same purity or clarity just yet, it doesn’t mean we won’t be
able to—or to, at least, steadily increase the amount of inspired
creativity that blesses our lives.

The stories in the following pages give evidence
again and again that this is so. As you will see, the Hindu saint
Mahadevi’s experience of kundalini-shakti is virtually identical to
the Christian mystic Mechthild of Magdeburg’s experience of the
Holy Spirit—and the way this experience manifested in extraordinary
creativity is also the same. But even more importantly for everyday
people like you and me, the experiences of the ordinary women whose
stories are told in this book contain the very same elements.

Very early on in my research I was struck by how
these women’s experiences, although essentially spiritual in
nature, contained such a powerful physical element. As you read on
you’ll see this particularly clearly in the stories of Mahadevi and
Mechthild. These women felt the movement of kundalini and the Holy
Spirit intensely in their bodies. In spite of the fact that they
were both in celibate religious orders, they wrote frankly of the
physical sensations they experienced and often used blatantly
sexual terms to express this in their poetry. Although this aspect
of sexuality in creativity and spirituality is an extremely
important phenomenon (see Chapter Thirteen), what struck me early
on was simply the sheer physicality of what they were
describing.

An explanation for this can be
found in the sacred symbolism of Tantra, where the most fundamental
image is the concept of a macro-cosm and a microcosm. In this
symbolic imagery, the human body is a microcosm that replicates the
entire macrocosm. In this macrocosm, the dance between cosmic
Shakti and Shiva described earlier is perpetually being played out:
Shakti, in her yearning to return to Shiva and to Oneness, is
continually propelling the universe through the stages of evolution
that will lead everything in creation back to union with the
Absolute. At the same time, this great cosmic dance is being played
out and mimicked in the microcosm that is the human body, where
kundalini-shakti lies at the base of the spine, yearning to be
reunited with her Shiva. For his part, Shiva sits above the crown
of the head longing for the return of his Beloved so that the
individual can experience divine union, or the oneness of cosmic
consciousness. In this dance of cosmic longing and love-play,
kundalini is the embodied
manifestation of the divine feminine.

This macrocosmic/microcosmic view
of the universe made perfect sense to me; undoubtedly at least in
part because it tallied with how intensely in the body even my own very minor
mystical experiences had been, and I became very excited about it.
But what thrilled me even more was discovering something I had
never heard expounded anywhere before, and this was that both
Sophia and Shekinah, exactly like Shakti, could be seen as
the embodiment of
the divine feminine. And, even more amazingly to me, I found that
it was in this embodied state that they, exactly like
kundalini-shakti, worked their transformative magic.

As mentioned earlier, Marion Woodman believes that
learning to embody the divine feminine is one of, if not the most,
important pursuits for those of us on the spiritual path today. In
this, she is joined by many other thinkers who have brought our
attention to the feminine aspect of the Divine in recent years. But
just how little information is available on this—especially that
focuses on the purely practical—was brought home to me just about
the time I finished researching this book.

I had just taught a creative
writing workshop in the Rocky Mountains and the organizer, Peggy,
was driving me to the airport. As I gazed out the car window, I
couldn’t help thinking what a perfect setting it was for the
discussion on the divine feminine that we were having. As we rolled
along, Peggy began to talk about how deeply the concept of the
divine feminine had moved her and how much it had meant to her. She
told me how from the very first time she had come in contact with
the idea of embodying the divine feminine she had longed to do it.
She spoke about this in very abstract terms for a few moments and
then said, bluntly, “But to tell you the truth,” she said, “until
today I really had no idea what ‘embodying the divine feminine’
really meant. And I had no idea how the heck to do it.”

The moment she made this comment I
felt like a boulder had rolled off one of the passing hills and hit
me on the head. Immediately, I realized that if she had indeed
gleaned any specific information on embodying the divine feminine
from my workshop, it had been purely by accident: for it had never,
ever occurred to me that someone in the audience might be asking
the eminently practical question “How do I do this?” If it had, I
would have shouted out what I had discovered: “You don’t have
to do anything!
You already embody
the divine feminine!”

Shakti, Shekinah, and Sophia can all be seen to
represent the Divine with us, the Divine in our bodies. This means
that the way to embody the divine feminine is to realize that you
have embodied her all along. Of course, this is, like so much on
the spiritual path, simple but not easy. It is much like the yogi
master telling his students that the way to become one with God is
to realize you have been one with God all along.

Still, what I have learned from the
women whose stories are told in this book is that there are very
specific steps you can take if you want to realize this—and by this I mean make
it real in your life and, in so doing, discover how this embodied
divine feminine can become an ever-expanding source of inspired
creativity for you. The first step in this is simply to become
increasingly able to recognize her in your life. To help you do
this, you need to become more familiar with Shakti, Sophia, and
Shekinah and how she has been portrayed in the sacred stories,
myths, and legends that reveal the secrets of her inner workings.
Doing this prepares you for the second, and in a way most essential
step, which is learning to listen to her when she calls to you.
Perfecting this ability to listen also involves the third step:
learning to hold her great power in your body—learning to sit with
her, to simply be with her. As you become increasingly comfortable
with these three steps, it becomes easier and easier to accomplish
the forth step. And this is to express her, to allow her to flow
upwards and outwards from both the very depth—and the very heart of
your being. For the more you are willing to express her, the more
willing she is to flow back into your life and fill you with her
sweet grace once again.

 


CREATIVITY EXERCISE FOR
CHAPTER ONE

Inspiration—Only a Breath
Away

There is no better place to see where the ideas
expressed in this chapter come together than in the word
“inspiration”. It actually comes to us from the Latin that means
“to bring spirit in”, and in this way embodies both creativity and
spirituality. It tells us that creative inspiration comes from
drawing in the Divine. And because “inspiration” also refers to
“breathing in”, it creates an image of creative inspiration flowing
into our lives as simply and surely as the air we breathe.

This relationship between creative
inspiration and breathing can also be found in the yogic literature
where the word prana refers both to breath and to the
all-sustaining life force. If you’ve done much yoga, you probably
know that breathing exercises are known as pranayama.

Before going on to explore this relationship between
prana and creativity, the following exercise will help you create a
sacred space where you can tune into this life force, recognize it
as the source of inspiration within your own soul, and allow it to
flow into your creative expression. Use this exercise whether you
want to be creative or simply find a creative solution to an
everyday problem. Just ask for an answer to your problem before you
begin, or have your pen, paintbrush, musical instrument, etc. at
hand.

Because it begins with the most basic of type of
pranayama, it is a good introductory exercise for those of you who
have never done any type of creative visualization or meditation.
If you are already familiar with pranayama, just skip to point
number four.

 


1. Begin by exhaling, gently emptying your lungs of
all air, to a slow count of eight.

2. To a count of eight, breathe in deeply—gently
filling up the bottom of your lungs first, then the middle, then
the top.

3. To do this, allow your muscles to expand,
beginning with the muscles around the stomach, then those around
your chest and ribs. Allow the air to rise up until it almost feels
like it is massaging the base of your throat. This is natural
breathing; it is the way a baby breathes. Hold for a count of
four.

4. Then exhale to a count of eight. Begin by
emptying first the bottom, then the middle, then the top of your
lungs by gently contracting the muscles you expanded. Feel yourself
becoming increasingly still, deeply relaxed, and in tune with your
inner self.

5. Allow yourself to become increasingly aware that
you are breathing in prana—the radiant life force.

6. Concentrate on this radiance, see it glowing and
sparkling within you until you are aware that you are filled with a
luminous, resplendent white light. Stay for a while in this space
allowing the radiance of the light to intensify.

7. Once you feel yourself filled with this
shimmering light, visualize—or just imagine—it flowing upwards. See
it moving to your heart, resting there for a moment and
intensifying with each heartbeat. Then see it flowing to your
shoulders, down your arms, out the hands, into the fingers that are
resting on your paper and holding your pen—or into whatever
creative tool you chose to have at hand.



Chapter Two

I Burn,
Desiring What the Heart Desires

 


The first gentle nudges from the
divine feminine are often experienced as yearning. Whether this
yearning is felt as soft waves of longing or as an almost
unbearable aching hunger, it is a call from some deep level of your
being. Since you have been drawn to this book, you will almost
certainly have experienced this yearning at one time or another as
a deep-seated desire for creative expression. But it may have
touched you in many other ways as well: as a simple desire to
discover who you really are or to understand the reason for your
existence; as a great passion to end suffering and right the wrongs
in the world; as hunger to know God not with your mind but with
your heart; as an awareness that any inner emptiness you may feel
needs to be filled with something spiritual, that the material will
simply no longer satisfy.

The lives of saints and sages from every spiritual
tradition have been touched by this yearning. Indeed, it is a theme
that comes up again and again in the stories of both the mystics
and the everyday people that are told in this book.

But if you are a student of one of the Eastern
philosophies, particularly Buddhism, you may be thinking to
yourself right now, “But isn’t yearning the same as desire and
isn’t desire bad? Isn’t it what holds us back?” And while this is
true in the sense of what we usually mean when we talk about
desire, the difference between this type of desire and the yearning
I’m talking about can be thought of as the difference between an “I
want, I want” that is being cried by an angry, demanding ego and a
“You already have, you already have” that is being softly murmured
by an inner, divine, and brightly burning flame. But because few of
us really believe or know with our whole hearts that we already
hold all the love and power we need within, this divine feminine
fire has to keep propelling us forward along the path that will
eventually lead to this miraculous realization.

She does this by making us yearn for exactly the
traits and characteristics of the transformation she wants us to
achieve. Nowhere are these characteristics and the power of
yearning portrayed more passionately than in the life of Mahadevi
Akka, an extraordinarily creative woman who lived in
twelfth-century India. Today, more than eight centuries after her
death, she is still revered in Southern India and held to be both a
saint and a divinely inspired creative genius. In spite of the fame
she holds in India, her story is virtually unknown in the West and
needs to be told.

Mahadevi lived only until her early twenties, but
she produced hundreds of poems—many as exquisitely beautiful and
powerful as any poetry ever expressed in any language. Almost
miraculously, over two hundred of these poems have survived. That
they have is a testament to how extraordinarily revered she was,
for she may not have recorded all, or even many, of them. She
simply sang them out as she traveled the countryside. They were
memorized, passed on, and eventually written down by those who
venerated her.

These poems and what we know of her life paint a
captivating picture of the process of transformation and its
characteristics: she had profound mystical experiences of oneness
and divine light and is believed to have developed siddhis. Her
divinely inspired creativity is legendary and thought by some to
include glimpses of divine revelation. And as she progressed along
her path her desire to make the world a better place became so
strong that she joined a radical spiritual and social reform
movement that was striving—in the twelfth century no less—not only
to abolish the caste system but also to treat women with
equality.

Of course Mahadevi’s experiences
lie somewhere towards the far end of the continuum described in the
last chapter. Because of this everything about her life is intense
and extreme. Still, in her we can see ourselves—yearning to become
more spiritually fulfilled, longing to know our true selves, aching
to ease the suffering we see around us, and wanting passionately to
find a way to express all this in both our creativity and the way
we live our lives. Because of this, Mahadevi has much to teach
us—especially about how this type of yearning is an expression of
Shakti’s power, how we already
hold this power within us and how our learning to
simply “be” with this mighty force can be the key to conquering all
the fear that holds us back.

Mahadevi’s life began in the part of India now known
as Karnataka. The village she was born in was called Udutadi and,
although it no longer remains, ruins suggest it was near what is
now the city of Shimoga. The location of the village becomes
significant for a number of reasons, one of which is simply the
astounding beauty of the area that Mahadevi grew up in. Karnataka’s
white sand beaches, craggy cliffs and inlets are backed by lush
green hills that rise and grow higher until they become the heavily
forested mountains known as the Western Ghats. This mountainous
area is characterized by soaring peaks, rich valleys, rushing
rivers, and cascading waterfalls. The forests are thick with teak,
sandalwood, mango and coconut trees. The beauty of these forests
clearly influenced Mahadevi’s writing and her poems are alive with
the creatures—parrots, cuckoos, monkeys, elephants and tigers—that
roamed them.

Although the stories about the childhoods of saints
are so glorified over time that it is hard to separate legend from
reality, it seems likely that Mahadevi was in fact a remarkable
child. She is said to have been gifted in the arts and languages
and to have been adept in both her native Kannada and Sanskrit by
the age of six. Around this













































































CREATIVITY EXERCISE FOR
CHAPTER TWO














tmp_cf7159ce455c1d2eae75d5f5667e97c6_5BYxKR_html_m2b9e0667.jpg





cover.jpg
Dreamriver Prd






