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			The Way of the Rose may be a book about the rosary, but it is not a Catholic book. Its authors are not affiliated with any religious institution. This is a book about one of the world’s oldest living spiritual devotions and the Earth wisdom it still holds for those willing to reclaim it.
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			The rosary is one of the most readily identified symbols of Catholic faith—one that would seem to represent all that is most pious and conventional about Christian doctrine. Yet, hold a rosary from the loop so that the beads form a circle with the cross hanging down and it effortlessly reveals the first of its many secrets: The rosary forms the symbol for woman—a symbol that is far older than Christianity.

			The word rosary refers to the garlands that were traditionally woven from roses and offered to the Virgin Mary in the springtime. But long before Mary, those same garlands were made as offerings to other goddesses by many other names. Roses were offered to Venus, the Roman goddess of love and fertility, whose emblem was also a circle with a cross pendant. Before that, they were offered to Isis, the Great Mother of the ancient Mediterranean world. In Egyptian images created thousands of years before the Gospels, Isis holds an ankh, the hieroglyph for Life and a variation on the same familiar symbol—an oval with a cross dangling from it that looks exactly like a rosary.

			
			The first mention of a rosary-like devotion is over five thousand years old and refers to a japamala, which in Sanskrit means “muttering garland.” Like the word rosary, mala originally referred not to a circle of beads but to a sacred circle of flowers. Early on, men and women simply wove their chaplets of roses for the Goddess. Later, they entwined prayers and mantras with those flowers, eventually stringing beads into a circle to perform the same symbolic gesture. A rosary is a garland of prayers woven for the goddess.

			The current form of the rosary emerged in the Middle Ages as Christianity extended its dominion across pagan Europe. People were forbidden from worshipping the Great Mother of their ancestors in any explicit way, but they were able to continue their devotion to her privately while holding on to their beads. In this way the rosary became a kind of church within the Church. Old statues of Isis nursing her baby, Horus, were refashioned as images of the Madonna and Jesus. And people continued to offer their garlands to the mother goddess every spring, even if their prayers now called that mother Mary. The rosary was a way of grafting devotion to the Virgin onto the rootstock of far older, more Earth-centered forms of goddess worship handed down from prehistoric times.

			Buried in the soil of those areas of Europe where the rosary first flourished have been found hundreds of devotional figurines of the goddess that are tens of thousands of years old. Long before people recorded their histories in written records, long before they settled down to live in towns and cities, they trusted the guidance and wisdom of a Lady whose body they identified with the fertile soil beneath their feet. They knew that all things—including their own bodies—had been born from the sacred womb of that Earth Mother. Just as they knew that everything returned to her.

			
			When medieval people called out to Mary, they knew she wasn’t just the mother of Jesus, as the Church would have them believe, but their mother from the bottom of time. She was with them before the beginning and after the end. She was called the Mother of Life, the Star of the Sea, the Queen of Heaven and Earth. These were the very same words of praise their ancestors had used to address Inanna, Isis, and Venus. Still, the Church insisted that Mary was not a goddess in her own right but merely an intercessor who would plead their case before an all-powerful God. Again and again, religious authorities leveled the sacred groves of the Mother to make way for churches and cathedrals. And they forbid the old prayers and practices. But people would not give up their devotion to her. She continued to be credited with all manner of miraculous healings and interventions.

			The most recent attempt to diminish Mary’s power was the modernizing movement within the Catholic Church known as Vatican II. Praised for its progressive reforms, this global twentieth-century gathering of cardinals and bishops was also a stealth campaign against the Virgin Mary. The Lady’s celebratory prayers were excised from the mass, her feast days were deemphasized or eliminated, her statues were removed from the main altar if not gotten rid of entirely from the church. While saying the mass in the everyday language of the congregation invited increased participation, it also encroached upon the private devotions of the mothers and grandmothers used to praying with their beads as the priests droned on and on in Latin.

			After Vatican II, the rosary was enlisted in the Church’s ideological battles—from the fight against Communism to the war against abortion. Promoted by priests and popes alike, “The rosary is a weapon!” became one of the most popular Catholic slogans of the day. What had once been an intimate daily devotion became a political, mostly public act intended to serve the agenda of the Church rather than the needs of ordinary individuals. The rosary fell into disuse as a private ritual, and beads that had been passed down for generations in families became ubiquitous at flea markets and junk shops.

			
			Throughout those years the Lady herself was making appearances with greater and greater frequency—in Egypt, Japan, Bosnia, Venezuela, Rwanda, America, and countless other places around the world—almost always with the message that hard times were coming and that people should pray the rosary. But the Church ignored most of these apparitions, almost as if they hoped that by ignoring the Lady whom many people still thought of as divine in her own right, they could get her to go away.

			In 1969 the world’s foremost scholar on the rosary, Eithne Wilkins, herself not a Catholic, asked why the rosary hadn’t spread to people of all faiths and all walks of life. She saw women claiming their power through the feminist movement and young people questioning institutional authority and thought for sure that they would turn to the rosary and the long-forgotten Way of the Mother. In her groundbreaking book, The Rose-Garden Game, she wrote:

			
				There is no reason why the comparatively simple and quite painless exercise of the rosary should not be cultivated by the doctrinally uncommitted, the artists, the intellectual worker, or whoever else interests himself in gaining freer access to that reservoir of psychic energy within…It has the advantage over more elaborate techniques that it can be learnt and cultivated without the supervision of a guru, master, or spiritual director.

			

			
			And yet the “doctrinally uncommitted,” whose ranks Wilkins already saw massing on the cultural horizon, turned east instead. Fed up with religion, they found in Asian meditation practices the seeming antidote to the hypocrisies of their childhood churches and synagogues. Only much later would they have to come to terms with the abuses of sexual and financial power that seemed to plague the meditation masters as often as they did the priests.

			As a mystical practice, meditation has always been primarily a masculine discipline. One of the most interesting speculations on its origins suggests that it evolved from hunting behaviors—the need for radical stillness and silence, for focused awareness, and for the pinpoint readiness to act when the moment was precisely right. Bead practices, on the other hand, seem to have evolved from the gathering behaviors of women as they collected seeds and nuts and berries. If the hunter is quiet and concentrated, the gatherer is a multitasker—chatting, muttering, moving about, and communing with others. Legions of grandmothers have wrapped their rosaries around their wrists, sneaking in a prayer or two between the dishes and the laundry. Children can be tended, old people cared for, the carrots chopped for dinner, all while staying in conversation with the Lady.

			Perhaps because of its association with the feminine, the rosary has often been overlooked by the spiritually adventurous. It can feel modest, dowdy, perhaps a bit tame. For this reason, it can be difficult to imagine, in the beginning, how rosary beads, humble as they are, can bring forth so much beauty, love, healing, and—yes—so many miracles of all kinds. But they can, and they have, for as long as anyone can remember.

			
			To the person who has never seen an oak tree, an acorn might seem only a dull brown stone. Poppy seeds look like nothing so much as flecks of grit—until they become a field of bright red flowers. The fifty-nine beads of a standard rosary rest in our open palms like a handful of seeds…small, hard, almost inconsequential. But the moment we take those seeds in our hands, they begin to grow.

			Each of the fifty-nine chapters of the book that follows corresponds to a bead of the rosary, offering readers a guided journey through a devotion that is at once firmly rooted in the spiritual traditions of the past and yet breathtakingly radical in the way it allows us to imagine the renewal and protection of all life on Earth.

			The rosary guides us on the path of the heart that takes us back to the sweetness and consolations of the Divine Mother of us all. Praying the rosary gives us a way to reclaim our devotion to that Mother, get our feet on the ground again, and find our way back to the garden of the Earth.

			The rosary is a new way that is really an old way, perhaps the oldest way of all. We begin by holding this ancient symbol of the Mother of All Life in our hands.
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			How does an ex-Buddhist monk who isn’t a Catholic, and no longer even considers himself nominally a Christian, end up praying the rosary? In the ordinary course of events, it would never have happened. But, then, these are hardly ordinary times. The rosary wasn’t anywhere on my list of last-ditch efforts to make sense of a world on the brink of ruin. I’d tried everything—from meditating alone in the mountains in the middle of the night to experimenting with all manner of spiritual practices, some so obscure that the religious experts I consulted could tell me almost nothing about them. In the meantime, I struggled with the demands of raising a family, worried about the choices that Perdita and I were making as parents. Panicked about climate change and what it would mean for our children and grandchildren, I sought out experts who would tell me what to do. But it never occurred to me to pray the rosary. It’s the classic fairy tale in some respects—a man undertakes a quest over many years, only to find that the thing he has been searching for was always close at hand.

			
			After the birth of our second child, Perdita and I were struggling financially. A book I’d spent a year writing hadn’t sold, mortgage and health insurance payments were due, and our bank account was practically empty. We had a Visa card, but only one hundred dollars of credit left on it, and we had no idea how long that was going to have to last. Perdita rummaged for spare change in various containers around the house one day and sent me to the cheapest grocery store, the next town over, for milk and eggs.

			On the way home I drove past a small antiques shop that someone was running out of the second floor of their home. In the dormer window, just visible from the road, was a statue of a dark little woman with an expression of such unfathomable sweetness it made me pull over and stop the car. She reminded me of the statue of Kuan Yin, the Goddess of Mercy, from the temple in Upstate New York where I’d once lived as a Zen Buddhist monk—only dirtier. Dirtier…and more loved. Blackened over time, she looked like she’d had candles burned at her feet for at least two centuries, and possibly a lot longer. She wore a headdress with a crown and, with her head tilted slightly to one side, she gazed pensively at the sphere she held in one hand. I was pretty sure it was the world.

			The antiques dealer thought she was a replica of a medieval statue of the Virgin Mary, but she didn’t know for sure. I didn’t know either, but I could tell she was no replica. You didn’t get a patina like that from any workshop or factory. How she’d gotten to Woodstock, New York, was anyone’s guess.

			It was a crazy thing to do, but I just couldn’t help it. I feared that if I left her in that little window overlooking the road, the next time I drove by she would be gone. I’d live out the rest of my days with that sense of a missed connection that people sometimes speak of that haunts them for the rest of their lives.

			
			The dealer wanted a hundred dollars, so I handed her my credit card. And that was that.

			When I got back to the house, Perdita was exasperated. “I send you off with a cow, and you come back with magic beans!” But her irritation was short-lived. Or maybe the Lady had already begun her magic. By the end of the day, Perdita had transformed the mantel above our fireplace into an altar, complete with an offering of wildflowers she’d picked in the backyard with the kids.

			That was when I first learned that, as a small child, Perdita was always making altars to the Virgin Mary—in her room, in the hollow of a tree in the backyard, and pretty much everywhere else. There was no precedent for it in her family. Her mother was a bohemian artist, her father an atheist surgeon who’d utterly rejected his parents’ pious Irish Catholicism. Perdita had never seen the inside of a church when she was a girl, but she told me that she felt protective of a small broken Mary figure that she had found as a child, the remnant from some lost Nativity scene. Now, after a lapse of three decades, she was creating an altar to Mary again. In an old chest of memorabilia, Perdita found her childhood figurine and leaned it against the statue of the medieval Queen of Heaven.

			Perdita and I were not brought up with the rosary. I grew up a southern Protestant. That meant that I knew the Our Father but not the Hail Mary, God the Father but not the Mother of God. When I was eighteen, I left home, left the church, and became a Buddhist. Perdita had briefly converted to the faith of her ancestors while in college, mostly because of her commitment to social justice, but no one in the church had bothered to teach her the rosary. With her feminist leanings, there was no way that she could remain a Catholic for long in any case. Soon, she, too, became immersed in Zen meditation practice.

			
			As parents, we were trying to raise our children as Buddhists. Perdita had started a children’s program at the Zen monastery where she was a student, and I was traveling around the country teaching workshops on a simple meditation practice I’d developed that didn’t require masters or gurus of any kind, including myself—which meant, of course, that it wasn’t a very profitable venture.

			It was on one of those teaching tours, with stops in California and New Mexico, that another Madonna unexpectedly entered my life.

			Strange things happened on that trip that I couldn’t begin to make sense of at the time. The tour began at a former Dominican convent in San Rafael, California, with statues of Our Lady of the Rosary everywhere. I don’t recall being particularly moved by any of these, but I liked the meals in the large convent refectory, where she gazed down benignly from her perch above the tables. Inspired by their meditation teacher, Thich Nhat Hanh, these ex-Dominicans were doing their part to bring greater peace to the world by opening their home to workshops on all kinds of spirituality.

			On the final morning of the ten-day retreat, I left hurriedly after breakfast to get to the airport. The former sister who drove me said we’d have plenty of time to get there, but it didn’t work out that way. We ended up in a tangled mess of traffic on the expressway that left me leaping from the car on the exit ramp to make a dash on foot to the airport. I figured I’d have just enough time, if I ran, to check in and get to the gate.

			My heart sank when I saw the line at the ticket desk. There was no way I would make my plane. I’d miss my connection to Taos on the once-daily single-engine flight, and that meant I would miss the large weekend retreat I was supposed to be conducting with a friend. Without the money from that retreat, I’d just break even for the trip. No loss. No gain. Two weeks away from my family, with nothing to show for it but good karma. It was the way things often went in those days. At least Perdita wouldn’t be surprised.

			
			With no alternative, I joined the line anyway. If I missed the retreat, I’d still have to book a flight back home. But then something strange happened. I suddenly felt the impulse to pray.

			As near as I could recollect, I hadn’t prayed in almost thirty years. I had chanted. I had meditated. I had contemplated the dead. I had invoked all kinds of protective spirits in the traditional Buddhist way. But in all that time I had not once, very simply, asked any Higher Power for help.

			Maybe it was my stay in the convent amid all those holy icons and statues. Or maybe it was just the financial desperation of a tired husband who felt bad about coming home empty-handed yet again. I closed my eyes and searched for words to pray with. I could think of nothing but “Have mercy on me!” The universal prayer.

			I said it once…twice…three times.

			Then I felt a tap on my shoulder.

			A dark, heavyset man in a uniform was standing beside me. “Are you on the connecting flight to Taos?” he asked.

			For a long moment I just stared at him, blinking. Finally, I snapped out of it and stammered, “Yes! I am.”

			“Come quickly then,” he said and motioned to the electric cart he’d arrived in seconds before. He took my ticket and stepped to the front of the line, whispering something to the agent, who glanced briefly in my direction before checking me in. Then we were off.

			
			I said nothing to this man as we careened through the airport hallways, scattering travelers to either side, but I remember wondering if maybe he’d been a Mexico City cabdriver in some earlier incarnation. It didn’t occur to me to ask how on earth he had known that, among all the people standing in line, I was the one going to Taos…or who had sent him to find me. I hadn’t spoken to anyone at the airport. I asked my nun friend later if she had told someone there to assist me, but she hadn’t. All I said when we got to the gate was “Muchas gracias!” and I was off. I was afraid to break the spell.

			That sense of enchantment followed me to New Mexico, where, from the moment I set foot in Taos, I began noticing the image of a particularly captivating Mexican girl. That was the way I described her to myself. A young girl. She looked to be around sixteen or seventeen years old, and she was everywhere I went—on the dashboard of the cab that picked me up from the airstrip, on a calendar behind the woman who checked me in at my hotel, and pretty much everywhere else.

			I’d find her gazing down at me from the wall of the restaurant where I’d stopped for lunch. Or I would look for souvenirs to bring back home to Perdita and the kids, and roughly one third of the items in any store would bear her image. Still restless and unable to sleep because of the altitude that first night in Taos, I stepped outside and followed a path for two miles through the desert only to find myself standing before her statue, set against the backdrop of a thousand stars.

			On Sunday, wandering through town during a break in the retreat, I passed a terra-cotta plaque attached to a column dividing what appeared to be the Taos version of a townhouse from a tiny alleyway shop selling plants and flowering cacti. There she was again. It almost felt like she was following me.

			
			An older, gray-haired woman in a suit had just emerged from the townhouse clutching a leather portfolio. Eyeglasses dangled from a chain about her neck. The thought occurred to me that she was either a professor or a real estate agent.

			I pointed to the plaque as she stepped past it on the way to her car and asked, “Excuse me, do you know who this figure is? She seems to be everywhere in this town.”

			She put her glasses on to look up at the plaque, as if she hadn’t noticed it before.

			“Yes. That’s La Morenita, the little brown-skinned girl.”

			I must have looked perplexed, because she continued. “She’s the Catholic version of the Aztec Mother Goddess Tonantzin, otherwise known as Coātlaxopeuh. Say it fast three times and it sounds like the Spanish name they gave her: Guadalupe.”

			“She’s everywhere,” I repeated stupidly.

			“But of course!” the woman added matter-of-factly. “She’s the Virgin indigenous to this region of the Americas, after all.”

			And that must have concluded the matter in her mind. She smiled, opened her car door, and a moment later she was gone. A professor after all, I thought.

			I stood for a few moments longer looking up at the terra-cotta relief of the young woman with her hands clasped in prayer, her body backlit by the rays of an invisible sun. It took a second to realize that someone else had come to pay respects to the Virgin, her shadow merging with mine against the wall.

			Dark and round, the woman was no more than five feet tall and appeared to be about fifty—although it was hard to tell: Her hair was solid black. Her smile showed one gold tooth with a cutout star at the center. This small woman said nothing, but a moment later she kissed three fingers and, standing on tiptoe, pressed them against the Virgin’s belly, which looked slightly swollen. Of course! The girl was pregnant. I hadn’t realized it before.

			
			In decades of spiritual wandering, in and out of a dozen temples, I had never witnessed anything like that one pure gesture of devotion. There was such sweetness in it. But also sadness. And a feeling of kinship…sisterhood perhaps. It was familiar and tender. Intimate and awe-inspiring.

			And then it was over.

			The woman crossed herself quickly with the fingers she’d used to touch the Virgin’s belly and immediately drew back into her plant-filled little grotto of a store.

			Later that afternoon, I found a book that told the story of the girl who could inspire that kind of feeling.

			I read that early one morning in 1531, in an area that now lies in the northernmost part of Mexico City, an Aztec Indian named Juan Diego was on his way to church when he heard the voices of many birds singing from a nearby hilltop. The songs suddenly ended, and in the silence that followed a voice called out his name.

			Juan climbed to the top of the hill and there met a beautiful young woman whose clothing shone with the radiance of the sun. She greeted him respectfully and charged him with the task of convincing the local bishop to erect a temple in her honor on that very spot. “There I will listen to the cries and lamentations of your people, in order to cure all their various pains, miseries, and sorrows.”

			Twice Juan tried to fulfill his task, each time without success. On the third attempt, the Virgin sent a sign for the bishop—she gave Juan an armful of roses bundled securely inside of his cloak. When Juan unwrapped the flowers at the ecclesiastical palace, they spilled onto the floor, and there, before the eyes of the startled bishop and his attendants, was the image of the Virgin Mary miraculously imprinted upon the inner fabric of his cloak. The bishop was convinced, the temple was built, and Our Lady of Guadalupe’s iconic image—along with her story—became famous throughout the world.

			
			Today the Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City is the most popular Catholic pilgrimage site in the world, with over 20 million visitors each year—millions of them arriving for her December 12 feast day alone. The faithful begin their journeys days or weeks in advance, often carrying their statues or paintings of the “Aztec Virgin” for hundreds of miles. Why do so many make this arduous trip? Lots of people make pilgrimages to other shrines—to Lourdes or Fatima or Medjugorje—but nothing on such a scale.

			Much later I would discover an essential backstory to the Guadalupe apparition that is almost never repeated within the Catholic Church.

			The Virgin of Guadalupe appeared to Juan Diego during the single largest genocide in human history—20 million dead in Mexico alone in just under a hundred years. The slaughter began the very moment Columbus arrived in Hispaniola. Mothers had their children ripped from their breasts and murdered before their eyes. They saw their husbands, sons, and fathers tortured and killed, while they themselves were often raped and enslaved. It is almost impossible to imagine the magnitude of so much callous bloodlust—all justified by religious beliefs that told the conquistadors they could do no wrong, so long as they were Christian.

			What happened to the natural world was no better. Entire species disappeared in a matter of decades as the rapacious appetites of the European invaders devoured everything in their path. In a pattern that would repeat itself throughout the Americas, forests were plundered, rivers polluted, great flocks eradicated, and packs of animals clubbed to death and left to rot. The ecological devastation was immediate and, in many cases, irreversible.

			
			What violence and hatred could not destroy, disease finished off. Smallpox, measles, and other epidemics laid waste to entire populations of peoples, weakening their ability to fight off their aggressors.

			Juan would have been eighteen when Columbus set foot in the Americas, in 1492. When Hernán Cortés reached Mexico, in 1519, he would have been forty-five: an Aztec Indian whose religious practice centered on Tepeyac, a hilltop where his people had long worshipped a goddess named Tonantzin, whose name meant “Mother Earth.”

			Tepeyac is the same hill as the one in the story, and the temple the Virgin asked to be built there would have been a replacement for the one that had been destroyed by Spanish priests less than a dozen years before. The bishop of the Guadalupe story, Juan de Zumárraga, was called Protector of the Indians because he opposed some of the more extreme forms of violence perpetrated by the conquistadors against the Aztecs. But he was an enthusiastic destroyer of Aztec culture nonetheless. Zumárraga boasted of having personally desecrated twenty thousand sacred images and razed five hundred Aztec temples to the ground. For the Mesoamerican genocide was not just the work of soldiers killing the body. It was the work of the priests to kill the soul.

			Amid agonies we can hardly imagine, Our Lady appears to Juan Diego and promises him her protection. But it is such a puzzling moment in history. For she doesn’t put an end to the horrors. The worst is yet to come. Her appearance means something else. Hers is the hand always held out to the hopeless during the darkest moments. “Take it,” she seems to say. “Follow me, and I will ensure that your people do not perish from the face of the Earth.”

			
			That is why Guadalupe is pregnant. She appears at the end of one world yet holds the promise of another. Even the worst that human beings are capable of is no match for the life-giving Lady, who persists from one epoch to the next.

			But, honestly, I did not understand any of this at the time. I finished reading most of my book on Guadalupe and marked the spot where I stopped with a little card that also bore her image. On the back of the card were her words to Juan Diego on the day she gave him the roses and told him not to worry.

			
				Am I not here who am your Mother?

				Are you not under my shadow and my protection?

				Am I not your source of joy?

				Are you not in the folds of my mantle,

				And in the crossing of my arms?

				Is there anything else that you need?

			

			Such simple words of care and comfort. And yet they baffled me. There had been nothing in my Christian upbringing, much less in my experiences with Zen, to prepare me for an encounter with the Great Mother. Still, the words got under my skin. Am I not here who am your Mother? Is there anything else that you need?

			I left Taos the next day with a small, hand-painted portrait of Our Lady, along with a pocketful of little Guadalupe souvenirs. When I arrived at the airport in New York, Perdita was there to greet me with our children, Sophie and Jonah. Totally out of the blue, because I hadn’t realized it until that moment, I said, “You’re not going to believe this, but I have to learn how to pray the rosary.”

			
			Perdita stared at me with her mouth half open. Having the Virgin Mary on our mantel was one thing. Saying the rosary like her Irish Catholic grandmother was another. I wanted to say, “No. It’s not like that.”

			Years later a Mexican friend would explain that when asked to state their religious affiliation, instead of identifying themselves as Catholic, many of her fellow countrymen would answer, Soy Guadalupano!—“I’m a follower of Guadalupe.” But I couldn’t explain to Perdita what I was feeling, so I didn’t say anything more.

			I thought she had forgotten about it, but a few weeks later, for my thirty-ninth birthday, she and the kids presented me with a rosary crafted from pink and purple plastic beads they’d found around the house.

			I learned the rosary from a used book I found at the local New Age store. There was a lot of history in it, mixed with some well-meaning, if dry, theology. But the back matter included a diagram and the texts of the basic prayers. The rosary was simple enough that an average eight-year-old could learn it without any assistance. It took a day to commit it all to memory. After that I was set.

			The rosary made it easier than it had ever been on the meditation cushion to enter that quiet inner space I had cultivated as a Buddhist monk. No formal posture or controlled breathing. No special instructions. It was just a matter of saying a prayer on every bead. And yet it worked. I was so surprised by this (shocked, really) that, to get to the bottom of it, I began an exhaustive study of bead traditions from religions around the world.

			I discovered that as far back as anyone could remember, prayer beads had been part of nearly every religious tradition. Something about reciting prayers or mantras while holding a circle of beads seemed wedded to the spiritual impulse as surely as a baby was attached to its mother by an umbilical cord in the womb. And yet, there was good reason to believe that the very first rosaries were composed not of beads or prayers at all but of actual flowers. These would have been picked from a nearby field and woven into a garland for a goddess. When had that practice started? That was where my studies bottomed out.

			
			It was the same for Hinduism, Buddhism, and every other bead tradition I explored. Go back far enough and you got to someone standing barefoot in the dirt with a gift of flowers for a Lady who, until recently, I hadn’t even known was there. My mind could not conceive of a beadless, mantraless rosary, or even imagine what the spiritual purpose of such a long-lost “flower ritual” might have been. In a moment that seemed to reach beyond religion back to a simpler, wiser devotion to the Mother of All Life, I had witnessed a Native American woman in Taos silently touch the pregnant belly of the Virgin, but I had not yet understood what I had seen.

			Later I would discover that the Divine Mother nearly always appeared on the brink of some great trial—to offer guidance and protection, to serve as a sign of hope that, in spite of everything, life will go on. Hadn’t the Earth goddess resurfaced as the Virgin Mary to guide the Aztecs through their own apocalypse? That would have given me pause had I known how many apparitions there’d been of the Virgin Mary over the last century—in Portugal before the 1918 flu pandemic…in Bosnia before the Civil War…in Rwanda before the genocide.

			Like many people around the turn of the millennium, I was becoming convinced that our species was approaching some final reckoning. Current projections tell us that as the result of climate change, deforestation, and other human-induced factors, over one half of all surface plant and animal species on Earth will have disappeared by century’s end. Already, our oceans are mostly dead. The atrocities of the Mesoamerican genocide, horrific as they were, were only the beginning of the global ecocide currently under way.

			
			Had I been able to wrap my mind around the full scope of the problem when I first came to the rosary, I might have followed Juan’s example and entrusted myself to a Mother whose wisdom had guided all living beings on the long, sometimes dark path of evolutionary history down to the present day. But I couldn’t. I was spiritually restless in those days and not likely to stick with anything for long. Soon after beginning to pray the rosary, I was distracted by Centering Prayer and Tibetan Dream Yoga, and then by dozens of other spiritual practices.

			I let the rosary go. I thought it was too Catholic. I thought Mary was too Catholic. I had no wish to become a Catholic—or even a Christian. Years later our daughter, Sophie, would describe the rosary as a “stowaway”—a devotion to the Mother Goddess that had come down to us across the centuries hidden in the hull of the Catholic Church. Like Jack’s mother in the story about the beanstalk, I tossed the handful of seeds I had been given out of the window. There, for a dozen years, they went dormant under a series of brief but intense spiritual enthusiasms. These piled up like leaves on a forest floor—waiting for the moment when Our Lady would say, “Now!”
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			Our first instinct as babies is to hold on—to a finger, to a tress of hair, to the nipple. Medieval statues of the Madonna and Child often showed Jesus tugging at the collar of Mary’s gown. Like our simian ancestors, we are born clinging to our mothers, and for the rest of our lives we will reenact that first embrace, reaching out for something to hold on to—both in moments of joy and in moments of distress. Surely that is why nearly every religion includes a tradition of using beads for prayer. When we pick up the rosary, we are like a small child reaching out to hold Our Lady’s hand.

			When our prehistoric ancestors followed the seasonal migrations of animals, they were in a constant state of devotion to their Mother, the Earth. Her creatures fed and clothed them. Her forests offered shelter and healing plants. Our ancestors drank from her sacred springs, cooled themselves in her rivers, and in winter her fires kept them warm. They lived in constant contact with her, their bare feet touching her body as they walked. No wonder their first artistic expressions were celebrations of that primal connection.

			In caves deep in the womb of their Mother’s body, these Paleolithic artists painted animals pouring forth from vulvic clefts in the rock. “This is where life comes from,” they seemed to be saying. In addition to these paintings, they fashioned the earliest human images out of stone and bone and clay: all of them women’s bodies. These first goddesses were endlessly varied in shape, but nearly all could fit in the palm of your hand. They were not made to stand up on their own because they were not intended for display on any altar. They were meant to be held.

			
			Did our remote ancestors worry these figures of the Great Mother between their fingers when they couldn’t find food, or when their loved ones were in peril? Did they touch them to their foreheads for good luck as they headed out to hunt? Did they keep them close during childbirth—or clutch them in their hands as they died?

			We cannot know. But to dismiss these first goddesses as magical talismans is to forget that early humans also recognized their Mother in the swell of the mountains and the curve of the rivers, in the hollows of the caves and in the great trunks of the old trees. A statue made of stone was a way of acknowledging the Mother’s presence in all of matter—a way of holding that presence in their hands.
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			This may be why people who pray the rosary today tend to keep their beads close. They wear them, carry them in their pockets, hang them from their rearview mirrors, and put them under their pillows when they sleep. Like the earliest statues of the goddess, the rosary reminds us of whom we belong to—and it reminds us that we do belong. The rosary is not a spiritual practice to be perfected with effort. It is a devotion that reminds us of our connection to a Mother whose very body is our planet and our home.
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			Mantra, the repetition of sacred names and petitions, is one of the most ancient ways of settling our minds and finding the rhythm of our heartbeats amid the noise and busyness of everyday life. Mantras get us out of abstractions and ideas, all the chatter in our heads, and back into our bodies. They unite us with the murmurs and whispers in nature, from the choruses of frogs on a spring evening to the rustling of leaves in the fall.

			Every bird is identifiable by its song. When we listen to a blackbird calling to its mate, we have no idea what it is saying. Nevertheless, that call seems to express so perfectly what the blackbird is, or even what it feels. In the same way, a mantra draws from the bottommost levels of our being and our history as humans, giving voice to who we most deeply are. That is why some modern scholars have suggested that mantras may be older than language itself.

			There is a joy and release that happens with repetitive prayer. Often we will find ourselves more deeply connected to our breath, more conscious of our heartbeats. When we are out and about in the world, the syllables of the mantra will fall into rhythm with our footsteps, as if the words themselves are leading us forward. Mantras tell us where we have been, where we are, and where we are going.

			
			For a thousand years the Hail Mary has been prayed so often, and
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