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PART I

Revisioning the Dark
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The story that the moon tells is of birth, growth, fullness, decay, disappearance, with rebirth and growth again.











1

The Dark Moon


O Lady Moon, your horns point toward the east; Shine, be increased

O Lady Moon, your horns point toward the west; Wane, be at rest.

—Christina Rossetti1






The moon, Queen of the Night in all her silvery splendor, reaches out to us as she glides across the black, moonlit skies. Each night she appears robed in a different garment, which hints at the mysteries surrounding both her luminous and shadowy displays. Who is this lady of the moon, and what gifts does she shine down upon earth creatures? And when, each month, she disappears altogether for several days, what does she conceal behind her dark time, her most secret time?

Mysteries of the Dark Moon will seek to uncover the secret of the moon’s mysterious dark phase through exploring the mythical, psychological, and spiritual symbolism of the lunar darkness. If we are fortunate, what we discover can help us to release our fears of the dark.

The title of this book has not been arbitrarily chosen. The word “mystery” comes from the Middle English misterie or mysteries, from the Latin mysterium, and from the Greek musterion, or “secret rites” from mustes, one initiated into secret rites. The word “moon” goes back to the Indo-European root me-, and in its extended and suffixed forms men-, men-en-, men-s-, men-ot- has the meaning of month (an ancient and universal measure of time, with the celestial body that measures it). “Dark” has the connotation of muddy, clouded, or in this case, hidden.

A literal translation of this book’s title could be read, “The secret rites of the hidden period of the month,” which, in fact, is the essence of what this book is about: a specific aspect of life cycles, the dark period, which is symbolized here, as the dark phase of the moon.

The earliest peoples understood that the power of life lay in the darkness of the moon. But after thousands of years, humanity forgot this truth and began to fear the power in the waning dark moon. Plutarch wrote, “For the waxing moon is of good intent, but the waning moon brings sickness and death.” In the alternation of the moon’s waxing and waning phases, later peoples saw the increasing phases of the moon’s growing light as beneficial, bringing life and growth. However, they had a very different attitude about the decreasing dark moon, which they associated with death, destruction, and the forces of evil.

The moon, with its repeating cycles of waxing and waning, became a symbol to the ancients for the birth, growth, death, and renewal of all life forms. The lunar rhythm presented a creation (the new moon), followed by growth (to full moon), and a diminution and death (the three moonless nights, that is, the dark moon). Historian of religion Mircea Eliade states that it was very probably the image of eternal birth and death of the moon that helped to crystallize the earliest human intuitions about the alternation of life and death; and suggested later on the myth of the periodic creation and destruction of the world.2

The moon, in her transformations, mirrors the same fluctuations of increase and decrease that take place in the human body and in the psyche. In our lives we experience these alternations of creation and destruction, growth and decay, birth and death, light and dark, conscious and unconscious. Unfortunately, in our society we have been taught to fear and resist the decreasing energies represented by the dark, by decay, death, and the unconscious. Thus we have lost our knowledge of an essential part of cyclical life processes, symbolized by the dark phase of the moon.


The purpose of the dark phase of any cycle is that of transition between the death of the old and the birth of the new. The dark time is a time of retreat, of healing, and of dreaming the future. The darkness is lit with the translucent quality of transformation; and during this essential and necessary period, life is prepared to be born.

The dark prefaces the light in the same way that gestation precedes birth and sleep allows for rejuvenation. In the human psyche we experience dark periods when we feel turned inward and nothing seems to be happening. However, in retrospect we often realize that these fallow times were germinal periods preceding outbursts of creativity and growth.

Without the time to withdraw, rest, and recuperate from the demands of the outer activities of conscious waking life, our bodies and minds cannot sustain their supply of vital energy. If we correctly understand the dark, however, we can use the cover of darkness to learn the magic of our own particular secret rites, which can lead to a revitalized and replenished life.

Unfortunately we have many confusing and negative associations with the concept of the dark. Darkness connotes that which is unknown, hidden, concealed, and evil. We have been taught to suspect and fear the unknown. The dark phase of the lunar cycle holds all that cannot be seen with the waking eye or understood by the rational mind. The contents of this phase of the cyclic process have been labeled “dark,” perceived as threatening, and promoted as taboo. As the conscious ego rejects and denies the experiences and wisdom of the dark phase, these contents grow to embody our worst fears and assume the frightening form of the demonic “shadow” in individuals and society. Society’s attitudes toward people of color, woman’s sexuality, the occult, the unconscious, the psychic arts, the aged, and death itself are all manifestations of these fearful dark moon projections.

We are conditioned by our lack of night vision to experience the dark as terrifying. When we are unhappy, we say that we are going through a dark time, associating the dark with loss of love, fears of abandonment, alienation, failure, isolation, disintegration, and madness. The dark symbolizes our fears of aging, illness, death, and dying. It covers and hides our painful and shameful secret memories of traumas such as abortion, incest, rape, sexual violation, physical abuse, eating disorders, body dysfunctions, addictions. The dark keeps these secret fears buried deep in the unconscious mind.


Because our perceptions of the dark are filled with images of loss, pain, and suffering, we react with fear, panic, anxiety, confusion, depression, and desperation whenever we go through the many dark phase periods in our lives. Often what we have known in the past no longer exists, and what is yet to come has not yet appeared. We feel trapped in the chaotic, formless void of non-knowing. To the extent that we do not understand the true nature of the dark, many of us label these times as periods of depression.

The medical profession calls depression a devastating illness that affects perhaps 20 million Americans each year. One sufferer says, “I shut my eyes, I see nothing, and when I open my eyes, I just stare at the walls. And I just set and set and set because I figure there’s just no use. I’m just hopeless. I don’t see the future at all. None whatsoever.” And psychiatrist Dr. Harold Eist comments, “It’s a terrible, painful illness that interferes with motivation, that tangles their thoughts, that makes them hopeless, that fills them with despair, that fills them with self-hatred. And finally, the pain is so great, the only way out they can see is destroying themselves. There are very few illnesses of that magnitude.”3

Most of us do not realize we all have many dark phase times in our lives, and that these are naturally occurring periods in any life cycle. We fail to understand that endings are the precursors to new beginnings; thus when our life rhythms move us into and through these dark phases, we are ignorant of what is actually happening. We find ourselves frozen in fear or panicking in desperation. We fear that henceforth the chaos, the uncertainty, and the pain are the way life is going to be. And this feeling engenders more fear and panic.

The intention of Mysteries of the Dark Moon is to revision the dark. It is hoped that the reader will come to understand that the dark phase of the cyclical process is a phase of healing and renewal rather than one of fear and unknowing; a time of mystery, wisdom, and healing power—all gifts of the Dark Moon Goddess.

The Moon and Her Lunation Cycle

The moon circles the earth every twenty-nine days. Each month the moon unfolds from the sliver of the waxing crescent moon, increasing in light, until totally illuminated at the full moon. Then, as the moon wanes, she gradually decreases in light until the dark phase, when she is invisible.


The lore of the moon has been intermingled with that of the sun; for if it were not for the sun’s light, we would never see the moon at all. In order to fully understand the mysteries of the moon’s dark phase, we first need to explore her intimate relationship with the sun. The sun and moon portray a cycle of relationship referred to as the lunation cycle. The lunation cycle is the cycle of the phases of the moon, unfolding from new to full to dark, which portrays her fluid and ever-changing relationship to the sun as seen from here on earth.

This relationship of the moon to the sun proceeds according to a wave pattern of increase and decrease in light, or separation and return to the sun.4 Each night the moon reveals a different facet of her now luminous, now shadowy face as she reflects and distributes varying amounts of the sun’s light. The moon herself does not change; her light does. What we earth beings see as the phases of the moon are actually reflections of the moon’s changing relationship to the sun.
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Fig. 1.1 The Moon’s Lunation Cycle
Illustration by Clyde H. Breitwieser.

The sun and moon, referred to as “the luminaries,” are the most prominent astronomical bodies in the sky. Together they embody the principle of polarity both in our physical world and in our psychological nature. In our daily lives the alternating rhythms of the sun and moon regulate our day and night cycles. As the sun rules the daylight of consciousness and the outer objective world, the moon rules the night of the unconscious and our inner intuitive instinctual life. The darkness and light reflect our periods of receptivity and creativity and of contemplation and action.

The ancients personified these two lights as the Sun God and the Moon Goddess, who were seen to be the source of the masculine and feminine energies. The sun and moon are complementary opposites. As the masculine principle embodied in our notion of God and the feminine principle as Goddess, they are the polar manifestations of the same primal, undifferentiated divine force. They originate from and return back to the same source. When these two polarities are periodically united, portrayed in the Sacred Marriage of the God and Goddess, they create the mystical dimension known as One-ness, union, illumination. When these two polarities are periodically separated, they symbolically give birth to the Divine Child, the mystical dimension known as manifested life forms.

The sun, emanating bright light and warmth, projects its fiery, creative energy outward. The reflective quality of the moon distributes this light to earth during the night hours of dew and moisture, providing the fertile matrix out of which life can germinate and grow. The moon, as muse, mediates between the sun and earth. Earth beings cannot assimilate directly the powerful energies of the sun without being consumed in the flames of this constant high-voltage energy. The moon intervenes for us and distributes the sun’s light in a rhythmic pattern of increase and decrease, which we experience in the tides of the oceans and the flow of women’s blood. Thus the moon enables earth beings to gradually absorb the solar light and use it to create our organic and psychic life.

The sun and moon are not opposite forces, in the sense of being conflicting and irreconcilable. It is the continual interaction and interpenetration of the solar and lunar forces that creates the necessary conditions for life to exist here on earth. In their dance we can see them eternally drawing close to and moving away from one another, only to return again in the embrace of the sacred marriage. As we discuss the cycles of the moon in the remainder of this book, let us keep in mind that the symbolism revealed in the moon’s phases arises from the mystery of her relationship with the sun.

The lives of the earliest peoples were very attuned to this rhythm of the soli-lunar relationship perceived as the moon’s phases. Night after night they gazed upon the ever-changing silver lady in the sky and saw her alter place, shape, color, disappear and reappear. From her display the ancients gradually intuited the truths concerning the great mystery of life and death. The moon came to symbolize the themes of fertility and birth, time and destiny, change and transformation, the secrets of the unknown, and death and regeneration. The moon was perceived to be a gathering place of the dead, the storehouse of the seed of life, and accordingly a feminine being.5

According to the beliefs of early peoples, the moon was the force that fertilized and quickened all new life. Animal mating cycles and the seasonal nature of crop production, as well as women’s menstrual cycles and pregnancies, represented the rhythmic ebb and flow of the moon’s power of fertilization. They were also aware of the moon’s relationship to the tides. The moon was thought to rule the waters of the oceans, the womb from which all life was said to have emerged.
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Fig. 1.2 The Sun God and the Moon Goddess


The moon has always been linked with time and destiny. The first calendars, dating to 33,000 BCE* during the Upper Paleolithic, were sequences of notches carved into bone and ivory that kept track of time according to the lunar phases. These calendars also marked the days of a woman’s menstrual cycle, indicating the dates for conception, and then the lunar months of pregnancy until birth. Moon goddesses such as the Moirai (the Fates) were depicted as measuring the length of a person’s life and weaving his or her destiny.

As ancient peoples watched the moon’s capacity to show a different shape, place, and color each night, the moon came to embody the truth of change and transformation. The moon’s constant movement through the heavens, alternating light and dark faces, taught people that nothing remained static, all was in a state of flux, rising and falling, dying and becoming reborn. The moon came to symbolize the cycle of transformation and the capacity for one thing to change into another. This power of transformation was seen to reside in women, who presided over the food mysteries: through cooking grain, grass became bread. When they internalized this power, women transformed their blood into milk to nourish the new life emerging from their bodies.

While the sun’s light dominated the hours of the day and obliterated the passage of the moon across the sky, it was the moon who reigned supreme in the heavens at night. All things were concealed under the cover of the night’s darkness, and so the moon came to be associated with all hidden things and mysteries of the unknown. The moon guarded over the secret teachings concerning sexuality, divination, and magic, and protected this knowledge from being abused by the uninitiated.

The greatest mystery of all, that of death and regeneration, was contained in the moon’s most secret aspect, the dark phase. The three dark, moonless nights corresponded to the end of life, but on the fourth night the moon was reborn, signifying a new beginning. In the same way, the dead were also thought to find a new life. The ancients believed that the dead either went to the moon or to the underworld in Mother Earth to be given the necessary powers of regeneration.6 The serpent, which sheds its skin and renews itself, like the waxing and waning of the moon, was seen to embody the mysteries of death and renewal. This lunar animal became the symbol of the transformative power of the feminine energy.

Noting the correlation between the twenty-nine days of the moon’s cycle and the twenty-nine days of women’s menstrual cycles, the ancients surmised that the moon must be feminine. And so they personified her as the Great Goddess. The Moon Goddess, in her bright phase, was a giver of life and all that promoted fertility. In her dark phase she was the wielder of the destructive powers of nature. Viewed from a modern, rational standpoint, a deity can either be friendly or malicious, but cannot be both.7 But to the worshipers of the Moon Goddess, there was no contradiction in her dual nature. Both her light and dark sides, creation and destruction, were understood to be essential aspects of life processes.

The reproductive cycle of the universal Lunar Mother, as she turned from new to full to dark, mirrored the progressive phases of the birth, growth, death, and renewal of all life forms. As the Great Mother, the moon came to symbolize the great mystery of life and death; she was the fertile matrix out of which all life is born and into which all life is reabsorbed. Every living thing resonated to her instinctual rhythm of emergence, fulfillment, and completion.
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Fig. 1.3 The Lunar Phases and the Life Cycle of a Plant
Illustration by Clyde H. Breitwieser.

As agricultural peoples discovered the vegetative cycle of plants, they saw the rhythm of the moon reflected in the growth cycle of their crops. We can better understand this process by comparing the phases of the moon to the life cycle of a plant.

The new moon corresponds to the germinating of the seed beneath the ground, when the vital force of the plant breaks through the seed casing. With the moon’s increasing light, the first tender shoots push their way above the ground. The plant sends its roots downward to draw nourishment from the soil, and its stems and leaves reach upward to absorb the sun’s light energy.

As the reflected light of the moon continues to grow, the buds contain the anxious expectation of the promise to follow. The full moon culminates with the maximum exposure of light, and the plant gives forth its flower and fruit. At this stage the fruit embodies the full actualization of the essence of the seed.

As the moon begins to decrease in light, the harvest is gathered and stored. During the waning dark phase of the moon’s cycle, the fruit that has been left on the vine to go to seed withers and decomposes. The plant concentrates its remaining life force in the seed capsule that lies dormant in the dark underground. It awaits germination with the initiation of the next cycle and new moon phase.

Harmonizing to this lunar rhythm, all life emanates in spirals of circles as it cycles from new to full to dark, and then again to new. The essential movement of all life is cyclic in nature. The lunation cycle is the prototype for the process of progressive phases of the unfolding and continual renewal of all of life forms. The moon’s lunation cycle carries the rhythmic beat of her dance with the sun. It taps out the recurring pattern of how life creates, fulfills, and destroys itself, only to be reborn anew.

The Dark Phase of the Moon

The dark phase of the moon, not to be confused with the dark side of the moon, occurs each month in the three days immediately preceding the new moon. At this time the waning crescent dissolves into blackness, and the moon disappears from sight. Because the light that we see as coming from the moon is the sun’s reflected light, the dark moon is in a sense the moon’s true face.

Each month, during the dark of the moon, the ancients in many lands experienced both fear and awe. During the absence of the moon’s light, the dark phase of the cycle contained everything that they could not see with the waking eye nor understand with the rational mind. In the earliest of times, and even far into patriarchal times, the dark of the moon symbolized divination, illumination, and the powers of healing. Over the centuries, as people no longer worshiped the moon as goddess, the mysteries of the dark moon became imbued with terror and evil. Later peoples thought that the moon’s disappearance was due to her being eaten up by a dark and demonic power. The waning moon came to represent a time when the destructive powers were at their height, and floods, storms, disasters, and pests were expected. It was considered unlucky for any enterprise, a time when all things were diminished and brought low. The dark moon was the captain of ghosts and the mistress of black magic. During her sojourn ghosts roamed about, haunting humans, and the powers of sorcery could be invoked to work their mischief unchecked.8 The dark of the moon was also a time of nefarious deeds and an omen of death.

The serpent has always been associated with the dark moon mysteries; yet this lunar animal has been most vilified as a monstrous force of temptation and evil. The serpent, with its power to shed and renew its skin, was likened to the moon, who also renewed herself each month after her apparent death. Serpents live in dark holes, and the ancients believed their subterranean homes were located in the underworld. The dark phase of the moon was also linked to the underworld, and so the divinities of the dark moon often appeared in the form of snakes or with serpents in their hair.

In India, the serpent, coiled as kundalini energy in the seat of the sexual chakra at the base of the spine, symbolized the dark moon powers of regeneration through participation in the sexual mysteries. The gifts of inspiration, prophecy, and divination were believed to come from the dark moon, carried by serpents, whose venom was used to induce transcendent visionary states. It was also said that the serpent revealed to humans the mind-expanding virtues of the somadrink which contained the inspiration of the dark moon. In some myths the somadrink, to which the deities owed their wisdom and immortality, was brewed from the fruits of the mythical moon tree. The earthly counterpart of the moon tree was a plant growing in northwest India (Asclepias Acida or Sarcostemna Viminale), and from it a wine was prepared that had narcotic and intoxicating properties. Humans would partake of this draught in religious rites of communion with the divine spirit.9

In much earlier times, when societies were predominantly attuned to lunar rhythms, the role of the moon was both to be and to become. It underwent death and yet remained immortal; and its death was never an end but a pause for regeneration.10 In her dark phase the moon was the land of the dead, the receptacle of souls between incarnations. She sheltered both the dead and the unborn, who were one and the same.11

The dark moon leads to the underworld, but it also makes transformation possible. Today the dark moon side of our psyche has become the region of individual salvation. It is through descent into our unconscious that we can find the secrets of renewal—secrets that are often diametrically opposed by conscious viewpoints.12 At one time or another we will all enter into the waning dark moon phase of life experience. These periods of descent give us the opportunity to fertilize and germinate the seeds of our rebirth. The dark moon contains the power either to destroy, or to heal and regenerate—depending on our capacity to understand its meaning and flow with the rhythm. As Esther Harding says, “We must recognize that although the road of the crescent leads downward, yet it also may lead to transformation of the personality, to a real rebirth of the individual.”13
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Fig. 1.4a The Plant Cycle
Illustration by Clyde H. Breitwieser.

The Dark Phase of Cyclical Process The dark phase of the moon is the closure phase of cyclical process, as well as the transition to the next spiral of unfoldment. All cycles have a dark phase, a naturally occurring recessive period where the continuing life entity experiences an essential mutation and regeneration of form. When life is perceived from a linear perspective, the closure phase signifies an absolute finality that gives rise to fear of the unknown. However, when life is understood as cyclic, the closure phase is known as the transition to renewal. In a cyclical cosmology the dark moon phase corresponds to the time when the continuing life impulse, under the cover of darkness, goes underground to cleanse, revitalize, and regenerate its form and content.

In the seasonal and plant cycle the dark moon phase corresponds to the seedpod, which contains the plant’s essence and is buried in winter’s dark rich soil awaiting spring’s germination. In the human lifespan we enter the dark phase through death, and subsequently gestate in its warm, dark, nurturing womb awaiting rebirth. The bear in hibernation, the chicken incubating in the egg, and the caterpillar wrapped in the cocoon all mirror the dark phase in the life cycles in the animal kingdom.

Regulated by the lunar cycle, the dark nights before the new moon have their equivalent in all natural earth cycles. In the alternating rhythms of day and night, the dark moon phase corresponds to the deepest part of night, the two hours before dawn. This is a time of deep inspiration, when we can be most receptive to the finely tuned vibrations of intuitions, visions, and insights through prayer and meditation. If we are asleep during this time before awakening, images of the future are revealed through our dreams.

In the yearly rhythms the earth revolves around the sun, giving us the turning of the four seasons. Spring germinates into the abundant fertility of summer, followed by fall’s harvest. The dark moon phase in the seasonal cycle unfolds as winter takes life back into the warm, dark, protective underground to sleep and dream its new rebirth.
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Fig. 1.4b The Year Cycle
Illustration by Clyde H. Breitwieser.
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Fig. 1.5a The Day Cycle
Illustration by Clyde H. Breitwieser.
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Fig. 1.5b The Year Cycle
Illustration by Clyde H. Breitwieser.
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Fig. 1.6 The Wheel of the Year
Illustration by Clyde H. Breitwieser.

In the Celtic Wheel of the Year the dark phase begins at Hallowmas, known now as Halloween (October 31), when lore has it that the veil between the world of the living and dead is most transparent. This phase spans the shortest days of light until the birth of the sun at the winter solstice.

The Dark Moon Times in Our Lives

We experience the qualities of the dark of the moon at many times and in many ways. We periodically go through times lasting from several days, weeks, months, or even years where the dark moon closure phase energies are operative. These are the times for death and renewal transitions in our lives. There exist generic periods, when everyone experiences the dark phases at the same time or at similar ages. In addition there exist specific individual dark moon phase periods in our personal life cycles. Many esoteric traditions teach that it is possible through the ancient systems of astrology, tarot, and numerology to predict and identify the timing and duration of these closure phase transitional periods in our lives.14

In the same way that we go to sleep each night in order to feel rejuvenated for another new day, we sometimes need to let go, withdraw, pull inward, and renew ourselves in the dark stillness of other kinds of transitions. The opportunity for this inner work exists not only in the days preceding the new moon each month, but also every night in the last hours before dawn or awakening and, for women, every month when they menstruate and after menopause. The dark phase energies are also prominent each year in the month before our birthday, in the shortest days of sunlight in the weeks before the winter solstice, and in the last frozen part of winter before spring thawing.

 

The Dark Moon Phase and the Month before One’s Birthday The month before our birthdays is the dark moon phase of our yearly age cycle. At some point in midlife, instead of looking forward to birthdays with childlike anticipation, the mature adult begins to dread the approach of this day. There is the poignant awareness that we are another year older, another year has gone by when we have still not realized our hopes and dreams, we are another year closer to the end of our lives. People often feel lonely and overcome with despair during this time.

In our society aging is generally more difficult for women than for men. As men age society sees them as coming into their power and wisdom. As women age, however, society sees them as less attractive, less desirable, and less employable.


In the weeks before our birthday we fret over who is going to remember us with a card or gift and who else has forgotten us. Our birthdays, no matter how good they are, inevitably fall short of our unvoiced fantasies. The day after our birthday we breathe a huge sigh of relief that it is over and we can finally resume our daily life. In fact more suicides occur in the thirty days preceding the birthday than all the rest of the year.

It is important to realize that most people experience these emotions during the dark moon phase in the month before their birthdays. It is natural for feelings of uncertainty and fear to surface during this time. There is less energy available for outer activities and meeting the expectations of others, because the purpose of the dark phase is for focusing on the inner dimensions of our bodies and minds. If we can learn to attune ourselves to the natural rhythms of ebb and flow in our lives, we can use the intrinsic function of the dark times for healing and renewal. When we resist this inward motion in our psyche, then anxiety, stress, and fear are more likely to take hold of our emotions.

 

The Dark Moon Phase and the Winter Solstice We can see the same themes appearing in our seasonal cycle, where the dark moon phase corresponds to the month before Christmas and Hanukkah. This is another time of high suicide rate, when many people are overcome with feelings of alienation or unconnectedness with a family or group. Others are driven by the anxiety of trying to meet the unrealistic expectations of their children’s or partner’s desire for gifts as proof of love.

The winter holidays occur at the winter solstice, when the sun’s light is reborn. At this time Christianity celebrates the birth of the Son. In the month leading up to these holidays, the dark force predominates during these shortest days of sunlight. Again, the seasonal rhythm beckons us to hibernate and be still, gather our energies inward, withdraw, rest, and reflect. Instead we are pressured to go outward, frantically shop every weekend, spend money we can’t afford, make and wrap presents, plan and attend parties, and perform endless preparations for the culmination of the big day. This is not to disparage the importance and joy of this celebration of renewal, but to recognize that the negative aspects of the dark emerge when we resist or go against the natural currents of cyclical process. If, as individuals and as a culture, we can remember a simpler way of honoring this time, one that is in accordance with natural rhythms, we can transform much of the insanity that now transpires during the holiday season.

 

The Dark Moon Phase and Menstruation, Pregnancy, and Menopause The dark moon phase is also linked to woman’s menstrual periods. When the lunar cycle is overlaid on the menstrual cycle, the full moon corresponds to ovulation and the dark moon is analogous to menstruation (see Figure 7.1 in chapter 7). During the full moon ovulatory time, women are open, fertile, magnetic, receptive, and nurturing to the other. On a strictly biological level these emotional-chemical messages are conducive to facilitating sexual union, fertilization, procreation, and the continuity of the species. However, at the dark moon menstrual period, the life force is no longer other- and outer-directed, but rather self- and inner-reflective.

If women are attuned to their own body rhythms, when they bleed all they really want to do is to retreat to their bedroom, pull down the shades, climb into bed, and rest in the sweet, still silence of renewal. However, this response is generally not encouraged or supported by our society. Women feel forced to carry on as usual, pretending that nothing is different and feeling embarrassed if their “secret” leaks out. When we deny our menstrual needs, our unconscious self breaks through our socially conditioned personality as the raging bitch. She accounts for the pain, tension, tears, anger, hysteria, hypersensitivity, emotionality, and irrationality of PMS that we have come to associate with “the curse.”

The ancient Goddess-worshiping cultures understood that the menstrual time is a woman’s most powerful time of month, a time when her psychic and spiritual energies are most highly sensitized. It was for this reason that women retired to menstrual huts during their moon time in order that they might commune with the deities through meditation, prayer, and ritual to seek healing and truth. With the rise of the male god cultures, women continued to be separated and isolated during their moon time. But now it was not because they were holy, but because men feared their great psychic power during this time of the month. Menstruating women became taboo and were considered impure. This tradition survives today in many cultures, where menstruating women are barred from religious ceremonies.

Women no longer understand that the instinctive movement during menstruation is withdrawal in order to connect with powerful psychic energies to effect healing and insight in their lives on a monthly basis. Instead menstruation, as a dark moon phase, has come to be something that is painful, dirty, and embarrassing, leading to chaos, rejection, and isolation.

The last month of pregnancy is also a dark moon phase time. Amidst the joy and anticipation of a new child, many women also feel frustrated, irritable, immobilized by their huge and awkward body, and experience an indefinable anger. It is during this time immediately preceding birth that women are confronting their fears of the painful labor and the possibilities of their own or of the child’s death in the process.

Knowledge of birthing, like that of dying, has been taken away from modern people. Most women going into their first labor have never seen or participated in another woman’s birth experience. They have only heard whispers of the frightening stories of the anguish and suffering involved. Again it is our ignorance of the dark, which is the gateway between death and birth, that gives rise to our fears and contributes to our pain.

Menopause, which marks the final third of a woman’s life, is the dark moon phase of her threefold sexual life cycle, which also includes menarche and birthing (see figure 7.2 in chapter 7). For many women menopause is a very sad and painful time. After they have raised their families, their children are grown, and their husbands are deceased, society tells them that they are useless and no longer wanted. The menopausal dark phase of a woman’s life is characterized by loneliness, rejection, and lack of purpose.

In ancient cultures older women, as crones, were honored as wise women, the community elders. They were believed to come into their power as healers, seers, and magicians. However, modern society, in its failure to understand the value of the dark, has come to project many of its fears of the unknown upon older women who have passed through menopause. Today menopause signals the beginning of a woman’s ostracism from society; now she embodies society’s terror of the older woman’s power during the dark phase of her life. And women themselves have forgotten that the rite of menopause initiates them into psychic maturation. If they can come to understand the true purpose of the dark, they can withdraw their energies from primarily taking care of others and devote them to nurturing their own mental and creative children.

In chapter 7 we will more fully discuss the themes of menstruation and menopause in relation to the dark moon.


 

The Dark Moon Phase and Aging and Death The ultimate dark moon phase begins as we approach the end of our lives, where we often experience illness and increasing disability. We are confronted with the inevitability of our death and our beliefs about the hereafter. In Western cultures that scoff at the philosophy of reincarnation, death holds the fears of unending torture in hell or of a state of finality and nonbeing. It is partially for this reason that our society finds itself so distressed and uncomfortable to be around the aging and dying. Older people reflect the certainty of everyone’s eventual death.

Society’s collective denial of death has resulted in the majority of older people being removed from the mainstream. They are considered unemployable and taken out of the work force. While some are able to enjoy their retirement, many are frustrated with the limited outlets for expressing their wisdom, skill, and creativity, which has not diminished with age. For those people who are helpless in society’s victimization of the elderly, old age becomes a dark cloud that envelops them as they sit in rocking chairs facing the television waiting to die. Older people are rounded up and put into senior citizen condominiums and villages or shut away in nursing homes. They are prevented from continuing to interact with the rest of the world.

Most modern people try to avoid any contact with death. The dying are isolated in hospital wards, often shunned by their families, and then shuttled off to the undertakers, whose job it is to disguise the face of death. Historically our knowledge of death has been obliterated by modern Western religious and philosophic concepts, and death is feared above all else. It is only in the last generation that we have had some clear information concerning what may occur during the death transition, such as Elizabeth Kubler-Ross’s Death: The Final Stage of Growth (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1986). Research in this area has led to a more compassionate approach to the elderly and dying, and is helping to liberate people from their fears of the final dark moon phases of their lives.

 

The Dark Moon Phase and Personal Loss In addition to these generic dark moon periods, we travel through a dark moon whenever we experience a personal loss and pass through a period of disruption and grief. We travel through the dark of the moon whenever we are immersed in the closure phase of a relationship, job, belief system, family, specific identity, responsibilities, living environment, or addiction; and whenever we face the loss of that form which has given our life a structure and sense of identity. Caught in the chaos of formlessness, we may experience free-floating anxiety. What has been is no longer, and what is to come has not yet appeared. We may feel overcome by an immobilizing depression, locked into the grief and mourning of our loss, or trapped in the madness of the uncertainty of our situation.

The results of recent social research have informed us that a normal mourning period can take up to two years, and even longer in some cases. Elizabeth Kübler-Ross has defined the stages of the grieving process—the denial, isolation, anger, bargaining, and depression that we pass through before we can finally accept the situation and move forward into a new expression of our identities and lives. If we do not allow ourselves this time of grieving and lying fallow, many acute problems can emerge later—such as cancer in our bodies or chronic depression and emotional frigidity in our psyches.

Finding Our Way through the Dark

When we enter into one of these dark moon periods, which may last from several days to several years, a vision of what to expect and how to best utilize the energies during the various stages of the process can enable us to move through this time with peace and faith rather than fear and panic. The dark moon phase corresponds to the closure phase of any cyclical process, when something in our life ends, and it spans the interval of our transition to something else that symbolizes a new beginning. In order to better understand the why of what happens during these dark times, it is helpful to understand the larger cycle that the dark moon phase symbolically draws to a close as well as the successive stages of the transformation process itself.

All life is composed of particles of matter in motion. Scientists know that all substance moves back and forth between its state of form, which is called matter, and its state of formlessness, which is called energy, in a continuous cycle of creation, preservation, and destruction. The point between destruction and creation, where matter becomes energy, is called the stage of transformation. Transformation occurs during the dark moon phase of cyclical process. Here matter, contained by a form that has fulfilled its function and used up its store of vital essence, disintegrates back into energy. The high-frequency vibration of this medium, the transformative process, cleanses and energizes this prima materia, or first matter, and prepares it for renewed and revitalized form making.


The new, full, and dark phases of the moon’s cycle mirror the cycle of creation, preservation, and destruction as seen in the beginnings, middles, and endings in all of our life endeavors.

The cycle is initiated by an act of creation, corresponding to the new moon phase. Some kind of aspiration is birthed and released energetically as a thought form propelled by a motivation. For example, this aspiration could be an idea to acquire resources in order to build a house in which to raise a family. The waxing part of the lunar cycle consists of trying to construct some kind of form that can contain this impulse, dream, or sense of purpose. The raw, unformed energy gradually coalesces and assumes the shape of our aspiration.

[image: image]

Fig. 1.7 The Transformation of Form into Forlessness
Illustration by Clyde H. Breitwieser.

Creation is followed by preservation. At the full moon stage of the cyclical process, it is time to infuse this form with content so that the meaning of the form can be fulfilled. In our example the carpenter builds the house, and this is analogous to the construction of the form. However, it is not until the family moves into the house and transforms it into a home that the meaning of the house is fulfilled. Following the full moon is the time to actually live out the meaning and purpose of our aspiration. The children now grow and flourish in the home.

The waning part of the lunar cycle corresponds to destruction. What was wanting to happen has happened, the purpose has been accomplished, the function of the form has been fulfilled. At this point the form may be antiquated, run-down, useless, depleted of vital energy. The children have grown up and moved away. The large house is in need of more financial and physical maintenance than is feasible for the now aging parents. It is time to let go of a form that has fulfilled its function and no longer serves the purpose for which it was intended. It may be necessary to sell the old rambling house and move to a simpler and more appropriate life environment that better meets the changing needs of the parents.

It is at this point that we enter into the dark moon phase, the transition between the destruction of the old and the creation of the new. This process is called transformation, a process that occurs whenever any life form has fulfilled its purpose and used up its store of vital energy. It then becomes necessary for that form to be broken down in order to liberate the contained energy so it can be revitalized, recharged, and made available again to be infused into a new life form.

[image: image]

Fig. 1.8 The Cycle of Creation, Preservation, and Destruction
Illustration by Clyde H. Breitwieser.


The dark phase of the cyclical process is where healing and renewal occur. During the dark time any form that has fulfilled its function and exhausted its supply of vital force lets go of the structure that has contained its energy. The matter then breaks up, dissolves, and is reabsorbed back into the formless state of nonbeing “from dust were you made and to dust you shall return” (Gen. 3:19) much in the same way that the universe falls back into the black holes. These forms can range from our personal or societal lifespan to those of our relationships, beliefs, and identities. In the dark phase the essence of that form is cleansed, distilled, reenergized, and dedicated with a vision that becomes the new form birthed at the moment of renewal.

The transformative process destroys old patterns of thoughts and behavior that hold us back. Old concepts and their corresponding life structures, which no longer serve a creative purpose or prevent growth, need to be eliminated. Much pain and agony may arise in the process of releasing our vital energy from useless forms or habitual nonproductive psychological patterns, but this is also the very energy that will nourish us and enable us to push onward toward new growth. The end results may not become apparent until we have clarified and enacted our new vision, and this often takes some time.

In this process it is inevitable that we face our terror of the unknown, which keeps us constricted in fear. Our images of the dark will also have to be revised. This is a courageous movement toward accepting the wholeness of our being that challenges our misogynic cultural conditioning of fearing the great dark unknown. An understanding of the Dark Goddess will help us develop our night vision, whereby we can discover a way through the darkness and know it as the place of our rebirth.

Journal Questions

1. Do I equate the concept of light with the forces of good, increase, and happiness? By contrast, do I associate dark with the forces of evil, decrease, and sadness?

2. Am I afraid of the dark? How do I feel when the power goes off and my house is plunged into darkness? Do I panic? Do I feel safer with a nightlight or porch light turned on all night? How do I feel about dark places in my environment, such as dark closets and basements? How do I feel about darker-skinned people?

3. How do I feel about growing old? Am I afraid of age, or of telling others how old I am? How do I respond when I see old people? Does it make me uncomfortable or panicky? Have I ever been to a nursing home or old age home? Was I anxious to leave?

4. How do I feel when considering the prospect of my own or my loved ones’ death? Am I afraid to die? Do I feel abandoned by the death or loss of loved ones? Can I express my anger and grief, and allow myself to mourn?

5. Do I go through anxiety, depression, and periods of darkness in the weeks before my birthday, during the winter holiday season, when I menstruate, or when I am faced with a major change in my security? Have I ever considered that these dark times in my life might be a naturally occurring part of the cyclical process and a necessary period to facilitate regeneration and the birth of something new?
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The Dark Goddess

The Feminine Shadow


It is not enough to say that we need a renewed relationship to the feminine in our times. What is needed is a relationship to the dark side of the feminine.

—Fred Gustafson1






In the earliest societies that revered the moon as the Goddess, the third dark phase was personified as the Dark Goddess, wise and compassionate, who ruled over the mysteries of death, transformation, and rebirth. Over the course of many millennia, successive cultures gradually replaced the moon worshipers, and knowledge of the cyclical nature of reality, as mirrored by the phases of the moon, was lost.

Today, in our society, most people are unaware of the potential for healing and renewal that exists as an intrinsic quality of the dark moon phase of cyclical process. Instead we associate the dark with death, evil, destruction, isolation, and loss. In a society ruled by solar white consciousness, we have been taught to fear, reject, devalue, and disempower all that is linked with the concepts of the dark—people of color, women, sexuality, menstruation, nature, the occult, the pagan, night, the unconscious and irrational, and death itself. Mythically we have embodied all of these fears of the dark into an image of feminine evil known as the Dark Goddess, who is intimately connected to the dark moon.

Over the course of history the original role of the Dark Goddess as a renewer was forgotten, and she came to be feared as a destroyer. Throughout many world mythologies she was portrayed as the Temptress, the Terrible Mother, and the Death-Bearing Crone. Her later biographers have recorded her as black, evil, venomous, demonic, horrifying, malevolent, fiery, and outraged. As patriarchal culture became more prevalent she came to be a symbol of a devouring feminine sexuality that causes men to transgress their moral and religious convictions, and then she consumes their vital essence and entwines them in an embrace of death.

In the mythic imagination of male-dominated cultures, her original nature became distorted and she took on horrifying proportions. As Kali she appears in cremation grounds adorned with a garland of skulls and holding the severed head of her mate, Shiva, dripping with blood. As Lilith she flies through the night as a she-demon who seduces men, breeds demons, and kills infants. As Medusa her beautiful, abundant hair becomes a crown of hissing serpents and the gaze from her Evil Eye turns men to stone. And as Hekate she stalks men at the crossroads at night with her vicious hounds of hell.

We might well ask why the Dark Goddess presents such a terrifying image. In what ways do she and her psychological counterpart, the dark feminine, threaten our security and create havoc in our lives? And how is her destructive power related to her healing qualities that bring renewal? In what ways has the Dark Goddess come to embody our fear of the dark, our fear of the occult, our fear of death and change, our fear of sex, and our fear of confronting our essential selves and our own interpretation of truth?

The answers to these questions can be found in the transition from matriarchal to patriarchal culture that occurred five millennia ago.2 Current researchers into ancient history, working in the fields of theology, archaeology, art history, and mythology, are uncovering evidence that, starting around 3000 BCE, there occurred a transition in the predominant religious and political structures that governed humanity. Matriarchal societies, which had worshiped goddesses of the earth and moon such as Innana, Ishtar, Isis, Demeter, and Artemis, gave way to patriarchal societies, which followed the solar gods and heroes such as Gilgamesh, Amen Ra, Zeus, Yahweh, and Apollo.


Prior to this time an understanding of the connection between death and rebirth was the teaching of the cyclically renewing Moon Goddess who was worshiped by ancient peoples. The Goddess’s teachings held that death was but the precursor to rebirth, and that sex can be used not only for procreation, but also for ecstasy, healing, regeneration, and spiritual illumination. When humanity shifted its allegiance to the worship of solar gods, the symbols of the Goddess began to disappear from culture and her teachings became forgotten, repressed, and distorted.

Contemporary scholars are now uncovering evidence of how the worship of the Goddess has been suppressed, her temples and artifacts destroyed, her followers persecuted and slain, and her reality denied. The new belief systems of the conquering patriarchal solar tribes denounced cyclical renewal, thereby disrupting the Moon Goddess’s cycle of birth, death, and regeneration.

Let us now go into greater detail concerning the historical and psychological development of the Dark Goddess archetype, who was the third aspect of the ancient Triple Goddess. The Triple Moon Goddess, in her new, full, and dark phases, was a model for the feminine nature in her entirety as maiden, mother, and crone. In her original worship the Dark Goddess, as the third aspect of this lunar trilogy, was honored, loved, and accepted for her wisdom and for her mystery teachings of renewal. Through the course of patriarchal culture, however, she and her teachings have been exiled from legitimate society and banished to the dark corners of our unconscious.

The Worship of the Goddess:
 Her Story and Mythology

The story of the Dark Goddess begins thousands of years ago in a time before recorded history, when the moon was worshiped as a primary feminine divinity. Her tale takes us across much of the world, where the Dark Goddess is known by many names in different lands. She is called Kali in India, Hekate and Persephone in Greece, Lilith in the Near East, Eresh-kigal in Sumeria, Morgana in Britain, and Hel in Scandinavia. Moira, the Fates, the Furies, Medusa, Medea, Circe, Nemesis, Nyx, the Gorgons, the Sirens, the Black Madonna, Cerrwiden, Nephyths, Black Isis, Oya, Coatlicue, Mother Holle, Baba Yuga, the Black Dakini, the Terrible Mother, the Bad Fairy, and the Wicked Witch are some of her other names.


As far back as the beginning of the Upper Paleolithic, 40,000 years ago, there exists evidence that humanity worshiped a female deity who became personified in the symbolism of the Goddess. Ice Age peoples honored her image in their sacred art, sculpting the female form out of clay and carving it out of bone, rock, and ivory. These goddess-figures emphasize the breasts, belly, and vulva of the female body, signifying prehistoric peoples’ reverence for the birth-giving and life-sustaining powers of the feminine. Over the last hundred years archaeologists have unearthed thousands of these statuettes and amulets spanning a range of territory from Spain, across Eurasia, to central Siberia.

During these ancient times humanity perceived the Great Goddess as an organizing principle of the universe who embodied all the forces of life, death, and rebirth within her figure. Her dominion encompassed not only the human world, but also the plant and animal realms, the earth and heavens, and the seasonal and sky cycles. The Goddess was the life force that animated all of existence.

These beliefs became the foundation for the worship of the Great Goddess of Neolithic times, which began in the ninth millennium BCE. Around 11,000 years ago the agrarian cultures settled the first year-round villages in the Fertile Crescent bordering the Mediterranean Sea, including Catal Huyuk, Jericho, and Halicar. They developed a complex cosmic religion that focused on the worship of the Triple Moon Goddess as Giver of Life, Wielder of Death, and Regeneratrix.3

This Neolithic Goddess embraced the constant and periodic renewal of life in which death was not separate from life. This religion displayed a deep respect for the natural cycles of women. The male principle was acknowledged and honored as the young horned God who was the son, lover, and consort of the Goddess. He also participated in the rites of birth, death, and renewal. Sexuality was sacred and celebrated as sensual, pleasure-giving, erotic, and healing.

The Great Goddess appeared in many different cultures throughout the ancient world. Known by many names, she was multifaceted and manifested in a variety of forms to satisfy the various needs of the peoples who called upon her wisdom and compassion. In the Near East she was worshiped as Innana, Tiamat, Ishtar, and Astarte. In Egypt she was venerated as Isis, Hathor, Neith, and Maat. In Greece she was revered as Demeter, Hera, Artemis, and Aphrodite. In the Far East she was known as Shakti, Adati, and Durga in India, Tara in Tibet, and Kwan Yin in China and Japan. This feminine deity later evolved into the Virgin Mary, Sophia, and the Shekinah of Christian and Judaic cultures.

The Goddess was immanent in all of nature, and people built shrines to honor and interact with her at springs, groves, caves, mountain peaks, hearths, and wells. In the societies where she was worshiped, women held exalted roles as priestesses, leaders, healers, midwives, and diviners. The sacred art of these peoples has been unearthed to reveal over 30,000 female images made of clay, marble, rock, crystal, copper, and gold from the nearly three thousand sites founded through Old Europe and the Near East during the last one hundred years.4 The art, artifacts, and earliest writings of these peoples document that they were peaceful agriculturists, living harmoniously in matrilineal partnership societies.5 In chapter 3 we will more fully discuss the prehistoric origins of the Goddess religion from a cyclical perspective.

The Triple Moon Goddess

[image: image]

Fig. 2.1 The Triple Moon Goddess
Illustration by Clyde H. Breitwieser.

The rhythm of the moon, whose phases resonated to women’s menstrual cycles, held a special place in the myths, religion, and symbols of the Goddess. The ancients perceived the moon, which displayed the ebb and flow of birth, life, and death, to be feminine, and they personified her as the Great Goddess who ruled over these three great mysteries. As the moon turned from new to full to dark, it was worshiped as an embodiment of each of these three phases; hence the Triple Moon Goddess, who displayed herself on many levels as sets of three.

On the absolute energetic level, where our cosmos exists as particles of matter in motion moving back and forth between states of form and formlessness, the ancients conceptualized the triple nature of the feminine lunar energy as the cyclical forces of creation, preservation, and destruction that keep the universe in motion. As this energy begins to coalesce into the form realms, it was visualized as the deities who inhabit the heavens, and assumed the appearance of the virgin, mother, and crone aspects of the Goddess. And when the energy solidifies in the physical realm of human manifestation, the triple nature of the feminine lunar energy was experienced by early peoples as the three basic ages of a woman’s life: the new moon as young maiden and bride, the full moon as fully flowered mother and wife, and the dark moon as wise grandmother and widow.

Each month the Triple Goddess revealed herself first as the White Virgin of the Waxing New Moon, who gives birth to new life and the promise of new beginnings. In her youth and innocence she rules over the season of spring and the upper air of the heavens. Filled with curiosity and excitement, the New Moon Goddess is adventurous, carefree, and enchanting, brimming with enthusiasm and unlimited energy.

She is the hunter and fighter and has dominion over heroic and dangerous animals, such as lions, tigers, panthers, cats, deer, and stags. Artistic representations of the New Moon Virgin sometimes depict her as a young, seminude maiden with a crescent moon-shaped headdress, a girdle around her loins, and adorned with jewelry. She is also portrayed as Lady of the Wild Beasts, or as the strong, fearless warrior maiden. Artemis, Diana, and Pallas Athena are some of the names of the New Moon Virgin Goddess

As the moon increases in light and size the Goddess grows into the Red Mother of the Full Moon, who nourishes and sustains life. In her fertility and productivity, she rules over the
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