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Introduction: Rediscovering the Goddess


by Andrew J. Welburn


There has been a significant rediscovery of spirituality in recent years, especially concerning the feminine side of the traditions, which spoke of the goddess in her many forms. Myths and symbols from Egypt to Scandinavia, from India to Ireland have been explored and given real new life. Such a revitalization is welcome, and enriching — not least because it can also lead to a re-examination of our assumptions about the spiritual life more generally, going well beyond the mere carving out of a ‘feminist’ niche. For once we begin to look we find that this aspect of spirituality was emphasized and understood in many areas where we might not immediately think of looking for it. Thus we are made to challenge our own presuppositions.


For instance, Judaism has generally been represented as the most predominantly masculine spiritual stream, with its ‘Father’ God, its first man (Adam), its ‘patriarchs’, its stress on ‘Law’ rather than love, etc. And some have argued that Christianity had had to counterbalance its initial ‘masculine’, Judaic side by bringing in the cult of Mary, the feminine-motherly, the devotional. But in fact nothing could be farther from the truth.


It is true as far as it goes that early Jewish Christianity was phased out as the Christian Church developed, and increasingly took its mission to the Gentiles, to the Greeks and Romans and the other peoples round the Mediterranean rather than the Jews. Quite new ideas were needed in the process. But the theology of that early Jewish Christianity can be reconstructed by scholars from a number of sources that it left behind. And, perhaps to the surprise of many, one of its cardinal teachings was that of the feminine aspect of God, namely, his Holy Spirit.


In the traditions of this early Jewish Christianity, Jesus was said to have spoken of ‘my Mother, the Holy Spirit’. To become a ‘child of the Holy Spirit’ was the path that every Christian was invited to follow, certainly forming a strong relationship to this feminine side of God, from which we might evidently each hope to be ‘reborn’. Such traditions, it appears, continued to be especially associated with Jesus’ brother James.1 On the other side of the question, the origins of the devotion to Mary in Christian circles is very obscure, although it certainly figures already in apocryphal Gospels such as the second-century Protevangelium (again attributed traditionally to James). However, it received its great impetus later when Constantine became the first Christian Emperor (fourth century AD). In the Byzantine court, the Emperor was a nearly all-powerful figure, remote from ordinary people, approachable only through high connections and influential nobles. The only other route, for those who otherwise needed to appeal for his attention, was via his mother. Since the Christian Emperor was regarded as a substitute of God or Christ on earth, the cult of ‘the Mother of God’ (and indeed that of those other intercessors, the saints) grew up in obvious parallelism to the situation in the imperial court. Far from being a softening of Christianity’s hard, masculine emphasis, the emergence of this cult reflected above all Christianity’s involvement in power-politics, in pulling strings.2


The conceptions of the feminine in James’s traditions, now restored to us at least in part, are much truer to Christian origins, including its Jewish background. For there we already find a considerable body of ideas about a feminine aspect of God, namely, Wisdom, Sophia. In the Book of Proverbs, and in the other so-called Wisdom-books of the Old Testament,3 this power of God is shown as a feminine being who was a manifestation of his creative fecundity, sharing his inmost thoughts and communicating them to the wise and good:


By me kings reign,


and rulers make laws that are just;


by me princes govern,


and all nobles who rule on earth.


I love those who love me


and those who seek me find me ...


The Lord brought me forth at the beginning of his work,


before his deeds of old;


I was fashioned from eternity,


from the beginning, before the world began.


When there were no oceans I was given birth,


when there were no springs abounding with water;


before the mountains were set in place,


before the hills, I was given birth,


before he made the earth or its fields


or any of the dust of the world.


I was there when he set the heavens in place,


when he marked out the horizon on the face of the deep.4


As God’s creative self-expression, it appears, it is as Wisdom that those with deeper insight can know the otherwise transcendent and inscrutable divine nature; and she is the aspect of God by which we can order our lives, rule wisely, love and be loved. In the Wisdom of Solomon (chs. 10-16) it is actually Sophia who is said to have guided and rescued humanity from the Flood, to have led the chosen people, etc.— all the things which are elsewhere attributed to God himself are here shown in their deeper reality to have been done through his Wisdom, Sophia, inspiring Noah, Moses and the other leading figures. Moreover, it is not hard to recognize in Wisdom’s words (such as ‘those who seek me find me’) the ideas to which Jesus alluded (‘Seek and you will find …’), in effect presenting himself as Sophia’s representative, perhaps indeed as her true ‘offspring’ on earth.5


The reality is not that feminine spirituality is missing from the Jewish and Christian tradition, but that it occupies a very special place there — a rather intimate, and esoteric one. Indeed Sophia is described in the Wisdom of Solomon in Mystery-terminology, as the archetypal ‘initiate (mystis) into divine understanding’ (8:4). One of the earliest forms of the myth of feminine Wisdom is that in the non-canonical Book of Enoch, ch. 42. There Wisdom goes out to the people of the earth, but finds them unwilling to receive her; unable to discover a place where she could dwell, she returns to heaven where she is still to be found by those who seek her, among the angels. But the meaning is not that she is inaccessible. Those like the Essenes who used Enoch believed that by obeying the will of God, human beings were taking their place among the ranks of angelic beings who fulfilled his commands and carried his messages throughout the universe. (Jesus may have meant something similar by his ‘Your will be done, as it is in heaven, so also on the earth’). Wisdom is attained, therefore, by those who take up their divinely ordained role in the cosmic order, and she will dwell within them. But the path is one of inner search, of inner struggles which to the Essenes were the ‘birth-pangs’ of spiritual regeneration. Nor could the rebirth be attained purely out of oneself. It was also necessary to wait for the right cosmic moment, or ‘turning-point’, when the inner birth would be possible.6


Behind the biblical and Jewish-esoteric figure of Sophia, therefore, we may discern a connection to the myths and cosmic rites which were enacted in the Mysteries of the ancient world. Contrary to the widespread assumption, these myths and teachings which brought humanity into harmony with the divine and natural order through processes of rebirth did not disappear from Judaism and Christianity. Indeed they took on there a new and significant esoteric life. There is certainly the danger that they may be lost sight of by conventional religious teaching, but that is not because they are absent. If anything they have even drawn more deeply within. They are part of the inner essence of religion which our time desperately needs to rediscover.


Rudolf Steiner led such a rediscovery of the Mysteries in their significance for our own time, and it is natural that in his work the Mysteries of the feminine as part of our relationship to nature and the divine should be fully recognized. In the ancient Mystery cults we already find, he points out, the figure of the ‘wise woman, the mother-principle, which gives birth to Wisdom’:


The woman stands for the power that is active unconsciously in the soul, that brings about the raising into consciousness of the divine element in humanity ... Here we have one of the central conceptions of Mystery-teaching, which acknowledges the human soul as the mother of the god, leading human beings unconsciously and with the inevitability of a natural force to their union with the divine.7


The feminine-unconscious and the forces of consciousness are far from being in opposition in the deeper conception of the Mysteries. The unconscious already possesses a drive towards divine illumination, the consciousness of the god within us cannot be divorced from the deeper aspects of the soul, which give it birth. They are both alike integral to the Mystery-process, and all of us need to experience both sides of the picture in our souls. Out of the experience of the unity, we can then relate harmoniously to our own particular nature, whether it be male or female. Nor would it be at all right in Rudolf Steiner’s conception to equate the feminine with the merely subjective, inward soul-experience, expressed in myth, and the conscious experience with objectivity, or divine truth. Myth and reason, unconscious and rationality, are not set against each other in this way. Reason evolves out of Mystery-teachings into philosophy in ancient Greece; myth already contains, in unconscious form, a greater reality than just the soul’s experience:


We are far removed from the spiritual reality that is played out in the myth if we recognize in it only psychological processes — and pictures of psychological processes at that. The spiritual reality is not something that the soul experiences as confined to itself. It is rather released from itself to take part in a cosmic event.8


A central part of the present little book is devoted to Steiner’s presentation of the way that the esoteric process, integrated and balanced as in the wisdom of the Mysteries, reappears in Christianity. The soul giving birth to wisdom was understood against a cosmic backdrop in the Mysteries of Ephesian Artemis, the goddess as virgin Nature, and it is thence that we can understand the reality behind the dogma of theology, as it became, the ‘eternal birth’ of the Word. In truth it is only by restoring the perspective of the Mysteries of the Goddess, that this central idea of Christianity can become a real experience once more.


Before this, Rudolf Steiner introduces the understanding of the goddess Natura which survived on into the Middle Ages, especially in the School of Chartres. But the real focus throughout is not on survivals from the past, but on the need to restore the wholeness of perspective we have briefly tried to describe, so that we can follow Rudolf Steiner’s path to create the Mysteries of the future. That would be the route not only towards bringing out the best creative forces from men and women alike, but also towards reconciling the demands of modern consciousness and the needs of the unconscious, of myth and reason, of personal experience and cosmic truth, which otherwise stand unharmonized and discordant in the one-sided culture of today. The renewal of the Mysteries, and the reappearance of the goddess as the being behind ‘human wisdom’ (Anthropo-Sophia, or anthroposophy), or as the ‘new Isis’ whom now we must bring back to life out of the abstractions which we have allowed to dominate our thought — such is Steiner’s path towards humanity’s experiencing once again, not just the spirituality of the feminine or the masculine, but the spiritual Christ-centre which can be born within us, which can join nature and the divine and so make all of us whole once more.9




1. Rediscovering the Goddess Natura


Thinkers in former times, such as those of the great medieval School of Chartres, could still acknowledge the divine-spiritual in feminine form, as the creative principle in nature. With his understanding of the changing conditions of human consciousness, Rudolf Steiner showed how we do not need to lose this sense for the goddess nature/ Natura through having moved on in modern thought. In fact it is the loss of it which has led to the sense of alienation and dehumanization so many feel today. It is a matter of being able to rediscover it in the form that is valid for us now. Since he spoke, discontentment with the abstract, inert conception of earthly nature has only increased — not least among scientists themselves, many among whom would nowadays recognize Gaia, the living Earth. But few have had the ability to trace the potential of our response to nature through from the ancient myths of Mother and Maiden, Demeter and Koré to our modern situation, making the rediscovery of the Goddess a key to the evolution of humanity.


Retracing our steps: medieval thought and the School of Chartres


Nature today has become something vague and nebulous, a catalogue of laws of gravitation, heat, light, electricity, magnetism — the laws of mechanics. Natural science and natural history deal with the study of stones and plants. But in addition, natural science includes the life and inner constitution of the organs of plants, animals and human beings of which we are admittedly ignorant. In brief, natural science and natural philosophy today include much that we claim to know and much of which we are totally ignorant.


Now this is a state of affairs that hardly inspires confidence; everything is so nebulous and confused, the thinking so superficial and abstract. Nowadays we strive spiritedly to master this abstraction we call ‘nature’ and many, it must be admitted, have grown somewhat indifferent to such an abstract approach. And if we do not belong to the younger generation, which is in active revolt against what is being taught in our schools as natural science, we adopt an attitude of benevolent neutrality. This was not always the case. I should like now to characterize briefly the attitude to knowledge of a few centuries ago.
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