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  Who is Vesta?




  Vesta is an Old World deity of the home and hearth, represented by a sacred flame. She was one of the most important deities to the ancient Romans, although her flame spread to other places and peoples. Her eternal fire was kept burning in her temple by the Vestal priestesses.




  Privately, people honored Vesta by burning her flame in their homes, nourishing it with offerings or libations. Today, her tradition has adapted and been renewed, so that it is once again illuminating homes and lives.




  * * * * *




  As someone who often writes about the ancient Vesta tradition, and as a couples mediator by trade, my focus is on helping people keep their homes happy and intact. But it wasn’t always that way. I actually began my post law school career as a divorce mediator. My job was to help people dissolve their marriages and family units, albeit as amicably as possible.




  That’s quite the job: sitting in a room with two people who used to be madly in love and who now can’t even stand the sight of each other. Sometimes, the anger, resentment and even hatred between them are palpable. That’s almost guaranteed if there’s been an infidelity...or two…or three.




  At other times, the room is packed with wall-to-wall sadness, regret and fear. The air is heavy with emotion, but neither has the courage or humility to say the words they both want to hear. “Are we really sure we want to do this?”




  There were things I wanted to say to them, too. Not to all of them. Some of them needed to call it quits. Whether it was abuse, chronic cheating, true incompatibility or just a streak of belligerent narcissism, they were putting themselves – and their kids – through hell. Divorce was everyone’s best bet of having a better life. There are certainly situations where a subsequent marriage is a better one.




  But some of my clients didn’t really need to be there. Some didn’t really want to be there. Those were the ones I wanted to grab by the collar and scream, “Do you know what your problem is? You’re self-indulgent. You have no staying power, no sense of loyalty to the person you committed your life to or the kids you brought into this world!”




  I would envision myself gripping their collars more tightly to really drive home my point. “What do you think your life is going to be like when you’re eighty years old, huh? At the rate you’re cutting people loose from your life, who’s going to be left? If you couldn’t make this marriage work, what makes you think the next one will work? You’ve broken up your family, and for what? So you can try your luck with somebody else and a new family? Nothing will change until you change.”




  Deep breath. Of course, I never said this aloud to my clients. Even as I read it now, I hate how self-righteous it sounds. Yet no matter how much humility I muster, I’m sure I was right about some of it.




  I’m sure because I’ve known many people who had post-divorce remorse – sometimes it passed, but sometimes not. Yet despite the fact that some studies have shown approximately fifty percent of people have second-thoughts and self-doubt after divorce, it’s something that is rarely discussed. Maybe it’s just too painful.




  When it comes to marriage and divorce, many people are self-focused and short-sighted. They’re impulsive and easily tempted by the promise of greener grass. When the passion starts to cool off and real life – work, money problems, familiarity – starts to heat up, they point to the person closest to them, their spouse, and blame it all on him or her. They start to say that they’re just “not compatible” or that they’re “growing apart.”




  Instead of working together to reignite the passion and resolve their problems, they submit to their growing feelings of resentment and hopelessness. They start snapping at each other and begin basting in their own unhappiness, much of which is self-inflicted. They stop talking or being intimate, and maybe one or both of them stray from the marriage.




  Soon, their hard feelings and poor treatment of each other escalate to the point that one of them throws up their arms and says, “That’s it! I can’t live with you another day. I want a divorce!”




  And that’s when I would come in. Fun job, hey?




  Some divorces come out of “starter marriages” that last only a few years and usually involve young adults who put more thought into their cellular phone contract than their marriage contract. You’ll forgive me if I say such break-ups aren’t a real shocker.




  They’re still sad, though, especially in those situations where the couple managed to pump out a kid or two during their scrappy three-year marriage. These are children who will never remember their mom and dad living under the same roof, and who will never know the happiness, security and well-being that a child has when he or she has constant access to both biological parents.




  These are parents who will spend years shuffling their kids between their respective homes, trying to be civil to each other and to navigate awkward events like birthdays, holidays and summer vacations. Many of them will feel threatened by and struggle to tolerate the new step-parent that is injected into their children’s lives.




  Yet the divorces that really rattled me were the ones that happened after decades of marriage. I couldn’t fathom how a couple could spend decades of their lives – their entire youth and middle age – being married to the same person, raising a family, and then – poof! – no more.




  To me, that’s a depressing thought. Wouldn’t all those years seem like wasted time? How could one look back on all those family road trips and still feel happy about them or find meaning in them? Wouldn’t it feel like you had to cut out a portion of your life?




  After all, a spouse is that constant presence in our lives that records our life’s experiences. We play those experiences back together, as husband and wife, especially when times are quiet. When the kids leave home. When we’re snuggled in bed. When one of our parents dies.




  We talk about our shared life experiences and they come to life again, like an old projector shining images on the wall. We talk about the times we’ve had and we re-live them together, full of pride and gratitude for the life we’ve managed to pull off together.




  But if you don’t have that life-long person beside you, who’s been recording all of that? With whom will you play back your happiest times when the sun begins to set on your days? If you’ve had kids, they’ll be grown and busy with lives of their own.




  What will you do when you hear a song that reminds you of that long-ago road trip you took through Death Valley, the one where you stood under the starry night sky and then jumped back into the car when something scurried over your foot in the darkness? You can’t exactly just dial up your ex-spouse and say, “Wasn’t that an amazing night?” (Well, some people can and good for them!)




  What do you do with those photo albums that are packed with pictures of birthdays, school concerts, the dog and decades and seasons of your life? Wouldn’t some part of you start to think back and – if you were honest with yourself – wish you could have a do-over?




  That’s what I mean by people being short-sighted. I have enough professional experience with divorce to know that it doesn’t always fix a person’s problems the way he or she thinks it will. Sometimes, it just creates a new set of circumstances and problems. It makes your life messier, more complicated and gives you more baggage. Sometimes, it leads to regret and second-thoughts. “Should I have tried harder? Might we still be together?”




  Nowadays, some people love to slam marriage. They will say that it’s just a piece of paper and that it doesn’t improve your chances of staying in love with your partner. Of course, many of the people who say this are cohabiting or divorced. Their cynicism may be based on their own experiences and disappointments.




  Considering the years I spent in the divorce business, I should be cynical, too. But I’m not. In fact, I feel quite the opposite. I’m a hopeless romantic and I have good reason to be one.




  The truth is, there is no substitute for a happy marriage. It is one of the most reliable paths to find meaning, companionship and spiritual joy in life, and it provides the safest, most secure environment in which to raise children who have a sense of belonging and well-being. It’s the ideal we all strive for, and it is within our grasp.




  I was a while into my practice as a divorce mediator when something unexpected started happening in my office. Some couples who had booked appointments for divorce mediation were starting to reconnect right before my eyes. As our sessions proceeded, their voice tones and expressions softened. Their body language opened up. They started making eye contact and talking to each other, rather than just talking through me.




  Why the change? Because for many of my clients, the conversations that I mediated between them in my office were the first time they had communicated effectively in years.




  Although my initial goal was simply to make them get along for the sake of their kids, my relaxed and somewhat informal approach to couples mediation began to spark long-forgotten feelings of friendship and solidarity between some of my couples. This was an emotional process for them, especially as they began to realize how poorly they had treated each other and how little they had understood each other.




  Before I knew it, word of mouth had spread and a wave of new clients was phoning me up; however, instead of asking for divorce mediation they would say, “We’re not quite sure about divorce.” They just wanted to come in and talk. To each other.




  Eventually, I went with the flow and changed the focus of my private practice from divorce mediation to couples mediation that focused on staying together. That is, I began to help couples avoid divorce, improve their marriages and keep their families together.




  To be sure, the path to a happy marriage isn’t always an easy one to follow. There are bumps along the way, twists and turns that make you wonder whether it’s better to just veer off the path altogether and look for a different way. I know this from professional and personal experience.




  Being the go-to person for those whose marriages are in trouble is a double-edged sword. On one hand, I had a birds-eye view of how my clients had run their relationships into the ground.




  I saw how they spoke to each other with disregard, criticism and self-centeredness. How they stopped showing each other affection, appreciation and adoration. How they let themselves go, let sex slip off the radar, let resentment fill their hearts, let their kids call the shots, let someone else in their bed, let it all slip away. That motivated me to treat my husband better.




  On the other hand, negative emotions are contagious. It can be hard to sit in a room with two people who are full of anger and accusation and not catch a little of what they’re coughing up.




  For example, let’s say a wife was complaining about how her husband never supported her when she felt overwhelmed. It would sometimes make me think about how many hours I’d been putting in at work lately and how I – not my husband Don – still seemed to be doing the bulk of the housework. Those feelings would follow me home at times and Don bore the brunt of them, even when he didn’t deserve it.




  It took me a while to get back on the happy path of married life. It took my experience and skills as a couples mediator. But even more than that, it took a bit of faith. When I rediscovered that, both my marriage and my life lightened up. In my previous book The New Vesta Secret, I talk about how I shed my atheism to embrace a more spiritual side. I talk about what the Vesta tradition, old and new, has brought to my life and marriage, and how its simplicity has made our home a happier place.




  Vesta, goddess of the home and hearth, is an ancient spirituality that can reignite and illuminate a marriage and a family unit. People who follow it, in their own way, reach into antiquity – and even further back – to grasp the most fundamental spirit of togetherness and release its light into their house.




  In The New Vesta Home, you will get a crash-course in the history of the Vesta tradition, including its prominence in antiquity, its most basic rituals and principles, and the reasons for its banishment. If you’re going to explore or practice it, I think it’s important to have at least a basic understanding of these things.




  More practically, you’ll learn how some of these rituals and principles have adapted to suit the modern world and practice, and how many people who honor Vesta today have chosen to incorporate these into their personal and home lives.




  In addition, you will in this book learn the essential “do’s and don’ts” to keep a marriage and family together. This is a condensed inventory of usable insights and strategies that I’ve gathered from my work as a couples and family mediator.




  You will put this inventory to work as you read through The New Vesta Home, and especially as you move through the 52 Vesta “sparks” in chapter four. These sparks will ignite desirable behaviors, habits and emotions in your relationship and home, thus sparking positive change that lasts.




  As you move through these weekly sparks, you will also be incorporating new Vesta rituals and ideals into your marriage and family life. You will see how this belief system can divorce-proof your marriage by bringing a profound spirit of unity, devotion and sacredness to the life you share as spouses and parents.




  This combination of practical relationship habits and the spiritual dimension of Vesta as she is honored by many today, can take your home life to a new level of love, happiness and solidarity.




  If you wish, you can read The New Vesta Home start to finish. Alternatively, you can begin working through the sparks in chapter four as soon as you begin reading this book. In this way, you will be simultaneously learning and living the new Vesta tradition. There’s no better way to immerse yourself in this beautiful lifestyle and spirituality, and to bring a sense of forever to your family. That’s what the eternal flame does best.




  Thank you for reading.




  CHAPTER ONE




  Spirituality of the Home
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  A Little Background




  Symbolized by her eternal flamma or flame, the Roman goddess Vesta was conceived in distant antiquity as the protector of the family home who resided in the household hearth.




  As a benevolent yet powerful goddess, Vesta represented the heart (the word heart is derived from the word hearth) of the home: husbands, wives and children offered bread or salted flour, or libations of olive oil, milk or wine, into her sacred flame at meal-time, feeding her spirit so that she would continue to dwell in their homes.




  Vesta’s flame also commonly burned in a beeswax candle or oil lamp set on the household shrine, called a lararium, in every home. The lararium was placed near the entrance to the home to bless the comings and goings of family members.




  Although Vesta is one of the world’s most ancient religions, its beginnings reach back much further into antiquity, all the way back to the Stone Age some 2.5 million years ago when our ancestor hominids first marveled at the mystery of fire and learned to rely upon it for life itself.




  Fire worship is the earliest and most natural form of religion or spirituality known to humankind and a flame is an enduring symbol of the soul. As such, Vesta embodies the most fundamental spiritual aspect of our species.




  But even more significant to the purpose of this book – to keep marriages and families together – fire worship of the kind that became personified in Vesta was the single most important element around which our ancient ancestors built their homes, committed their lives together in monogamous union and raised their families.




  The Vesta tradition is therefore fundamental to our experience with marriage and the family unit, and brings a deep spiritual dimension to these.




  Fire heated the caves and hut-homes of our ancestors. It cooked their food, lit up their world and kept their children warm. Stories and family traditions were shared around the crackling magic of the fire. Songs were sung, marriages were made, meals were eaten, children played and couples laughed and loved.




  In the ancient Western world, fire worship became personified in the goddess Vesta. Although her tradition began as a private household spirituality, it grew to become the central public religion in the Roman Kingdom, followed by the Republic and then finally the vast Roman Empire.




  It was believed that Rome’s legendary founder, Romulus, was the product of a virgin birth: his mother was the Vestal Virgin Rhea Silvia who was impregnated by the god Mars. After founding Rome, Romulus built a fire – in honor of his mother and the goddess – in the area that would become the Roman Forum.




  The earliest Temple of Vesta was built to house this fire in the 8th century BCE. It was the first temple to be built in the Forum, circular and modest, in the style of the first huts the early Romans called home. Around it, and around the Eternal Flame that burned inside, the Eternal City of Rome grew and prospered.




  Inside the temple, the sacred flame was tended to by the revered Vestal Virgins. They took a thirty-year vow of chaste service to Rome and to their virgin goddess, after which they were free to retire in wealth, luxury and independence. While they served, however, it was their divine duty to keep the flame burning day and night, and to gift embers of the sacred fire to women who could then burn Vesta’s fire in their own homes.




  From the earliest kings of Rome’s infancy and the famous Caesars of her Empire to the hardiest of soldiers and the lowliest of servants, everyone honored Vesta. It was believed that if her eternal fire went out, they would lose the goddess’s protection and the Roman way of life would be extinguished.




  It was a chilling prophecy and one that was destined to be fulfilled. The new cult of Christianity, which came to dominate political power in Rome in the 4th century CE, began to persecute pagans and relentlessly sought to banish not only Vesta, but all the first gods and goddesses of ancient Rome.




  Early Christians smashed the heads off the statues of venerated Vestals in the Forum, carved crosses into the forehead of the goddess’s statue and vandalized the Temple of Vesta, stripping the marble off of it to decorate new Christian churches.




  When the first Christian Emperors came to power, they quickly passed laws that criminalized Vesta worship, even in the privacy of one’s home, and even though the majority of people of all classes still worshipped her and were outraged by the act. Forced conversions were widespread. Anyone caught honoring the old gods, including Vesta, was tortured or executed.




  This was even more distressing since Vesta had for many centuries accepted and co-existed alongside many other gods and goddesses. To someone who honored Vesta, religious tolerance and polytheism were the norm. Before the rise of the Christian emperors, Roman citizens and foreigners alike were free to worship whatever gods or goddesses they chose. That is one reason why pagan Rome underestimated the brutal methods early Christians would use to ensure their religion would be the only religion.




  But the prophecy would have the last word. Within a generation of closing the temple and disbanding the Vestal order, the great Roman Empire fell to invading barbarians. In the resulting chaos and violence, some Christian converts turned back to Vesta in an attempt to win her favor. But it was too little too late.




  It was just as the people had feared. When Vesta’s fire was stamped out, so too was the ever-progressing Roman way of life that it had illuminated since the founding days of Rome. Education, the rule of law, fledgling women’s rights, medical advances, disease-preventing sanitation and public works all but disappeared as the world descended into the fear and superstition of the Dark Ages.




  A Light in the Darkness




  Despite having extinguished Vesta’s fire and criminalizing her worship, the early Christian establishment struggled to snuff out the lingering embers of the sacred fire. It is likely that, in secret, the Vestals had escaped the temple with living embers from the divine fire. They kept Vesta’s fire burning elsewhere and in other temples, temples that had managed to escape notice by the authorities.




  Throughout the persecution and superstition of the age that followed the Fall of Rome and the criminalization of the old Roman gods – we call this time the Dark Ages – the church continued its struggle to abolish and erase Vesta’s history.




  The Vesta religion was an ancient one and people did not want to abandon the goddess who had for so many centuries protected their homes, families and way of life. Vesta was a fundamental part of their legends and identity, their past and their future. People don’t abandon such things easily.




  Realizing that brute force hadn’t been enough to suppress Vesta, the church began to incorporate elements of the Vesta religion into their own, ultimately claiming that such elements were of Christian origin. Catholic churches and domes such as St. Peter’s Basilica were built in a circular fashion, reminiscent of the round Temple of Vesta. The wine and mola salsa wafers that the Vestals used as libations and offerings to their goddess became the wine and wafers that are still used today in Catholic Mass.
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