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In the religious systems that emerged from the biblical substratum—that is, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—the concept of a male god undeniably dominates the complex structure of theological speculation. The contributions of Greek, and then Byzantine philosophy, and the not inconsiderable influence of Iranian spirituality with its Mazdean component, have only reinforced this tendency to represent the Supreme Being with concrete masculine characteristics. Nevertheless, by reading the Hebrew Bible, it becomes clear that this victory for the masculinity of God was not won in an instant. The first books of the Bible, in fact, bear witness to a struggle among the Hebrews themselves, which would be constantly reenacted over the centuries, between those adhering to orthodox Yahwehism and those zealots of the divinities of Canaan, also called the dark goddesses of the Near East. And not even the wise Solomon could be kept from being seduced by the vertigo of the feminine divinities. All the time he was building his famous Temple to the glory of Yahweh, he saw to it that the country was sprinkled with sanctuaries dedicated to Ishtar, Tanit, and other Artemises springing up from the most ancient memory of the peoples of Asia Minor and the islands of the eastern Mediterranean. All this more than explains the distrust displayed by Saint Paul, the true founding father of Christianity, toward women and why they are excluded from religious ceremonies.

We should acknowledge that this conflict between masculine and feminine conceptions of divinity is not new, and that it can be found to varying degrees in all civilizations. If some evidence allows us to think that the feminine conception predominated originally, we would be equally justified in affirming that, at a certain moment in history—undatable and probably varying according to region—the situation underwent a reversal and the change from a gynecocratic state to an androcratic (patriarchal) state led to a conceptual transformation of the mother goddess into the father god. The best testimony for this transition is the founding legend of the Delphic shrine, which admirably summarizes all aspects of the problem.

In a very succinct way, this legend recounts how a god who came from the north and to whom the Greeks gave the name Apollo, fought and killed a serpent named Python, who resided in the area of Delphi. After this victory, the inhabitants of the country abandoned the cult dedicated to Python and devoted themselves to the vanquishing god, Apollo. But it is a woman, a priestess, the Pythia, who, by hiding herself away in a deep pit under the site of the temple constructed in honor of Apollo, becomes the interpreter of the god and the essential figure of the oracle, celebrated throughout the Mediterranean world.

For all its simplicity, one could almost say its naiveté, this story is rich in teachings. Moreover, it must not be forgotten that, since time immemorial, an upright stone (a baetulus, cippus, or menhir) has existed in the area of Delphi, and has served as the marker for the world’s center, a symbolic center, of course, but still sacred in character. The battle that takes place at this site is, therefore, a sacred battle, bringing the equilibrium of the world into play. And it is this cosmic level that is confirmed by the very name of the serpent itself. In fact, python comes from a Greek root that means “deep cavity,” and then, by extension, “origin,” having given us the Latin word puteus, “pit,” or “well.” So it is not by chance that the Pythia of Delphi functions in a “pit,” and thus, a relationship is established between, on the one hand, the practice of digging funerary pits, and on the other, the megalithic mounds comprised of a central chamber. It is a matter, pure and simple, of the primal matrix, and the serpent is linked, in one way or another, without needing to resort to a psychoanalytic explanation, to the idea of parturition or regeneration. That opens an utterly revolutionary interrogation into the presence of the serpent trampled underfoot by the Virgin Mary in Christian iconography. And this interrogation goes even further still, since it also concerns the mythic battle between Saint Michael and the dragon, as well as all the other battles of “civilizing” heroes, such as Tristan or Siegfried, or hypothetical saints such as Saint Efflam or Saint David in Celtic countries, fighting against monstrous serpents coming directly out of the collective unconscious.

As to Apollo, his name—which may be compared to the Indo-European word for “apple”—is incontestably Greek. It comes from the verb, apello “to repel,” and thus he is “the one who chases, who repels,” a name that perfectly suits the role attributed to him at Delphi of eliminating the Python. Originally, Apollo is not a sun god at all. He will only become one through the contamination of the Mithras myth in Hellenistic syncretism. This is a god with primary Indo-European functions, at once a priest, poet, musician, seer, and doctor. He is the perfect archetype of all those civilizing heroes we find in various guises in the great legends and popular stories of the oral tradition, and, in this sense, it is completely natural that his luminous, solar aspects should develop when confronted with the dark powers represented by the serpent or the dragon, necessarily, the telluric monsters from the depths.

The victory of Apollo over Python has thus been interpreted as the substitution of an ancient telluric cult with a heavenly one. This is certainly not false, but it is incomplete. It disregards the femininity of the serpent (in fact, the very “serpent” we find in the myth of Melusina and in traditions surrounding the vouivre) who is the emblematic animal of the goddess of the earth, the primitive mother of gods and men. The victory of Apollo over Python at Delphi is thus the perfectly transparent symbol of a radical change in consciousness: the transition from the concept of mother goddess to father god.

Without claiming to do a sociopsychological analysis of Paleo- and Mesolithic populations, the ages that precede organized agrarian culture, we can outline certain hypotheses regarding this reversal, thanks to archaeology and the study of primal myths. It is plausible, though not certain, that the first humans were unaware of the exact role of the male in procreation, not having established a causal relationship between coitus and parturition. Thus, their attitude toward the female, apparently weaker than the male, but mysteriously able to produce life, was ambiguous: a profound respect, if not veneration, and, at the same time, a kind of terror in the face of incomprehensible, even magic or divine, powers. The statuettes called “Venus callipyges,” of the well-known Lespugue type, are a decisive argument in favor of this thesis, because, in these representations, a divine maternal power is undeniably acknowledged. To put this another way, it is extremely probable that primitive humanity regarded divinity, whatever that was, as feminine in nature.

Everything changed when the individual male understood that procreation necessarily depended upon his participation in the sexual act. That realization must have taken place during the times of settlement, the Neolithic period, that is, from the eighth to the fourth millennia B.C., depending on the region, when the rudimentary techniques of agriculture succeeded those of gathering, and raising herds replaced hunting wild animals. The observation of animal behavior and herd proliferation were certainly determining factors in this realization. The individual male, long considered sterile, indeed even useless except for hunting and war, was then freed of his ancient “frustrations” and took his revenge, solemnly claiming his power and his essential role. This is what the legend of Apollo at Delphi expresses, along with many other analogous myths found through-out the world. What is more, since everything rests upon concrete symbols, the sun, formerly considered to be feminine, became a masculine figure, and femininity was forced back into the night, taking the form of the moon. Ancient Semitic and Indo-European languages give the masculine gender to the moon and the feminine gender to the sun, as is still the case in modern German and in three Celtic languages that continue to be spoken, Breton, Welsh, and Gaelic. There is something troubling here, made even more so by the well-known legend of Tristan and Isolde, which, archaic as it is, fully restores the earlier conditions animated by a feminine solar divinity.1

We should not believe, however, that the situation was reversed in a single stroke. Ancestral customs are tenacious and only modified slowly in the collective consciousness. It is very likely that, with the appearance of agriculture and the rearing of livestock, early societies still retained their gynecocratic structures for a long time, even up to the epoch of the biblical fathers. Thus, it was among the elite of these societies that the idea of patriarchy, and with it, the downplaying of the woman, took hold. Now, the elite of these societies could only be the sacerdotal class. Without too much risk of error, we can thus conclude that it was the priests who imposed the concept of a father god, creator of all things, in an effort to eliminate the ancient concept of the mother goddess, as the legend of Delphi clearly reveals.

And all this is confirmed by Genesis, as long as we consider the first eleven chapters, which were written late, according to the patriarchal tradition of Moses, as a mix of primal myth and historical reminiscence reduced to the state of symbolic images. The episode concerning original sin, which can be read many ways, nevertheless contains some elements that are neither mythological nor moral, despite the obvious feelings of guilt they have caused for thousands of years. It is, in fact, a woman who commits the “error,” before corrupting the man. The Greek equivalent of this figure is Pandora, held responsible for all the troubles that she let escape from her famous “box,” even though she is, as her name implies, the one who dispenses all the gifts, thus the mother goddess herself. But what is still more revealing is that Eve commits the “error” under the influence of the serpent.

Western religious thought has been almost unanimous in making the serpent of Genesis into a concrete representation of the tempter, that is to say, of Satan himself, relying for support upon the Apocalypse where this “great serpent,” whom the archangel Michael and his legions oppose, is the image of absolute Evil. Nothing could be less certain, however, since this interpretation deliberately ignores the feminine aspect of the serpent. And the phallic interpretation, which the psychoanalysts expound from all sides, quite to the contrary settles nothing. Once more, we must return to Delphi and the serpent Python, who is the image of the telluric maternal divinity. And most importantly, we must look to the innumerable representations of this divine mother in the Near East and the Aegean Sea. Very often, she is represented amid serpents, or taking two serpents in her hands. Moreover, the word serpent (which comes from the present participle of a Latin verb meaning “to slither”) was feminine in gender for most of the Middle Ages, a usage that persists in local dialects. The classical Latin word anguis was feminine, as still are today the German Slancke, the Breton naer, and the Welsh neidr. This is surely not mere chance, anymore than is the presence of the serpent under the Virgin Mary’s feet in Christian iconography.

Taking the female nature of the serpent into account can completely change the meaning of the episode of so-called original sin. The prohibition against eating fruit from the Tree had been proclaimed by YHWH, that is, the Tetragrammaton, the mystical symbol of God the father. But Eve breaks the “patriarchal” ban and listens to the serpent, the symbolic figure of the mother goddess. This is a case, pure and simple, of a return to the ancient mother-goddess cult, a true “apostasy” as it were, and thus a very grave sin against the patriarchal type of religion that Yahweh represents. “Thus the original sin of the Bible could well be considered the first act in this long struggle of God the Father against the mother goddess. Moreover, this first Fall, which will be followed by countless others, will be, like the others, severely punished by God the father.”2 And outside of the expulsion of Adam and Eve from earthly Paradise, the curses pronounced by God are perfectly revealing of historical, sociological, and theological reality.

First of all, there is the curse against the serpent, that is, against the mother goddess herself. The serpent is cast out, condemned to crawl. (Are we to understand that before that time, it did not crawl? This detail seems very strange, when you think about it.) Furthermore, enmity is established between the serpent and the woman, or to put it another way, not only will the woman no longer have the right to honor the goddess—and to obey her—but she will even have to struggle against her. Then follows the famous, “You will give birth in pain,” which has caused much misunderstanding, including the denial, among certain people, of childbirth without pain. “Women, dominant up until then because of their fertility, which put them in a natural, biological relationship with the divine, were to be punished precisely by that which was their glory: their pregnancy and maternity. Henceforth, these would be sources of suffering rather than of glory.”3 In short, the woman, formerly triumphant because she alone possessed the power of procreation, would become the slave to man and provide him with sons (because the biblical text does not speak of daughters). And instead of arousing men’s desire (as symbol of a sexual cult rendered to the goddess), it would be the woman who desired the men, or, who would be at the disposal of men, who would accept her or refuse her, but only with procreation as a goal.

This was a significant turning point in the history of consciousness, and not merely some rivalry—if not war—between two divinities, one feminine and the other masculine. In fact, the divinity is the same, eternal, infinite, ineffable, unspeakable, incommunicable through purely rational means. It is only to make it comprehensible that anthropomorphic—and therefore, sexual—characteristics are attached to this divinity. Human beings can only truly perceive what is concrete, and it is natural for them to project the familiar contours of the universe in which they find themselves onto a divine and abstract entity. When humanity considered the woman the sole possessor of procreative—and thus, creative—powers, it could not imagine divinity in anything but a female form. But beginning from the moment when the male’s role in the phenomenon of life transmission was realized, the woman’s primacy could no longer be accepted. Having lost her mystery and her sacred nature, the woman saw herself reduced to the subordinate role of “surrogate mother” to a masculine line that, believing itself to be cuckolded since the beginning, thought only of revenge. Now, as consciousness is not transformed at will by a simple decision of the ruling authority, it is clear that humanity was, over the centuries, the victim of an ongoing struggle for influence between those who held a gynococratic view and those who held an androcratic one. Genesis serves as incontestable evidence if we consider what the serpent, called “tempter,” actually represents.

This is even more true in the Mosaic account:

Since feminine religions have it that men desire women, which gives the latter mastery over the former, in the masculine religion that is now established, it will be woman whose “desires will be directed toward your husband, and he will have mastery over you.” The woman becomes the slave of the man. This is a radical change. Another civilization begins when man is given predominance, since up until then, it had been given to woman. As to woman’s familiar element, Mother Earth, it is cursed. “Because you have listened to the voice of the woman [that is, because you have turned back to the cult of the goddess], you must henceforth command her [in order to avoid falling into gynecocratic heresy], and cursed will be the ground because of you” (Gen. 3:17–18). The ground, that is, the earth, nature, Mother Earth, is cursed, and the reign of agriculture begins. Certainly it is agriculture (and raising livestock) that marks the historical beginning of masculine society.4

But that does nothing to prevent the bloody struggle that follows within masculine society between the pastoral state, represented by Abel, and the agricultural state, represented by Cain, which we will find in the collective unconscious as expressed again in American Westerns, films in which ranchers and farmers battle against each other.

The curse against the serpent and, consequently, against the telluric mother goddess, extends to women, suspected—rightly—of being the partisans of this deity. This suspicion gives rise to the Church Fathers’ constant warnings against women, as well as their banishment from the priesthood and active participation in the church, and, in a more aberrant, vicious, and tragic form, the “witch-hunts” that began in the thirteenth century and continued until the end of the seventeenth century, at least in western Europe.

It seems as though this episode from Genesis is an a posteriori justification for an irrefutable social condition resulting from speculations of a religious nature. Actually, such a ban must always be backed by some form of divine intervention. Presented as a divine warning, or just simply as sacred, an obligation can only acquire more power. And no one would dream, at least at first, of contesting what conforms to the cosmic or divine plan that controls the existence of beings and things. And that is of considerable help to the dominant class, in this case, the sacerdotal class, in assuring its absolute power over the sectors of society. The temporal can never be separated from the spiritual, especially in those periods of history when no one would dare to distinguish the profane from the sacred. But what remains revealing in the biblical account is Adam’s reaction after Yahweh pronounces the curse against the serpent, the woman, and the earth: “The husband cried out the name of his wife, Eve-Living. Yes, she is the mother of all living” (Gen. 3:20, Chouraqui translation). In fact, in spite of everything that has just been said, there can be no better expression of the primacy of the woman. It is also, in a roundabout way, a kind of homage rendered, through Eve, whose name means exactly “living,” or more, natura naturans (naturing nature), to the mother goddess of the past without whom nothing living would exist. It is true that Lilith, Adam’s mother or first wife, was probably eliminated in the Mosaic period. We only know about that burdensome figure from a few consistently derogatory biblical allusions and a rabbinical tradition as continuous as it is obscure.5 Clearly, the text of Genesis is cut, and we will never know the exact role the woman played in it, and consequently, the corresponding role of the mother goddess, before so-called original sin so cleverly took over to better control people through their sense of guilt.

What we can affirm is the importance of the sexual component in the worship of this mother goddess. This importance is justified by the fact that the goddess was considered the source of all life, thus emphasizing her sexual activity. Thus, the organs of procreation must be sacred, as the most diverse prehistoric statuettes make clear. It was perfectly legitimate not only to represent them, but also to worship them. Beginning from when the individual male is established as indispensable procreator, revealing the existence of a paternal lineage, it became important to hide the feminine genitals, too closely linked to the liturgies in honor of the Great Goddess, the idealized image of all women. Under these conditions, it was natural that Mosaism—and other theologies of the ancient world as well—should oppose what they called idolatry, that is, all the earlier forms of worship, notably the sexual forms, almost exclusively the prerogative of women.

A term constantly repeated in the Bible is “prostitution.” The Hebrews are said to sometimes prostitute themselves to idols, and Babylon will rapidly become the “Great Prostitute.” Now, in the biblical text, “prostitution” comes to designate anything involving sexual activity not directed toward procreation within an exclusively conjugal context (or familial context when concubines are legal, as was the case in the time of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob). Sexual activity is obligatory to ensure the continuity of the race, and it is good in the eyes of the Creator (“Be fruitful and multiply,” says Yahweh to Adam and Eve), even if it is subject to certain very strict conditions and gives rise to a certain impurity. But all other forms of sexuality are forbidden, and not so much for moral reasons, or “propriety,” but because they recall too vividly those earlier forms of worship, which are “prostitutions.”

It is not by chance that Babylon is called the “Great Prostitute.” Still, we must inquire into the exact nature of the prostitution practiced there. Herodotus is perfectly clear on this point, even if the traditions he describes offend him, solid supporter of patriarchal society that he is. “The worst Babylonian custom is the one that requires all women to go to the temple once in their lifetimes to have sexual relations with an unknown man. . . . The men walk past them and make their choices. The amount of money they offer makes no difference, the women will never refuse it, because that would be a grave sin. The money is rendered sacred by the sexual act. After this act, the woman is sanctified in the eyes of the goddess.” Clearly he is describing the temple of Ishtar (Astarte), the Great Goddess of primitive Babylon, who, through the course of successive mutations, reappears in the character of Cybele, Demeter, Artemis-Diana, Aphrodite-Venus, and Dana-Anna in the Celtic world. But, the hierodules can also be found in the Babylonian temple, that is, the priestesses attached to the cult of Ishtar who had a very peculiar function. Organized into groups and presided over by a great priestess, they performed ritual prostitution in the temple or in the surrounding temple buildings, as if they were incarnations of the goddess. This prostitution was thus a liturgical act. Such intimate contact was considered a true initiation, and thus, men could be united to the divinity, could somehow participate in the divine. This idea is magnificently illustrated by the baroque poets of the sixteenth century, notably by Agrippa of Aubigné:

Being only a mortal man, your celestial beauty,

The violent lightning of your divine face

Made me taste death, death and ruin,

In order to come to immortality anew.

Your divine fire burned my mortal essence,

Your celestial being fell in love with me and ravished me to the skies;

Your soul was divine, and mine was also:

Goddess, you raised me to the ranks of the other gods.

My mouth dared to touch the crimson mouth

To gather in, without dying, its immortal beauty;

I have lived on nectar, I have sucked ambrosia,

Savoring what is most sweet of the divine.

(Stanzas, 12)

This profession of lyrical—and passionate—faith is clearly the unconscious resurgence of Great Goddess worship such as it was practiced in ancient times. And we should note that this Christian (even, in this case, Calvinist) poet’s reverie is far removed from the attitude ascribed to the Greek hero Odysseus when he is wary of the physical contact Calypso and Circe propose to him, or when he binds himself to the mast of his boat to avoid succumbing to the sirens’ songs. It is true that Odysseus is the ideal model in an androcratic society that is trying, through every possible means, to eliminate the memory of the ancient mother goddess. The latter, still recognizable in the features of Penelope, is reduced to the role of passive and faithful spouse, forever taking up her work again and waiting patiently for the male’s return, that is, if he so desires. In these times when the Greeks were entertaining themselves with recitations from the Odyssey, however, the famous sacred prostitutes of the temples of Artemis at Ephesus and Aphrodite at Corinth had not completely died out. They still officiated, though they had been reduced to the conditions of slaves. But that hardly altered popular opinion, which considered them sacred, as saints. Often, they were even referred to as virgin saints, which somewhat undermines the narrow idea of “virginity” as purely physical.

It was the same in India, where, during nocturnal ceremonies, the goddess Shakti, the feminine emanation of the divine, was supposed to inhabit the naked body of a young virgin shamelessly exposed and with whom one could have sacred sex. It was the same in Persia, before the Zoroastrian reform, in the cult of Anaitis, one of the names given to the Great Goddess:

A consecrated courtesan took the role of the goddess. She sat on a luxurious throne. Everyone could see her on the sanctuary’s raised mound. With all the pomp and ceremony of the orient, her divine partner was brought to her, chosen from among the slaves. . . . The official union between the sacred courtesan and her lover, taking place in the presence of all the faithful, who joined in with elated cries, represented the high point of the religious festivities, and the invitation to a general orgy. For five days, all ties of marriage and relationships are suspended. Any woman can have sex with any man she desires and any man with any woman. In the ecstasy of the nocturnal celebration, each woman is the image of the divine Anaitis. At the end of the holiday, the lover is burned, a cruel illustration of the man’s subservience to the woman.6

And these are only a few examples of the rituals practiced throughout the world to honor the feminine divinity of the beginnings, and to repeat through sacred gesture the primal act of creating life.

The relationship between the sacred and the sexual has always been ambiguous. The boundary between sacred orgy and depravity cannot easily be drawn, and the first can often serve as justification for the second. This debate shows no signs of being resolved soon, and we can understand why Greek and Roman censors were sometimes so severe in their opposition to what were labeled “Dionysian” cults. Not only did they call masculine society into question, but they really did disturb the public order. And when we consider how, during the first centuries of Christianity, many followers participated in the Liturgy and Mass before going off to attend ceremonies of various pagan cults, especially those of Cybele, Diana, and Isis, we cannot be the least bit surprised by the Church Fathers’ constant and thundering condemnations of sexuality, nor by their repudiation of the woman, considered not only an object of temptation, but also the image incarnate of this great temptress, the Great Goddess, forever present in the memory of the people. The Church Fathers have often been called sexual obsessives. It is no doubt true to the degree that this struggle against femininity turned into a fixation and made the sexual act the great sin, but this attitude was fully justified within the context of their epoch. This was the price Christian religion had to pay to survive, faced with the neopaganism of the late Empire and the various Gnostic sects that flourished here and there, deviations of the evangelistic message that returned the woman to her primary role.

Such matters are complex, and Christianity did not impose itself on the remains of the Roman Empire without incident or vicissitudes. And this is not to cast value judgment on the content of the evangelistic message. It is simple historical observation that obliges us to note this fact: the greater the struggle, in the name of God the Father, against the very idea of the mother goddess, the more this idea took hold, and the more deeply it burrowed into the humblest layers of the social structure. What could be done to contain this invasion from within, since condemnations and curses did not suffice to purge the human unconscious? The response to this question was the same one all religions give for dealing with the fallout of an earlier order and gaining dominance. When a belief cannot be definitively expunged, it is rehabilitated by modifying it in some way so that it conforms to the new ideology. That is exactly what happened in the fifth century A.D. when the Virgin Mary finally supplanted, at least officially, the ancient mother goddess as Theotokos, that is, Mother of God. A page was turned, and it looked very different from the page before it, but the same story was continuing.

There is nothing astonishing about this continuity if we consider the history of consciousness alone, but it is a completely different matter from the theological point of view, because the concept known by the name of the “Virgin Mary” hardly asserts itself all at once. About twenty centuries had to pass to make the mysterious Mary of the Gospel of Luke into an entirely exceptional being, not divine, but somehow deified. This last term may seem shocking. Nevertheless, it is not an exaggeration to the extent that it corresponds to the slow development of an interpretive image revolving around an individual considered to be perfectly real, Mary, the mother of Jesus. Three dates mark this development. In 431, the Council of Ephesus (the location was not chosen by chance) proclaims that Mary is the Theotokos, the Mother of God. In 1854, the pope proclaims the dogma of the Immaculate Conception, that is, birth without original sin by the one who would become the Mother of God. And finally, in 1854, Pius XII proclaims the dogma of the Assumption, that is, the sublimation, or it could even be called the apotheosis, of the woman Mary, after her physical death. But it should be pointed out that, in each case, popular religion—and thus, the deep belief of the faithful—preceded these official decisions by the Roman Church. It was as if Christian populations had imposed upon their elite the image of this universal Mother whose children we all vaguely feel ourselves to be. Twenty centuries of debate and more or less muddled delays to make one small Galilean who lived at the beginning of the first century A.D. into the “vast Mother,” not a mother goddess, but the Mother of God, which, on the level of the unconscious, returns her to exactly the same place.

For, beneath it all, there actually is an individual considered to be historical—and there is no objective reason to deny that fact, even if there is absolutely no actual historical documentation: a Galilean, affianced to a certain Joseph, who bore the name of Mary, transcribed through the Latin, Maria, from the Hebrew name, Myriam. And this historical existence of Myriam presents many more problems than it resolves. Most of the so-called Church Fathers were perfectly aware of this, and often displayed their confusion, even their disapproval, regarding the religious idolatry (in the strict sense, and not the Catholic sense, of the term) that the faithful rendered to this Myriam-Mary, certainly mysterious, but not unlike the Magna Mater honored at Ephesus since time immemorial. And Ephesus was where, with an aptness loaded with innuendo, the house in which Mary supposedly lived—in the company of the apostle John—had been discovered. “The body of Mary is holy,” wrote Saint Epiphanius (315–403), “but Mary is not divine.” That great rationalist Saint Ambrose (340–397), maintained that “Mary was the temple of God and not the God of the temple,” no doubt to emphasize that while she might be the absolute mother of God, she was no less the “Lord’s servant” and not his “master,” and that, in any case, she was, in the words of Saint John Chrysostom (340–407), “vain as all women are.” There could be no better way to debase the woman, even if she was Theotokos.

We do not wish to ridicule or call into doubt the secular faith in that figure who would soon very rightly be called “Notre Dame.” We only want to show how, through flagrant inconsistencies in canonical texts and commentaries—all differing—by the Church Fathers, the concept of mother goddess, as well as virgin mother and vast Mother, was sustained, and acquired, through the course of the centuries, a concrete form accessible to human comprehension. Because, without concrete representation, definite and perceptible, not only will a concept fail to evoke anything, it will also fail to be transmitted. Whereas this concept is transmitted and it does evoke something, even now at the end of this twentieth century when it encounters so many scoffers ready to regard “the eternally virgin Mary” ironically, without stopping to consider the significance of these terms or the place this concept occupies in the spiritual evolution of humanity.

Thus, it is necessary to begin from the historical figure of Myriam-Mary. Who was she? No one knows. The only person who could have told us anything much about her, the apostle John, who, the Christian tradition maintains, lived with the mother of Jesus, says nothing. John is absolutely silent on the conception and birth of Jesus, silent on Myriam-Mary’s role in Jesus’ life, except for a few details that, for that matter, reveal how little consideration Jesus had for his mother, a woman, and thus an inferior being, who had only to occupy herself with her own affairs and not those of her son. One expects more from a disciple “whom Jesus loved,” and to whom he entrusted his mother when he was on the Cross. This is one of the Gospels’ greatest absurdities. The principal witness of Myriam-Mary’s life says nothing about her, and it falls to Luke (or those who wrote in his place: we must never forget the prudent secundum Lucam that the Church places at the beginning of this Gospel), who never knew either Jesus or Mary, to be the primary source of information. Certainly Matthew speaks of her as well, but in a more succinct way, and it is impossible to know which Gospel predates the other. In any case, two of the canonical Gospels out of four are silent on the circumstances of Jesus’ birth, and not one of these Gospels mentions a single meeting between Jesus and his mother after his Resurrection. Only the Acts of the Apostles, which the tradition attributes to Luke, reports meetings between Mary and the disciples of Jesus.

And who was this Luke who provides so much information on Mary and the first years of Jesus’ life? The Christian tradition answers unanimously: a disciple of Saint Paul. Now, as Paul never had actual physical contact with Jesus, which did not prevent him from being the true founder of the Christian Church, the testimony contained in the writings attributed to Luke cannot be considered firsthand. But, from all evidence, Luke was well read. It is reported that he was a doctor, but we do not know this for certain. All that can be confirmed is that he was Hellenized, probably Greek, and that he was a pagan converted through contact with Paul, who himself was indisputably Hellenized, despite his Jewish origins.

We know that the oldest of the Gospels is the Gospel according to Matthew, one of the Twelve Apostles. Matthew was Jewish, and wrote in Aramaic, which was a language of the people, the most widespread in all of Palestine and the surrounding regions, while the Hebraic language was reserved for priests and the intellectual elite. But the Aramaic original of Matthew’s text has been lost, and only a much later Greek translation of it survives. Now, according to the opinion of all the exegetes, Matthew’s translator knew Mark’s account, which served as inspiration to him in many places, which makes the Greek text of Matthew unreliable. Interpolations are common in it, and, no matter what the text is, translating from a Semitic language—in which the vowels are not written—to an Indo-European language, in this case, Greek, is not easy. Interpretative errors could well have been made in all good faith. Thus, according to the documents available to us, the Gospel of Mark would seem to be the oldest, and that of John the most accurate with regard to Jesus, because of the privileged place John occupied as the “disciple whom Jesus loved.” But, neither Mark nor John say anything at all on the subjects of the virginal conception, birth, infancy, or adolescence of Jesus. This is not a hypothesis; it is a fact. The two Gospels that give some information—however fragmentary—on the subject are the two accounts most influenced by Hellenism, that of Matthew, which is a translation, and that of Luke, which was certainly originally written in Greek. We can thus venture a hypothesis based on Luke’s supposed personality. “As an ancient pagan, his concern was ‘even to exceed, in terms of wonders, the religious stories that had lulled him to sleep as a child.’”7 Thus, in some way, he would have wished to find in Myriam-Mary, mother of Jesus, the dominant traits of the pagan virgin mother of Ephesus, but free of all sexual components. And out of this desire comes the theme of the Annunciation by Gabriel and the idyllic description of a Holy Family that never existed except in Luke’s imagination, Myriam-Mary having never married Joseph. In no canonical text is there any mention of such a marriage, to the great displeasure of certain translators, with regard to Sunday—and family—mass.

In fact, the figure of Joseph appears perfectly useless in the original schema. The principal role belongs to Myriam-Mary, whose maternity is an authentic parthenogenesis, even if it is explained by the intervention of the Holy Spirit, who “covers her with his shadow,” as the Gospel’s text so poetically puts it. But this parthenogenesis and the essential relationship between Jesus and his mother ran the risk of being misunderstood by new converts, too familiar with mythological accounts of ambiguous relationships between the mother goddess and her son. Thus, Luke intervened, making the schema more reasonable and, above all, supplying a historical context to make it understandable, memorable, and consistent with the new dogma that was taking shape among the heirs of the first apostles.

It is evident, nevertheless, that Luke did not adapt the stories of Christ’s infancy to the myths of the mother goddesses. Rather, he wanted to show that some of these myths, which were only idealizations of deep human tendencies, had been realized, actually and historically, in the story of Jesus, and that the latter is, thus, the synthesis of the two religions: masculine (God is the father of the history of men) and feminine (the Goddess is the mother of nature). Therefore, Jesus must be regarded as the center and axis of all human history, as well as the creative principle in its entirety.8

And Myriam-Mary, then, is the incarnation, of nature in the process of naturing, in a state of permanent parturition. She is truly the vast Mother. And that is why, on Golgotha, Jesus entrusts her to John: “Woman, here is your son!” (John 19:26), signifying that he is giving her to all of humanity through the symbolic intermediary of the beloved disciple. This is a cardinal moment for the evangelistic message, and also an acknowledgment of the idea of universal mother, incarnated in the individual, Myriam-Mary.

This Myriam-Mary grows increasingly enigmatic. It is difficult to regard her as just a simple young woman of the common people, as the tendency has been, no doubt due to excessive populism. If we take Jesus’ Davidic filiation seriously—and why shouldn’t we?—we must conclude that Myriam-Mary belonged to a family of high nobility, a royal lineage.9 She must have enjoyed undeniable privileges as compared to other women, social privileges that bent the customary rules by which women were entirely subservient to their fathers, and then to their husbands. Now, Myriam lives with Joseph even though she was not married to him, which is, in principle, unthinkable. Now she goes to spend several months with her cousin Elizabeth, which shows her complete freedom, something completely astonishing. All in all, she gives the impression of being a free , available, and completely self-aware woman. And these characteristics are exactly the ones that all ancient traditions attribute to the notion of virginity. The virgin is, in effect, a woman who does not depend upon a man. It is not a question of physical virginity, but of a state of consciousness. Moreover, the French word vierge [virgin] comes from the Latin virgo, for which the Indo-European root werg (from which come the Latin vir, “male,” the Latin virtus, “courage,” the Gaelic fer, “male,” and many other terms as well) neatly expresses an idea of strength and power recognizable in the Greek ergon, “strength,” and even in the word orgy, in the sense of a ritual religious ceremony permeated with divine power. The virgin is necessarily strong, and, since she is free, she is available to all: this is the vast Mother. Even if the Gospels provide scant—and probably deliberately abbreviated—detail on this subject, we must acknowledge that Myriam-Mary possesses all the characteristics of the traditional virgin.

As to Jesus’ mother’s name, it is obviously symbolic. Perhaps it was given to her later by the Evangelists, or chosen deliberately by the—unknown—parents of the Virgin. Moreover, in Latin and the Romance languages, this name acquires additional symbolic value lacking in Hebrew, as well as in Greek or the other Indo-European languages. Maria is, in fact, the neuter  plural of mare, and means, first and foremost, “the seas,” which immediately recalls Genesis (1:2), where it is said, “the breath of Elohim hovered over the surface of the waters.” The allusion to the mother-waters, thus to a universal Mother, is perfectly clear, at least in the minds of Latin translators of the Gospels. In this connection, we should not forget that, from a scientific point of view, the origin of all terrestrial life lies in primordial waters. Latin translators were clearly aware of its ideological implications when they translated the Hebraic name of Jesus’ mother as Maria.

But the French-English spelling of the name that is currently used, Myriam, is incorrect. It ought to be changed to Miriam, with two i’s, vowels, (not written in Hebrew), but also with a consonant a (aleph). Thus, the Hebrew name is mem-rech-alephmem, which can be transcribed as MRAM, in other words, as a sacred tetragram, a counterpart to the divine Tetragrammaton YHWH. This observation is not without interest, especially when we consider the importance given to the vibratory power of letters in the Jewish tradition. Furthermore, without resorting to the subtle methods of the Kabbalah, we must observe that this feminine tetragram MRAM is composed of the key letters used in languages throughout the world to express maternity. Thus, it is not pure chance that the one who became the mother of Jesus, and of all humanity, was named Miriam-Mary.

Moreover, we can discover other women in the Bible who bear this name. First of all, in the Old Testament, there is Miriam, older sister of Moses and Aaron, truly a strong woman, and without whose influence, the two brothers would have sometimes fallen prey to despair and inertia. But this Miriam plays a curious role in an earlier story that is not at all clear, at least in the account given in Exodus. It seems as if Miriam had incited some kind of revolt to take control over the Hebrews. Punished by Yahweh, she was stricken with leprosy, then pardoned and healed. But could this not be, rather, a case of some kind of apostasy, a return to the worship of the mother goddess, to whom Moses, fierce partisan of the concept of the father god, proved to be the most virulent of enemies? The hypothesis is not at all improbable.

There are also some Miriams in the New Testament, in particular at the foot of the Cross, where, according to John (19.25), they numbered three: “Near to the cross of Jesus stood his mother, the sister of his mother, Miriam of Clopas, and Miriam of Magdala.” John is the only Evangelist to note the presence of the mother of Jesus. The synoptic Gospels mention only Miriam of Magdala and the women who had followed Jesus since Galilee. Because John is the only Evangelist to witness the crucifixion, a priori the temptation is to prefer his version over the others. But there is much symbolism in John that is clearly Gnostic in flavor, and it is difficult not to wonder if this “triad” of Marys conceals meaning of a more subtle kind. In classical antiquity, but especially among the Celts, divine female figures usually appear in threes, constituting true “trinities.” This is the case in all the Irish myths, especially with regard to the “triple Brigit,” or “Brigit of the three faces” (Brigit, Badb, Morrigan), but it is much the same in Gallo-Roman statuary, which abounds in three-headed representations or groups of three matrones, that is, three mother goddesses. These three Marys under the Cross of Jesus, couldn’t they be an expression of this trinitarian concept, namely, the concept of the universal Great Mother represented in her three aspects? This is only a question, but it is an important one, especially given the presence—sometimes awkward for the commentators—of Mary Magdalene, the “Madeleine” so celebrated in popular Christian tradition.

It must be said that this Madeleine remains very mysterious. Is she a single individual or does she appear under three different aspects and three different names? The attentive reader of canonical texts cannot give a categorical response to this question because, in addition to the mother of Jesus, three Marys are named as the “holy women” coming from Galilee who, in fact, could very well be one and the same person. First of all, there is the sinner pardoned by Jesus at the house of Simon the Pharisee (Luke 7); then there is Mary of Bethany, sister of Martha and Lazarus, who rubs scented ointment on Jesus’ feet (John 11 and 12); and finally, at Golgotha and at the tomb, the so-called Mary of Magdala (John 19 and 20). And nothing in the context disallows the identification of these three women as one and the same.

Whatever the case, these women are wealthy and of high social rank, including the “sinner”—that is, a prostitute—found in the house of Simon. We too often forget that, during his wandering public life in the company of his disciples, Jesus never had material difficulties. Now, he and his companions did not live on nothing, and Judas was even the treasurer of the group, proving that there was no lack of money. Was this a personal fortune, or the accumulation of “subsidies” granted by rich families? In this case, we would have to think that Mary Magdalene, no doubt one of the most important disciples of Jesus, could support his activities financially. Magdala was, at the time, a city whose prosperity seemed to rely on the presence of a certain type of establishment, and this Madeleine would have been a very wealthy proprietor of one of these establishments. These establishments are difficult to define, even though the shadow of prostitution continues to cling to Miriam of Magdala. But what is prostitution? Here is where, quite reason-ably, the worship of the divine mother, considered scandalous by some, could make its reappearance under some other name. Miriam of Magdala has too often been considered an aging proprietor of a brothel. Wasn’t she, rather, a great priestess of the Great Goddess, mistress of a group of hierodules, otherwise known as sacred prostitutes? It is not a far-fetched hypothesis. When, in the house in Bethany, the sister of Lazarus (a very dear friend of Jesus’), oils Jesus’ feet with perfume, she performs a veritable ritual—which Judas, very shocked, judges severely10—an authentic ritual of royal unction. Recorded in detail in the Gospel of John, this event is of utmost importance because it does not constitute a simple sign of deference toward Jesus. It goes much further than that, as becomes clear from Jesus’ remark to Martha as reported by Luke (10:42): “Miriam has chosen the good share, which will not be taken away from her.” To understand this, we must not be satisfied with the limited interpretation of Miriam’s act as a gesture of humility or repentance. The episode parallels the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist. This first unction affiliated Jesus with the religion of the father god; the second affiliates him with the religion of the mother goddess. And implementing this synthesis (this reconciliation?), Jesus presents himself as the unique pivot for the spiritual life to come.

Decidedly, this Madeleine is very much of a nuisance, no less troublesome than the mother of Jesus, at least in the view of those who have refit the Christian message to an androcratic society’s specifications, a society managed by men, and tied to the notion of an exclusive father god who is the sole life-giver, who punishes and rewards according to his pleasure, and who behaves himself, overall, like any vulgar Eastern despot. There is nothing of this in the words attributed to Jesus, and his public life is strewn with women, who are, without a doubt, ambiguous. It is for this reason that, in the first centuries of Christianity, the masters of spiritual power were forced to “cleanse” the texts of all that was too “feminist,” or reminiscent of the ancient goddess religion that still survived. Thus, the figure of Miriam, the mother of Jesus, was minimized, reduced to no more than “servant of the Lord.” Likewise, the role of Miriam of Magdala was reduced to only a prostitute’s. But nevertheless, wasn’t she the Initiatress? It is to her, not to his mother, not to the apostles, that Jesus first appears after his Resurrection. This could not be by chance.

Through these bits of information, intentionally scattered so that the great majority of followers would miss their meaning and import, it is easy enough to reconstruct the framework of initiation. Using all available means, this outline has been made to coincide as much as possible with actual and unquestionably authentic events. Born of a virgin (a woman not dependent upon a man), herself an incarnation of the Great Goddess (out of which arises, perfectly logically, the concept of Immaculate Conception), and from the breath of the father god (Elohim), the all-powerful generating principle, Jesus lives out his destiny as Christ (Messiah) to redeem and guide the humanity that he incarnates in himself. Revealed as the Son of the Father by the baptismal unction of John the Baptist, a highly symbolic figure for the ancient father-god (Yahweh) religion, he is then revealed as the Son of the Mother by the unction of the Magdalene, herself an emblematic figure for the ancient mother religion. He can then carry out what must be accomplished, that is, to submit to the trial of death and triumph over it. And it is clearly a woman, the great priestess of the mother goddess, who presides at his rebirth. Henceforth, it will be the Christ in Majesty who adorns the western portal of certain Roman Catholic cathedrals.

OEBPS/images/image03-00.jpg





OEBPS/images/image05-00.jpg







OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
REVERENCE OF THE DIVINE FEMININE FROM
L EREAC T ELONE [ (G Q T L ESMPARUE SEERIN KR

TAC GREAT

AUTHOR OF WOMEN OF THE CELTS






OEBPS/images/1.jpg






