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Introduction


Women’s spiritual power is a missing piece in a world out of balance. Human health, the vitality and regeneration of the earth, the maturity of our worldly systems so they can serve the needs of the whole and not just the few, and our collective spiritual evolution all depend on women living their power as women. Women are not, collectively, doing this yet. In part because so many of us simply don’t understand how our power works – how it’s different from men’s power, how it’s activated and strengthened, and how it serves life.


And women who do have a sense of it still often don’t trust it. Women’s power is so at odds with the workings of our patriarchal world that to live it means going against almost everything that is modeled and expressed and valued outwardly, and internalized as ‘good,’ ‘important’ and even ‘spiritual.’ Many women feel hesitant to live as we are. But there are times when forces are in our favor – like now – to help us discover and create an entirely new territory of power and possibilities.


To enter this new territory, women will need to reclaim aspects of our own nature that lie hidden in our psyches and bodies, which have been denied and desecrated by the society most of us live in. These ‘powers’ include longing, beauty, our synchronization with the earth, and our capacities to receive, nourish, purify, recognize life’s sacredness, know all life as community, and work with the mystery of creative space. These aspects of women’s nature may not seem like powers, but the more we live them consciously the more we come to know that they are tremendous forces of sustenance and change. And we will come to see how the world we live in now, which denies these powers, is like a shrinking shadow of what is possible.


How do we reclaim and honor what is natural to us in a world that continually throws up distractions and substitutes? We can trust that just as life needs us to contribute to life as we are, it will show us how. For many women, it is happening already. We feel an unrest and unease with life around us and with how we, as individuals, are living. We feel an emerging and undeniable longing for something radically different. We long for lives that feel more natural.


Women’s longing itself is tremendously powerful and will draw to each woman her own opportunities to wake up to what is real and shed what is false. Often, this happens through dreams with their capacity for revelation beyond the restrictions of the intellect or cultural conditioning. And many women are drawn to meet with other women – in circle and in ceremony – where they can feel something deep and true reflected back into their being.


Regardless of how it is happening, this surge of remembrance in women forces an honest reckoning and a removal from the structures – social, spiritual, psychological – that have restricted us from living as ourselves. It includes recognizing that we are part of a dominant cultural paradigm that enshrines primarily masculine values like will power and self-focus as means of achievement, and fails to honor the tremendously powerful aspects of our collective feminine nature, like our attunement to relationships, longing, honoring the earth, and a natural capacity to nourish, all of which serve the community of life more than our personal goals. It shines light on the patriarchal aspects of our spiritual heritage and how our major world religions have been designed by and for men’s spiritual development. This heritage includes an emphasis on effort, ascension beyond the earth, mastering of the body and its needs, and exaltation of physical suffering. This approach is generally antithetical to women’s natural spirituality, as women do not need to master our bodies, but to explore and honor our bodies and how they serve the whole of life. Women focusing on ascending to transcendent realms risk abandoning the perhaps more important descent into the creative darkness of earth. One of women’s greatest spiritual gifts is how we sustain in an ongoing way – not gain knowledge about – the sanctity of life. We do this through love, care and attention, and even sacrifice, not through knowledge or effort.


It takes so much courage to live true to one’s nature when one has been denigrated by society for so many centuries. Even when we catch a glimpse, usually in the simplest of moments, we look around and see no place for our experience, no reflection of it and no reverence for it. For women, life so often seems at odds with life – with survival, success, and simply being seen. It’s so easy to forget and to compromise ourselves. And at the same time, it’s so heartbreaking and destructive.


Contemporary spiritual teachings have emphasized that our ‘beingness’ is where women’s power is. But how can we value our being when the world continuously directs our attention elsewhere? And how do we come to understand that women’s being is transformative and creative, not sedentary, constricting, or homebound as patriarchal images might suggest? We need to find the power of our being and honor it as a force of change in our modern world. This takes courage and perseverance – and wisdom.


It is not just the patriarchal structures of our world that keep us veiled; so much of women’s nature is essentially hidden. Our light has its roots in the darkness of the unknown. But women can recognize the small glimmers of ourselves that are flashing out of the mystery like fireflies in the night, here one moment and gone the next. And we can do so without losing the darkness that is home – not just a backdrop – to that light. This is a paradox we have to live with as we emerge more and more into the outer world that tends to rely on clarity and direct light to function. It is our challenge to honor a hidden depth that is central to our nature as we step into a spotlight of the currently patriarchal world.


This book is a way for women to gain support and confidence in what we see and know. It includes information from spiritual teachers, visionaries, and healers about women’s esoteric bodies that has not generally been available before, but the heart of this book is women’s experiences and dreams. Here we depend most on what rings true in our hearts and our bodies, regardless of any ‘information’ we glean. This book hopes to be like a circle of women, reflecting and affirming what is real within us.


There is something very powerful in women coming together to honor our nature. Just as when we use our power against ourselves and each other we feel a special violation, so too when we use our power to support each other we create a special harmony. As Sobonfu Somé, elder in the Dagara tribe of West Africa, says: ‘The best support for another woman is another woman. But the enemy of a woman is another woman when she doesn’t know the value of sisterhood.’


Women’s Spiritual Power


The powers described in this book are natural to women. This means they are integrated into our bodies and energy systems, and coordinated with our minds and hearts both. They are how we instinctually live in the world – how we relate, how we trust, how we love, and how we serve. They are not how most women actually live, as most of us have curtailed what is natural in order to survive or thrive in patriarchal society. But because they are natural, they are always with us, like an invitation that is never withdrawn. These powers are not owned exclusively by women. Men can work with beauty; men can know life’s sacredness. But women are uniquely connected to them, awake and open to them, and needed by them.


The book focuses on nine particular powers, but there could be more or less. They could be called by other names (and probably have been!). You’ll see that they are often interchangeable and all work together. Can we live our longing dissociated from the earth? No, because our longing resides in the cells of our bodies and serves the earth beyond our own individual needs. Can we know real beauty and not know our spiritual nature? No, because beauty is an expression of the divine and speaks to our own divinity. Can we recognize life’s sacredness and avoid nourishing others? No. Our conscious awareness of life’s sacredness is nourishment. Women used to know this to be true. But in this modern world that emphasizes separation and individualism we have forgotten the deeper truth that everything is connected and interdependent; all aspects of life can be seen as a reflection of everything else as well as the whole. This natural sense of oneness and wholeness is a key element in women’s wisdom.


Some women will identify with one or two powers and not have a sense of the others. For some, longing might be as natural as breathing. Others might not get it, but will so easily relate to animals and plant spirits that their intuitive ability to care for the earth is always accessible. Another woman will instinctively know the power of her beauty, how it opens life to her and transmits love. Another will understand the power of nourishment, and sense how those around her can flourish through the glow of her being. We all have our divine qualities and our unique gifts.


In this book, these powers are identified as ‘spiritual’ because they serve important functions spiritually, in a dimension that is embodied in the physical but largely unseen. When a woman lives her power consciously, she finds her place beyond an isolated sense of self in an expanding multidimensional whole. This ‘whole’ is bigger than you and me and serves more than the needs of any individual, or even humanity alone. It serves the great mystery. It serves the unfolding of life from life. It serves the process of divine revelation – how the depths and expanse of spiritual energies are born into creation in a never-ending evolutionary process.


The possibility for a woman to live in a way that draws her attention beyond a very restricted sense of ‘me’ and orients her towards and within an incomprehensible vastness where she can actually live is what is here referred to as ‘spiritual.’ But there are few rules and no dogma in this lived spirituality, just the opportunity for expanding awareness and increased possibilities to live as we are in a world that makes sense to us as women. Because the more we become ourselves, the more all aspects of the world will change. We are that powerful.


Women’s spiritual power serves the whole in ways that are distinct from men’s. Just as women’s bodies serve the continuance of life differently than men’s bodies, so does our spiritual nature. As Dr. Guan-Cheng Sun, researcher, Taoist, and Chi Gong teacher, says so clearly: ‘Women’s bodies are alive! Women’s bodies are wise because they are alive in ways men are not!’ This simple and totally mysterious fact – that our bodies are unique – points to an important distinction between women and men’s spiritual responsibilities within life’s systems.


This will sound surprising to some, especially to those whose spiritual orientation focuses them away from the body towards a general, universal, non-gendered reality. But it is a primary theme repeated again and again by the contributors of this book – women provide a distinct spiritual function in life. Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee, Sufi teacher, emphasizes women’s ability to ‘regenerate the light cells of the earth’ – a task men simply cannot do, he says. Aleut elder Ilarion Merculieff explains that women must come together in ceremony or ‘nothing new can be born in the world.’ Men’s job at this time, he says, ‘is to support and protect women while they do this work.’


It is time to consider that women’s spirituality is distinct. In part, this is because it is time to honor the body. To deny the relevance of our gendered body in spiritual life is part of a worldview that sees the physical and spiritual as separate, and the physical as an illusory shadow of something much more real. For those women who instinctively understand the utter holiness of what our bodies are capable of, this separation – and diminishment – makes no sense.


How could it when what is natural to women has much to do with seeing and working with an indescribable magic that threads through all life regardless of labels like ‘physical’ or ‘spiritual,’ or ‘ordinary’ and ‘extraordinary’? This is one of our spiritual gifts – the wholeness that is our nature lived outwardly in life. Women often cannot bear the split between ordinary and spiritual or physical and spiritual because in the smallest little hand or smile we find the entire universe – on a daily basis. We can’t sustain a turning away from ‘ordinary’ life, because we feel how many people depend on us. We know love is not separate from the earth, because when we gestate and breastfeed our children we are both – at the same time – love and food. Physical survival is intermixed with spiritual nourishment in an extraordinary oneness that is present in women like a gift.


Many of women’s powers are activated naturally and in the body. They are gifts that life gives itself. We purify when we menstruate so we can bear a child, but as this physical purification happens, so too does an energetic clearing. We receive spiritual light into our physical bodies in order that a soul can be born into this world. Our bodies become love and food – the only nourishment needed – for a child in order that he or she may thrive. So many of our powers are so natural that we don’t see them as powers. Certainly the world doesn’t.


Not only are they not valued as spiritual at the time they are active (who would think that menstruation is a spiritual power?) but women ourselves do not even recognize them as such. These are ordinary functions of our bodies, after all. But spiritual experiences often work in this way – they are given freely and wholly and unconditionally, but it is up to us to catch them with our consciousness, see them for what they are, and lure them into our lives again and again because we love them, long for them, and need to share them. And because those around us need them as well.


Women can understand that our powers and insights are evolutionary requirements, not just in a physical sense, but in a spiritual sense. They are powers that we can reclaim and reengage for a purpose in an arena beyond the safety of home-life where sometimes they are honored. Too many women understand the power of longing in our personal lives, but fail to stay true to this power in the world of business or politics. Too many mothers remain lost after childrearing, uncertain how to live the power of creative space or nourishment – so present and accessible in birth and childrearing – in a vaster context of world culture, as though there were no place for them in the structures of society.


And there usually isn’t. To succeed at work all too often we leave love and care at home. We forgo the power of receptivity and listening in order to express ourselves; we forget wholeness and its power to harmonize in an attempt to break away and get ahead. We objectify the earth – and our own bodies – because most men in our culture do, and we want to be loved and respected by men. Rather than using our natural power to create a new world, we let it go in hopes of finding a safe place in the old.


Much of this is unconscious. We have all too easily internalized patriarchal assumptions and values. We believe that our power to love, to nourish, to purify, and create is best kept in a private sphere of family and friends, inappropriate in politics or business. We have been convinced that our longing is a degraded shadow of some kind of psycho-spiritual detachment and thus a continual impediment to genuine spiritual experience. We do not admit it, but too often we have believed that our bodies – like the earth itself – have little purpose other than to be used for man’s needs and projects.


If we didn’t believe these aberrations, would we allow the degradation that has gone on for so long and taken us to the brink of ecological disaster? Would we allow our government to value war over health care? Would we allow the crazy greed for money to eclipse so many other opportunities for cultural and human development? Even if we don’t fully subscribe to patriarchal ideals, we generally hold what is true and real close to us, unable or unwilling to step out with them, imbued by them, honoring them, enlivening them in all areas of our lives. In either case, we all have suffered from women’s complacency.


Women have forgotten that we have access to a tremendous spiritual power, and that what comes so naturally to us is of great spiritual relevance in the world.


The need – and the opportunity – is for women to reclaim and remember that our experience as women is spiritual. To live who we are with an increased understanding of how we serve the whole. To trust that our power – when activated – will do most of the work creating opportunities for increased engagement and great change.


This means tapping into those powers themselves with humility from a place of deep need, following them as they reorient us and our collective culture toward serving – not destroying – life. All our powers at work at home and hearth have a place in the world. All our powers that serve physical life have a role in spiritual renewal.


It’s not easy to traverse the abyss between personal and impersonal, between local and global, between living what is given and creating new ways to live our gifts. But luckily we have the template inside us for stepping up to this challenge – we just need to activate it.


Women and ‘the Feminine’


This book has been written for women who long to uncover their power as women and live in a world that makes sense to them. This longing is taking many forms from irritation and rage at how our governments cannot protect human life to deep despair at the loss of entire species and ecosystems. It manifests in confusion around individual spiritual possibilities that have not been realized despite great efforts, and grief over feeling powerless despite so many gains in socio-political freedoms and opportunities. It is arising through tears of loss, but at the same time if we attune to something subtle and deep we can feel a joy and sweetness – promises of a new world and an intimacy and harmony with life.


The powers described here could be called ‘feminine’ since by definition the word refers to characteristics of women. But generally this book is about women living the power that is natural to us. It is not about the feminine energies – psychological, archetypal or divine – that are available to everyone regardless of gender. This emphasis on ‘women’ is intentional. Because while the challenge of knowing and honoring both masculine and feminine qualities is important, it also has a subtle way of keeping men and women both from honoring women.


This is a strange and subtle phenomenon that has to do with a patriarchal power drive that unconsciously strives to abstract qualities and power away from earthly embodiments. The abstraction of ‘feminine’ power out of actual, living, breathing women easily perpetuates the oppression of women. Historically, this phenomenon was at work during the Middle Ages when the Cult of Mary and the reverence for ideals of feminine spiritual purity gained in popularity, just as the persecution of actual, living women for heresy was at an all-time high.


More subtly, we see this dynamic played out in a psychological context when a man projects his inner feminine nature (anima, according to Carl Jung) onto a woman and in doing so denies the real woman a chance to be known as she is. Any expression of the real woman challenges the anima ideal. This can cause disappointment and then hostility for the man, and in the woman creates confusion, frustration, and often withdrawal. Marilyn Monroe was a cultural target of a collective anima ideal, and she shrunk under its smothering shroud.


The tendency to admire spiritual ‘feminine’ qualities and forget about actual living, breathing women is also at work in our modern spiritual milieu and its renewed interest in ‘the feminine.’ We think and believe that ‘feminine’ power is equally available to men and women both. Today, this trend is in part sustained by an American idealism that emphasizes equal access to all power, which we know in a socio-political context is not actually true. It is a trend supported by a variety of assumptions that are masculine in nature and pervasive in a patriarchal culture – the most obvious being that the body is largely irrelevant or illusory when it comes to spiritual energies.


If we truly acknowledged that the body is relevant spiritually then we must also acknowledge that men and women’s bodies – so different from each other – are home to distinct spiritual powers and possibilities.


‘It seems like embodiment – a full return to naturalness – is almost here, individually and collectively,’ says Pamela Wilson of the non-dual Advaita Vedanta tradition. And so it is. Spiritually, we have been focused on heaven for centuries, largely ignoring the wonders and powers embedded in earth. Coming back down into the earthly body is a stage in development – a stage many of us are approaching tentatively. As we receive awareness of our own embodiment, many of the internalized values of our modern world will dissolve in the new understanding of who we are. New worlds will open to us. New energies both in the earth and in our individual bodies will stir and become active, just as everything that is newly attended to reveals itself anew.


As we descend and awaken into embodiment, doesn’t it make sense to explore the possibility that just as our physical bodies are different, so too is our spiritual nature?


This book is such an exploration. It is written for women, many of whom – since we live in a patriarchal culture – have consciously and unconsciously absorbed tools for living our masculine qualities, all the while distancing ourselves from our own nature. ‘Know the masculine but stick to the feminine’ is the advice of the Tao Te Ching. But women know the masculine and its patriarchal aberrations all too well and still lose our footing in the shifting mystery of our own being.


This book was not written for men who long to understand and relate to feminine energy and archetypes, though I think some men might enjoy it. For men, the task of knowing and honoring the many aspects of the feminine is distinct. I believe men who have made that journey to their inner feminine need to guide other men on that same strange and frightening route, and establish for themselves the right relation to the feminine and to women in their own lives. As a woman, I can hardly be a guide in that endeavor.


The delineation between men and women in a spiritual context and the focus here on women should not be understood as a rejection of men or men’s power. Dorothy Atalla, who experienced a visitation by the energy beings who call themselves ‘the Grandmothers,’ delivered just such a message:




Our emphasis is not to exclude men, but rather it is on the connection that women have with the lineage of the Mother as representatives of her power. Men are here on earth to serve in a different capacity: they embody a different aspect of life on earth, a different quality of energy. But the point we want to stay focused on in this whole commentary is women’s embodiment – not men’s.





Just as men mustn’t feel excluded by this focus on women, women mustn’t feel that men are irrelevant. The contributors in this book with the most detailed esoteric information about women’s spiritual nature are men. One, Aleut elder Larry (Ilarion) Merculieff, explained that in the patriarchy it will be men who ‘open the door’ for women to discover and live their power. And this makes sense. In the world they created, men will have to create a doorway out. But it is women who must step through and work to create the world beyond.


Why Now?


For the last thousands of years men have dominated, leading the way (with women’s support) in developing most of the aspects of our global culture with masculine ideals, goals, hopes, and values. While this has allowed for great leaps forward in politics and science and technology especially, it has also created a world in which many of our living systems – our own mental and physical health, the health of the earth – have been degraded, compromised, and destroyed. We have lost far too many species, far too many cells in our own brains and bodies, far too many community members, far too many forests. Our water and our food are toxic and of course it follows that our bodies have become toxic too. We have reached a crisis point. The whole of life now needs regeneration and renewal. It needs nourishment and love.


This is largely women’s work. We all have to participate, but women’s physical bodies, our esoteric bodies and our psyches are especially attuned to healing and regeneration. We live this capacity when we bear children or when we love unconditionally. We live it whenever we are awake to ourselves. We become a way for life to nourish itself. This nourishment includes the physical dimension in ways that are unavailable to men. Just as men cannot gestate a child, they cannot be a vessel for spiritual energy in the way women can.


As women come to recognize and value the powers described in this book, the powers themselves become activated. Longing pulls into creation the love we all need. As we value our need for nourishing relationships, our circle of community widens, creating pathways of love and care that benefit more and more of life around us. Our vision of life’s sacredness ignites the sacred essence within life so the cells of the earth can glow with new vibrancy. As we understand how our purifying systems take in and transmute energy, they can be used for greater and greater transmutation. And so on …


These are not theories or concepts, but real possibilities supported by esoteric understanding and women’s genuine, lived experience.


There is so much that can happen when women know and honor ourselves and each other. Our world needs this so much – men and women both need it. There can be a balancing and harmony between men and women that has never been realized, a way of working together that heals and supports our collective evolution.


We need to acknowledge that new times call for new attitudes and approaches. This is true in regard to women and our power. In the past, women stayed in the background. We worked behind the scenes. But now something else is called for. We will each wake up to this new call in our own way, but there will be similarities and trends, emphasizing something different from what we are used to. A mother from California had this dream recently as she went back to work as a kindergarten teacher when her own son was old enough for school:




I am starting a new project, and need funds from a bank. I must answer a question – and the question is about how to grow tomato plants. I answer, ‘Turn the tomatoes toward the sun and feed them a little.’


But this is not the right answer. Suddenly, it occurs to me to say something about how much pollution there now is. I understand that growing things is harder with this pollution.





Things have changed. What used to help life grow no longer works. Women must readjust as we contribute to what’s needed now. What is needed? How do we help? The world we have known has few answers to offer. But we can acknowledge that things are different, and we can step into the unknown. And we can recognize the pollution that is present – a modern impediment that has changed how things grow. For the dreamer, it is important that she consciously acknowledge that things have changed. This is a first step to discovering how to serve life now.


So much is undetermined. But in this, women have a great deal to offer. We have a living instinct to be at home in the darkness and to work with mystery. We can remember how it was long, long ago, before a patriarchal imbalance dominated, and use that remembrance to create the future. We can bear the longing and the unknowing, share our hints and our dreams, create a space where something can be revealed and come together honoring our need to see and be seen.


The time is now.





Chapter 1



Wholeness




The cries of the deer


Joined by the bell’s sound


Inquire about my tears


As the sky brightens with dawn.


Lady Nijo1





The various aspects of women’s power described in this book are like spokes or arms of a wheel, reaching out and drawing in at the same time. When the arms are activated with our attention and reverence, we are given access to our center, that mystical circle whose center is everywhere.


Wholeness is the foundation of women’s power. This wholeness embraces the physical ground of our being and does not lose this ground as we expand into infinity through love, creativity or spiritual awareness. When we live our natural power, we are taken into this wholeness at the center of our being where our own heart meets the heart of life.


Wholeness is not unique to women, but it is lived uniquely. Just as women tend toward rootedness in a home, using a home as a base for expansion and as a way to invite others in, and just as women relate through connectedness and value relationships in a psychological context, so too are women attuned to a wholeness that emphasizes connection between others and between our spiritual nature and the earth. We live this wholeness as we give birth, receiving the light of a once-distant soul into the nearness of our bodies, feeding a child from our physical breasts, loving our family as it expands and grows from its home base in our heart, and knowing all life as family.


The more confidence we have in our power as women, the more we will allow our consciousness to be at ease in wholeness, so it is not fractured at every turn of a reasonable mind. Why is this important? Because our power works with energies and experiences that are whole. As we become more attuned to the wholeness within, we access powers that connect, harmonize, and bring peace.


All the powers of this book spring from wholeness and empower wholeness itself. Individually, they can repair a psyche that is fractured by loneliness and restore relationships with trust and love; lived outwardly they can repair societies destroyed by conflict and empower the earth–human relationship.


A woman’s wholeness is reflected in so many ways. In our brains, neurologically, it is seen in how many parts of the brain can be active at once, while in men’s brains activity tends to be compartmentalized. In our lives, it can be seen in how we wear so many hats – mother, lawyer, mediator, volunteer, spiritual seeker – without feeling at odds with ourself. Our wholeness is in how we are taken to the brink of death while bearing a child’s new life, and here so often find infinite love so close to home.


Psychologically we live wholeness through our ongoing sense of connection and relationship, the foundation of community. In Carol Gilligan’s groundbreaking research, presented in her 1982 book In a Different Voice, she noted a specific difference between boys and girls in terms of moral and psychological development. Boys develop along a trajectory of autonomy and independence, she found, while girls develop along lines of relationship and care. Early feminist theorists pointed to the importance of same-gender care-giving as a source for women’s sense of connection. Being cared for by a woman – the mother – it was suggested, accounted for a girl’s sense of sameness and a boy’s sense of otherness. But there is more to this nurturing and connectedness of women than conditioning. There is a deep and natural power in women having to do with our spiritual responsibilities in sustaining life, how we stay connected to life in an ongoing way through longing, love, and care.


In a spiritual context, our wholeness is experienced and expressed through the ways we integrate the spiritual search into daily life. One Zen student explained: ‘As a mother of four boys, I could not go to retreats. So, I meditated when I could, like in the car after driving with my children. Driving would lull them asleep, and upon arriving at my destination I would sit quietly in the front seat sometimes for ten or twenty minutes before getting everyone out.’ And a busy Sufi woman says: ‘I can’t always meditate, but I have come to see most things in the day as my practice.’ These are testimonies of wholeness from women whose lives do not support endless hours alone in seclusion.


As natural as it can be to feel and know the intermingling of spirituality and ordinary life, recount these stories above to a 25-year-old woman just starting a spiritual search and likely she will feel this approach to be not nearly as enticing as a lengthy retreat she wants to sign up for. Most 50-year-old female spiritual seekers understand the patriarchal delusions that this younger woman will have to face in herself. If she does not unravel these ideas that spiritual life is primarily a life of retreat, she will lose connection with her genuine spiritual nature, which so often simply cannot flourish under that sense of compartmentalization or separation.


Women’s sense of relatedness and connection is born from a source much deeper than social conditioning. When we feel empathy, when we gravitate toward harmony and cooperation, when we know the embrace of love – this is wholeness coming into our awareness. By definition, wholeness itself has its own agenda beyond our brains and our society. It is a part of life’s holiness, alive in all of us, right here with those who can join it, feed the birds with it, plant the garden with it, love another person with it, love the infinite with it. As we honor our connectedness and the many ways wholeness reveals itself to us, we become more conscious with it. This happens in as many ways as there are moments of the day. It emerges in small moments at the computer or during mystical experiences. A woman writes from New York:




I was getting emails from someone and they were disorganized emails – sort of unclear. I found myself irritated and annoyed. But then, I suddenly realized what a strange miracle it is that this person so far away is sharing something with me, connecting with me, giving something to me. It was sort of a shock. I could be irritated, or I could be in awe of this connection. With that choice – well, suddenly I was aware of this whole other reality of being with her. And it was so subtle but beautiful. I had the feeling I could make this choice in so many ways, to be with or to be distanced. And being with seemed mysterious and new …





Another woman from Connecticut writes:




One night I was lying in bed when my consciousness seemed to gently leave my head and descend into my body. Suddenly, there was not a focused consciousness (not the normal thinking process at all). But instead, it was like my awareness was sort of pulsating in the body as a whole, and at the same time, there was no limit to me. It was dark and undulating and soothing. It was my being, and yet it was not me. It was all.





Women’s attunement to wholeness is critical to how much power we can access. It is a doorway and it is the room we enter, and the hallway we pass through. We generally will not be able to access our individual power or the power within life if we do not accept the invitations we are given into this inner and outer world of connectedness. Once honored, it is present and limitless.


A Woman’s Path


This affinity with living wholeness has significant ramifications on our spiritual path. It means a woman does not generally need to focus on formal spiritual practices. She does not have to master her body. Everything she needs is with her and interwoven with life. She needs to live as herself and help her sense of wholeness grow.


A woman’s path is one of expansion, of letting go when things are old or no longer useful. This is largely a matter of trust, perseverance, and surrender, not striving. This expansion of our world to include more, even as we let go of what is no longer useful, happens in many ways. It can happen when children grow up and a woman must orient herself to a very different world beyond the home. It can happen as a love affair ends, or when a job becomes rote and a new way of participating is needed. It happens in any situation of great change. A Sufi mother of two daughters experienced a time of great change during which she had this dream:




I am standing on my deck, which is normally surrounded by a large redwood forest. Now, however, as far as the eye can see, every single tree has been cut down, from the trees in the forest all the way to the ocean fifteen miles away. It is a devastating picture. However, I realize that until this happened, I had been unable to see the ocean because of the trees. Somehow, I can adapt to this shocking situation.





As a woman’s circle of life expands, it includes death and destruction. There is so much to let go of. For this woman, the task was endurance and surrender, devotion to her family, teacher and path, and waiting. She had a second dream months later:




I am with a friend of mine who has a new home. She lives in Louisiana, and I had spent time in her old home, which was gracious and elegant, just like her. I stand on her deck and see that a tree outside her home has been cut down. What remains is a massive trunk, about one hundred feet in diameter, larger than any tree I have ever seen. The round pieces of the tree have been placed as stepping stones that lead like a path to her new house. I tell her what a wonderful idea it was, to use this ancient tree to create a pathway to her home.


Then I am outside, looking underneath the house because I notice that it doesn’t quite touch the ground. Instead, the foundation is raised a few inches, firmly attached to thick steel girders that go deep into the earth. This is a solid house! I then see that the house moves ever so slightly along steel rails, so that it can absorb any shocks from the earth. It can slide only 2–3 inches along this rail, but it is enough to absorb an earthquake or tremor. I say to her, ‘You must feel so secure with this new foundation.’





There are paradoxes in this dream that echo how a woman grows and transforms. The tree has been cut down, but it lives on as a pathway to a new home – a new way of living. The new home is detached from the ground, suggesting a new space and independence, but at the same time firmly attached through new girders into the earth – indicating solidity and connection. The new home moves – it can roll with the tremors of the earth – but it’s more solid than the last.


For many women, loss and the separation that comes with it can be extremely hard to bear. As birthers and nurturers, our powers to sustain life are right here with us, and we tend toward holding connection and resisting separation. But as in this dream, for a woman attuned to wholeness, life’s dying is part of the new expression of life. This is a hard lesson for women but it is key as we grow and serve. We need to learn to let go. In these dreams, the devastation of loss has opened up to new life; the destruction of the forest has opened up to a view of a vast ocean, a new and unimagined vista that was, nonetheless, always present but hidden. The venerable tree that had been felled has become the stepping stones to a new, more flexible way of living.


Healing and Wholeness


Our wholeness is rarely harmed or destroyed, but a psyche fractured from trauma or abuse can repeat patterns of cutting itself off from wholeness through an excessive reliance on reason and rationality, which have a strong linear quality that distracts us from unity. Extreme competition can undermine the feeling quality of wholeness as well. But wholeness is always here. Our collective history of violence and neglect has not harmed our wholeness, but it does mean we have something to heal. We have wounds that keep us from knowing ourselves as whole and trusting our connections within life.


Healing wounds is a requirement for many women. But living our power takes this into account. The more empowered we become, the more is healed. And our healing is the world’s healing.


One barrier to living our wholeness is our belief that we are not ready – that we are too wounded to fully contribute or to live our power, that before we can do anything important we must first heal. But this is not how wholeness works. One of its mysteries is that our wholeness is here with us even as we attend to trauma or loss. The idea that we must wait and first be healed before feeling and knowing wholeness is one of the biggest impediments toward living our power.


We need our wholeness to heal. If we think wholeness comes later, nothing happens now.


The ‘me first’ attitude of our western culture works very effectively with women’s general low self-esteem to keep our focus on our own problems and inadequacies, restricting our time and attention to the therapist’s office or the next workshop, so that we never step onto a bigger stage where we can live our true relationship to the whole and make a genuine contribution. But usually that bigger stage is right here with us, just waiting. A young pregnant woman from Seattle shared this dream during a university class on the Divine Feminine:




I believed my niece had been kidnapped, so I broke through a window into the house where I believed she was being held. I could not find her, but her young friend was there, and she was fine. The first room I came upon was beautiful and full of gold coins. They were everywhere, hanging from the walls and the ceiling. I took a handful and threw them out the window so I could use them later. They landed in the mud, sank, and disappeared. Then I began my search in earnest. With each empty room I became more and more angry. The house was like a maze. When I finally came upon the couple I thought had kidnapped my niece, I began to cut them with knives while screaming at them. By the end of my dream, I knew my niece wasn’t there, but it wasn’t about her anymore; it was about my own rage.





Like many modern women, this dreamer is on a search for a missing girl, for an innocent, feminine aspect of herself that has been kidnapped – hijacked. This search compels her to break into her own psyche – imaged by the house – which contains both her feminine nature and the destructive violence that has been so much a part of her life. She finds a young girl, though not the one she thought she was looking for, and of course she finds a pile of gold coins, symbolizing the purity, value, and wholeness of her true Self.


In order to not distract herself from her search, she throws the coins out the window, thinking she can save them ‘for later.’ The way the dream ends suggests that perhaps she has not made the best choice. The violence ramps up in desperate rage; meanwhile, the pile of coins has disappeared, and the young girl is left behind.


This is a common theme in women’s dreams and it reflects a common reality for many women. Often, the most important step towards healing is the simple turning toward ourself. ‘Take one step toward me, and I will take ten toward you’ is a Sufi description of God’s power similar to the quote in Matthew 7: ‘Ask and ye shall receive.’ We often do not have as much ‘work’ to do as we think. But we are so caught in dynamics of inadequacy, searching, revenge, and self-destruction that it is actually more difficult or challenging to simply acknowledge what is already available to us.


The gold coins in this dream could have been received, held, and used. They had a purpose, a need they could meet, and a potential. As we activate the powers that are truly essential within us, they come alive and serve our healing and serve the need of the moment. As Elizabeth Frediani, a healer and energy worker who contributed to this book, explains, ‘As you move into an expression of power, things that need to be healed will arise.’


The dream above illustrates how our power becomes available as we need it. Our own nature is present to us as soon as we turn to it. Everything is contained and given as it is needed. And yet, our psyches do not notice, and the power disappears. Why do we choose to live out patterns and dynamics of rage and revenge instead of living as we truly are?


This is a question all of us need to answer ourselves. But it can be helpful to understand that healing is part of wholeness and vice versa. Healing is served by wholeness and it serves wholeness. All these words – whole, heal, health, and holy – stem from the Indo-European root kailo. Our need to heal draws us into our power and activates it. But these deep powers will not serve revenge. Just as the dream shows, the dreamer who chooses her own agenda over the wholeness that is given loses access to that wholeness.


Women are so in sync with life and love that what serves women serves life. What is authentic to us is authentic to life. But we always have the choice to give ourselves to what is real – or turn from it.


No Journey


Rather than strive to become perfect in order to be of service, a woman’s path is more about coming to see and value the ways in which we already serve. This is a constant expansion of consciousness, a remembering of what comes naturally and an honoring of that nature despite all the ways the world degrades it.


Two ancient myths of feminine transformation – the Greek myth of Persephone and the ancient Sumerian myth of Inanna and Erishkegal – help describe the wholeness that is women’s nature and our birthright and our way of serving. These myths speak of the dangers of isolation, the meaning of connection, the price of becoming wise, and the expanding wholeness that synchronizes a mature woman with the powers of life on earth.


Many of the powers described in the upcoming chapters are wrapped in these two stories: women’s connection to the earth, the creative interdependence of death and life, the role of connection and empathy, and the ability to include darkness and unknowing even as we live in a world of light.


In the myth of Persephone, a young woman leaves the company of other maidens playing in a meadow and, wandering off on her own, becomes fascinated with a narcissus flower. Her isolation and absorption in the flower make her suddenly vulnerable to Hades, who sweeps her down into the underworld to be his bride. Her mother, Demeter, goddess of fertility, is left in great grief and despair, to the degree that she refuses to tend to the earth, so the earth is stricken with drought. In some versions of the myth, it is Hecate, goddess of magic and the crossroads who roams at night flanked by dogs, whose sympathy is responsible for bringing Persephone home. In other tellings, it is the fallow earth (and resulting lack of offerings from people) that finally convinces Zeus to allow Persephone to return. But as many of us know, journeys below never result in a total forgetting of that world, and Persephone – having eaten the fruits of the underworld – is destined to live half the time above and half below. As a result, the world remains infertile for half the year.


In the older Sumerian myth of Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth, Inanna, out of respect for the grief of her sister Erishkegal whose husband has died, braves a journey to the underworld over which Erishkegal presides, to attend his funeral rites. But once she is there Erishkegal strips Inanna of all her outer raiments and jewels, hangs her sister on a meat hook and forgets about her. In this myth, it is the empathy of two wailing creatures who had been sent in case Inanna did not return that moves Erishkegal to release her and free her to return to her world above. Here, again, Inanna is not entirely released, but like Persephone must herself return for half the year or find a replacement. Demons from the underworld suggest a number of replacements, all of whom Inanna refuses, because they had mourned her disappearance. It is her husband who is then taken, as he did not mourn Inanna. Then it is her own mourning for her absent husband that leaves the world infertile for half the year. In some versions of this myth, her husband’s sister goes in his place, releasing this obligation.


These myths are perhaps two of the oldest and most complex descriptions of female transformation we have available to us and have been interpreted over and over throughout the centuries. They contain mysteries whose meanings are best guessed at. But both describe the depth and reality of a woman’s power, her connection to the earth and fertility, and her role as connector between the above and the below. And while the myths emerged from different times and cultures, they describe universal patterns – most notably perhaps the ultimate potential of wholeness that resides in women, which serves to hold together all the seemingly disparate aspects of ourselves, as well as death and life, dark and light, and all that transpires in the above and the below.


The wholeness that is lived in the end of these myths is not easily realized. There is loss, violation, despair, humiliation, and death/unconsciousness to endure. And once realized, the picture is not all sunny, as the cost is half of the year spent in the darkness of the underworld, which leaves the earth barren. Such a journey as theirs, which is the potential journey of every woman, expands one’s experience from the familiar world of everyday appearances into the depths of the dark unknown, the world of death, upon which all life is predicated. Once one is initiated into those depths, the greater wholeness is revealed and its life-essence released and life can never be the same. After such a journey, one never returns completely to upper-world normalcy. Seemingly back home, we are strangers amongst those who believe in appearances, belonging more to life itself than to any person, role, work, or dream.


The expansion into the underworld and the integration of that experience into daily life is available to those who are willing to experience the realities of life’s losses – deeply – and to allow the ocean of suffering to wash us onto new shores.


This is the ongoing opportunity of our lives. Of course we are taken into this opportunity reluctantly, pushed by events far beyond our control. After years of treatment for stage-four breast cancer a 45-year-old photographer from San Francisco had the following dream:




I was in the hospital being treated for a post breast-surgery infection. I was waking up and in that state between sleep and waking. I heard a woman’s voice from my right side say: ‘Now are you going to turn towards my secret?’





I turned to her. I then knew that my tumor had not come from outside of me, but I had made it from the inside, and it was made with love.


After years of suffering the ravages her illness has inflicted on her body and her psyche, the dreamer is invited into the bigger meaning of her experience, the wholeness out of which it comes to her and in which she has a part to play. This is one aspect of the ‘secret’ to which women have natural access – the ground of our power.


In the pain of loss, in the darkest moments of life when we are forgotten by anything we know as ‘good’ or ‘just,’ when death reminds us of our utter aloneness and the reality that life as we know it is disappearing, we open to the secrets of feminine power – that nothing comes from the ‘outside’ for there is no ‘outside’ in the great round of nature. Life, including suffering and death, emerges from the center. And the center is not other than ourselves, the dream says, and it is not other than love. We are invited in this center more and more deeply as we live the realities of our lives.


Long after this day in the hospital the dreamer says:




After many more years, I had a deeper understanding of the experience I went through. In a very short period and without much recovery time between, I lost everything – job, money, apartment, security, boyfriend, dignity, and friends. Each time something else went, there was the shock of loss and the deepest despair, but eventually I could feel something else inside of me. I found myself resting more solidly in a place that I’ve come to understand as stillness. When there was nothing, there was still ‘me,’ not relying on anything outside myself – my one true source of strength.


Then at some point the waves of destruction were over and it was time to live again. Life is still hard, but now I have a new place to live from. And remarkably, this place of stillness is not just stillness; it is the source of creative life-force and pure joy. This place is the celebration that is at the heart of life. The joy of creation. The place where everything real comes from and my participation is part of this joy.


Out of nothing comes everything. And the only way to the experience is to lose everything that this ‘nothing’ isn’t.





Experiences of loss, death, and great suffering have the potential to open us to this measureless dimension of life’s wholeness at the center of our being, and wake us up to joy and humility as we become aware of our smallness in a vast universe of mystery. At the same time that we see how small we are, we wake up to how central we are – literally – at the center of life that is everywhere. How much we matter and how little we matter both. From this strange paradox we can live our lives more authentically and more freely, gaining access to powers that are only available when we allow this strange balance point of humility and full responsibility.


These myths and dreams are not an ‘American dream’ version of spiritual accomplishment, but stories of how we become human and wake up to ourselves.





Chapter 2



Nourishment




The greatest strength of women lies in their innate motherhood, in their creative, life-giving power.


And this power can help women to bring about a far more significant change in society than men could ever accomplish.


Amma2





Women give. We care. We nourish. We give on so many levels, consciously and unconsciously. It’s so much a part of our nature that we, and others, take it for granted. And as with other qualities so close to us, we often don’t understand how nourishment is a spiritual power.


Powers that are natural to women are often so simple and so much a part of life that we don’t honor them, and nourishment is no exception. We forget that, like food, it is utterly foundational. But we do know what happens without nourishment. Life falls apart – physically as well as emotionally and spiritually. If we don’t take in the nourishment of the earth through food, we die. When we are not nourished emotionally and psychologically, we do not develop as human beings. When we do not receive spiritual nourishment, we cannot expand our capacity to see clearly, to be present or to love. Nourishment sustains life, is needed for life to continue, and it exists on every level of existence.


Women often understand the power of nourishment through withholding. We manipulate others through withholding love, attention, or care – things we know that others need from us. And we withhold nourishment from ourselves in order to create a sense of power and control, as through eating disorders and other forms of self-defense. A woman’s power to withhold nourishment is a dark shadow in her personality, effective only for a feeling of instant empowerment but never serving genuine growth.


The power to refuse and withhold is sometimes all the power we think we have in difficult situations, but in part this is because we don’t truly connect to and use the capacity to nourish consciously, which can require a great deal of maturity and vulnerability and often depends more on the security of inner trust than on outer circumstances.


As we expand our awareness of nourishment as a power and accept it as a gift and a responsibility, we will also see how nourishment works with other powers like the power of knowing life’s sacredness. The expanded vision of life as sacred is nourishing – to us and to those around us, as it changes both how we feel and how we give. We do not withhold from what is sacred; as we start to know life’s sacredness, we naturally want to give of ourselves.


Or when we deepen our conscious connectedness to the earth, we uncover our power to nourish and heal – and be healed by – nature. When we value our natural instinct toward community, we help create social systems – from friendships and neighborhood groups to hospitals and schools – that support life, not destroy it. When we live the power to nourish in harmony with our longing, our heart finds its way toward situations where what we truly need and what is needed from us are often synchronized.
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