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DEDICATION


    To all the goddesses in my life: my many women friends, my sisters Myke and Laurie, my nieces Morgan and Ryan, and my Bast-in-residence Zoe.
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INTRODUCTION


    “The Goddess is now returning. Denied and suppressed for thousands of years of masculine domination, she comes at a time of dire need . . . . Here mythology unexpectedly comes to our aid.”


—Edward C. Whitmont, Return of the Goddess


Long before written texts and the ascent of the organized religions we know today, the Goddess reigned over all life on earth. She provided her people with food and other necessities; she protected them during birth and death; she guided them in love and war; she taught them art, music, and law. Mythology tells us that the Goddess also formed heaven and earth. In short, the Goddess governed every facet of human existence.


One of the oldest artifacts shaped by human hands is the Venus of Willendorf, a 25,000-year-old figurine of a female that anthropologists suggest may represent a mother/fertility goddess. Archaeologists have also unearthed other goddess artwork from ancient Egypt, Greece, China, and elsewhere. These, along with millennias-old literary works such as the Vedas and the Epic of Gilgamesh, provide information about widespread goddess worship through the ages.


REDISCOVERING HERSTORY


In modern times, we’re rediscovering “herstory”—or history viewed from the female perspective. Through this lens we understand the past in a new way and, more specifically, how that past is relevant to our present.


Early cultures were polytheistic, and their legends describe thousands of goddesses, some benevolent and nurturing, others frightening and cruel. It’s safe to say there was a deity associated with each and every thing in the known universe. Goddess myths reveal our ancestors’ concepts of the cosmos; their desires, fears, and values; and the ongoing drama of life on earth. In this book you’ll meet some of these goddesses and discover their stories. You’ll also learn ways to petition the goddesses for assistance and honor them in your everyday life, for they are every bit as real today as they were millennia ago.


As you read the myths recounted in this book, you’ll see goddesses dealing with the same concerns, challenges, and conundrums that still face us today. You’ll witness Hera’s jealousy, Sedna’s betrayal, Demeter’s grief, Rhiannon’s unfair punishment. And you’ll marvel at their bravery, wisdom, and compassion.


As you reconnect with the goddesses, you’ll learn ways to draw upon their powers to cope with your dysfunctional family, the demands of your job, your unsatisfying love life, and the other ups and downs you’re experiencing. Whatever your need or purpose, you’ll find a goddess who can lend a hand.


The Goddess never left us and she never will. She’s still guiding, protecting, and inspiring you, healing your wounds and spurring your courage. She’s here right beside you, inside you, at this very moment. All you have to do is call her name and she’ll answer.





GODDESS IN MYTH AND LEGEND


“I have called on the Goddess and found her within myself.”


—Marion Zimmer Bradley, The Mists of Avalon


Throughout history, virtually every culture has entertained visions of a heavenly realm populated by beings with supernatural powers. These divine beings were said to watch over the earth and guide human destiny. They also explained natural forces, such as floods and volcanoes, that the ancients couldn’t comprehend otherwise.


As our ancestors grappled with the mysteries of existence, they invented myths about the deities who governed everything on earth and in the heavens. The earliest myths described great goddesses who brought the world into being and fertility goddesses who made the crops grow, as well as goddesses who ruled the wind, rain, rivers, and mountains. Over time, the deities’ roles and characteristics evolved just as human beings evolved. Goddesses guided hunters, warriors, and seafarers; they offered marital advice and delivered babies; they inspired artists, musicians, and poets; they shepherded the dead into the afterlife.


THE GODDESS PERSONIFIED


    Since ancient times, people have ascribed to goddesses the characteristics they connected with women. Not surprisingly, myths talk about goddesses of love, beauty, creativity, motherhood, fertility, healing, compassion, protection, and wisdom. However, legends also tell of fierce warrior deities, such as Egypt’s Sekhmet and the Celts’ Badb, and terrifying rulers of the underworld, such as the Sumerians’ Ereshkigal and the Norse Hel. In her book Goddesses in Everywoman, Jean Shinoda Bolen, MD, explains, “Myths and fairytales are expressions of archetypes . . . . The presence of common archetypal patterns accounts for the similarities in the mythologies of many cultures.”


Perhaps the most profound and omnipresent symbol of the divine feminine is Mother Earth herself. We see the earth personified as a goddess in all cultures—the Greeks knew her as Gaia, the Inca as Pachamama. Moon goddesses abound in mythology too, for the moon has long been associated with women’s reproductive cycles and considered the sun’s feminine counterpart.


Frequently a goddess plays more than one role. For example, some blend love and fertility whereas others are both protectors and mothers. We even find goddesses whose natures and responsibilities seem contradictory, such as the creator-destroyer deities Pele, Kali, Anuket, and Tiamat, whose dual nature represents the ongoing cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. Hindu mythology considers all goddesses to be aspects of Devi, the feminine force of the universe.


Whatever she’s called, however her story is told, the Divine Feminine abides everywhere and in all of us, men as well as women.


DIVINE GODDESS COMBINATIONS


Goddesses often symbolize the three stages of a woman’s life: maiden, mother, and elder. In mythology we see what’s known as the Triple Goddess, a trio of deities who depict these stages. In Greek myths, we have Persephone, Demeter, and Hecate; Branwen, Cerridwen, and the Cailleach in Celtic legends; and Yemaya, Oshun, and Oya in Yoruban folklore. Myths also link the goddess trinity with the waxing, full, and waning phases of the moon.


It is common to see moon goddesses and sun gods paired in some way—the Greeks’ Selene and Helios, for example—for the two heavenly bodies symbolize the feminine and masculine forces in the cosmos. Mythological marriages often pair an earth goddess with a sky god, as is the case of the Greeks’ Gaia (earth) and Ouranos (sky) and of the Yoruban’s Odudua (earth) and Olorun (sky). In the Egyptian pantheon, however, the goddess Nut rules the sky and her husband Geb governs the earth. Over time, stories of these divine unions have gotten muddied. According to various accounts, a goddess’s consort may also be her brother, father, or son.


Sometimes goddesses are paired in myths to represent two sides of the psyche—the outer, conscious side and the darker, hidden side. The Sumerian story of Inanna and her sister Ereshkigal is one such depiction, as is Egypt’s myth of Isis and Nephthys. In some legends, one goddess symbolizes life and the other death.


HOW DO GODDESSES REVEAL THEMSELVES?


How can you meet a goddess? Myths and legends from many cultures tell tales of these feminine deities interacting with humans. Such appearances aren’t just a thing of the past or the province of mystics—they can happen to anyone, anytime.


Frequently, deities communicate with us through dreams. While sleeping, you’re more receptive than you are in your ordinary waking state, which allows goddesses to slip you messages. Try keeping a dream journal to record any lingering thoughts you have when you wake. You may also meet a goddess during meditation. Isis might send an image of winged arms or appear as a great bird. Yemaya’s song might invade your quiet contemplation. You may even receive insights when you’re engaged in mundane tasks. You might be stirring a pot of spaghetti sauce on the stove, for instance, and suddenly feel Brigid beside you stirring her cauldron.


Pay attention to signs and synchronicities. If you see an animal or bird—especially one you might not ordinarily see in your usual setting—it could mean a deity is attempting to contact you. Many goddesses are associated with animals and birds: Aphrodite and Sophia with doves, Sekhmet and Tefnut with lions. Explore the symbolism associated with these creatures and with the goddesses to discover their meanings.


You can also petition a goddess through prayers, rituals, and other intentional actions. According to Buddhist thought, for example, lighting incense can invoke the spirit of the Buddha into a statue of him, and you could use this same practice to call upon the Asian goddess Kuan Yin. Earth goddesses may look kindly on you if you take care of the planet. Throughout this book I’ve suggested a variety of things you can do to solicit aid from the goddesses when you seek protection, healing, guidance, courage, abundance, or something else.


WORKING WITH THE GODDESSES


As you explore the myths and traditions of various cultures, you’ll likely feel an affinity for certain goddesses who correspond to your heritage, vocation, or spiritual vision. For example, Scandinavians may relate to Freya, the Irish to Brigid, and the Japanese to Amaterasu. Artists may feel a kinship with Saraswati, whereas athletes may connect most to Nike. Some goddesses may be “right” for you at one period in your life, whereas others seem appropriate for your path at other stages of your development. Young women, for instance, might admire Artemis’s vitality and independence. Older women may value the wisdom of Hecate or Sophia.


Whether you choose to honor a single goddess or many different deities is purely a personal choice. You may feel a strong connection to a particular goddess and think of her as your primary guide or patron. When you need a little extra help with a specific task, you can solicit the aid of a goddess whose attributes suit your need.


Are you going through a transition? Facing a challenge? Embarking on a new path? Do you want love, abundance, or creative inspiration? Whatever situation you’re experiencing, whatever you seek, there’s a goddess whose power can help you make the best of it. The appendices at the end of this book list the deities according to their attributes as well as the cultures that honored them.



MEET THE GODDESSES



In this book you will find seventy-five goddesses from around the world. Due to space constraints, the information shared here is only a portion of what these deities represent to the people who respect them and only covers some aspects of the goddesses’ natures. You’ll probably notice some of their stories overlap—the Mesopotamian goddess Ishtar, for example, bears many similarities to Sumer’s Inanna. The ancient Romans subsumed many of the Greek deities into their pantheon, which is why I chose to write about the Greek goddesses and reference their Roman counterparts.


    You’ll also find that goddesses go by many names and honorary titles. Furthermore, their devotees tell a variety of legends about the deities. For instance, Kuan Yin is sometimes described as a goddess, sometimes as a bodhisattva and the female equivalent of the Buddha, and sometimes as a Chinese princess and Buddhist saint. These concepts are not firm and fixed. They change over time as cultures and thinking change. As the Shen Yun Performing Arts website explains, “Legends are like the shifting sands of a desert—forever changing, hard to grasp . . . and there are many versions.” Although this can be confusing, it also shows the vast scope of the deities and the rich, evolving traditions that accompany them.


I urge you to continue reading about the goddesses included in this book to gain a greater understanding of their importance in humankind’s history and how they still influence us today. I also hope you’ll search for other goddesses as well that aren’t mentioned in this book. Each has something to teach you. Each can open your eyes to a deeper knowledge of yourself and the world in which you live.
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ADITI


“Aditi (Mother of the Universe, the Primal Being) is all the Heaven, Aditi is the space, Aditi is Mother, Father and Children. Aditi is all the Gods and Goddesses, Aditi is the five bases of creation. Aditi is all that has been and all that will take birth.”


—Rig Veda 1.89.10


HISTORY AND MYTHOLOGY


In Sanskrit, the sky goddess Aditi’s name means “limitless” or “boundless.” Hindu mythology describes her as the feminine aspect of the supreme god Brahma. The ultimate creator goddess, she’s responsible for having brought the entire cosmos into existence. The ancient texts known as the Vedas tell us she birthed the “spirits” of the zodiac, the planets, stars, and all the other celestial bodies, and she holds dominion over everything in the heavens. The personification of the sky, Aditi is the mother of all things in heaven and earth—both deities and mortals—including the gods Indra and Vishnu. One story says she’s the mother of 330 million gods!


VIRTUES


Aditi the limitless enjoys complete freedom—nothing can contain or hinder her. People often call on her to release them from responsibilities and restrictions—from illnesses to debts to karmic conditions—so they may experience greater freedom.


Like the ever-changing sky (which she’s said to hold up) and the planets that circle our sun, Aditi represents movement. She knows that nothing remains the same for long and the only constant is change. Nature’s cycles, the phases of the moon, the ups and downs of human existence, the wheel of life, death, and rebirth are all part of Aditi’s fluidity. Under her guidance, everything is in continual transition—energy cannot be destroyed, only transformed.


Because Aditi encompasses all, she’s also considered a protector goddess. She oversees life on earth as well as the forces of the cosmos and governs their interaction. In her mother-goddess role, she safeguards humans and nurtures her devotees, and brings them abundance. Consequently, she’s one of the most revered and beloved goddesses in India and other parts of Asia. Artists often depict this beautiful deity with several arms and seated on an open lotus blossom.


MANIFESTING HER POWER


Aditi can expand your perspective, enabling you to see the big picture. She shows you how to handle challenges by gaining greater insight and understanding. She teaches that everything is connected, and that although physical life on earth is temporal, the soul’s life is eternal. Gaze up at the moon and stars and ask Aditi to let you experience yourself as part of the infinite cosmos. Once you realize that you are a spark of her limitless consciousness, you’ll feel the freedom her truth offers.


Do you have a dream or goal that seems beyond your capabilities? Do you doubt yourself, thereby putting limits on what you can accomplish? Aditi teaches that you are more than what you believe yourself to be. Your possibilities are as limitless as the sky above. Light twelve candles in her honor (to represent the twelve solar months and the twelve signs in Vedic astrology) and request her assistance. Invite her to reveal your inner power and help you connect with it. Listen to her message: reach for the stars!





AINE


“Above all else, Aine was the people’s Goddess, who gave much to them and received their love and worship in return.”


—Judith Shaw, “Aine, Summer Goddess of Love, Light and Fertility,” www.feminismandreligion.com


HISTORY AND MYTHOLOGY


The Celtic goddess Aine’s name means many things, all of them good: bright, joy, splendor, radiance, and glory. She’s linked with summertime and fruitfulness. According to legend, Aine created grain (literally birthed it) on the holiday known as Lammas or Lughnasadh and gave it to the Irish people.


Mythology tells us this benevolent shape-shifting goddess could turn herself into an exceptionally speedy red mare. She also rode horseback with her two sisters, Fennen and Grainne, under the full moon to visit the magical lake Lough Gur near her sacred hills, Cnoc Aine or Knockainy, in southwest Ireland. The lake was believed to hold healing powers, and Aine herself was revered as a healer deity. Myths connect Aine with water, and some say she was the daughter of the sea god Manannán mac Lir.


In her role as a goddess of love and fertility, Aine took mortal lovers and is said to have been mother to a race of faery-humans. Thus, she’s also known as the Faery Queen. Legends say she married Gerald, the Earl of Desmond, and they had a son who became a powerful magician—perhaps he was even the great Merlin.


VIRTUES


As a protector goddess, Aine cared for the crops and animals. Because she was often linked with the sun and the moon, she was responsible for watching over the land and, by extension, the nourishment of all its inhabitants. In pre-Christian times—and even today—the Celts celebrated her at Midsummer (the Summer Solstice) and at the harvest festival Lughnasad (also known as Lammas, on August 1).
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One of the most beloved deities in the Celtic pantheon, Aine’s powers include the ability to heal using hydrotherapy. In fact, legend says that the ill were often brought to her enchanted lake Lough Gur at Cnoc Aine, where the goddess treated their sickness. If she couldn’t save their lives, she eased their passage into the Otherworld by singing their souls back home. Some stories say Aine now abides in the sacred lake.


Aine is often depicted with long red hair adorned by fallen stars. Sometimes she wears a yellow gown symbolizing the sun and moon or sometimes a green one to represent the earth’s vegetation.


MANIFESTING HER POWER


Farmers, gardeners, and other people who work the land can petition this fertility goddess to make their plants grow strong and healthy. Consider planting some fresh herbs or a pretty rose bush to honor Aine. Even if you live in a city, you can grow herbs or flowers in containers. If you’re interested in healing techniques that use botanicals, such as herbalism, flower remedies, or aromatherapy, ask Aine to reveal her secrets to you while you review common recipes for home remedies. Share what you learn with others to encourage their well-being.


Legend says Aine took human men as lovers in order to teach them the sacredness of love and sex. If you’re seeking a deeper, more fulfilling love life or want to attract a partner who will engage you at a spiritual level as well as a sexual one, let Aine be your guide. Study the long-standing tradition of sacred and magical sex to infuse your relationship with greater meaning, passion, and love. You can find many books on the subject, including Sex Magic for Beginners.
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AMATERASU


“Her gentle beauty and warmth radiated life force and hope throughout the blessed land of Japan, and far beyond. Amaterasu was the one who showed the people their beauty and potential.”


—Melissa Osborne, “Amaterasu: Out of the Cave and Into the Light,” www.lyricalworks.com


HISTORY AND MYTHOLOGY


The Japanese goddess of the sun, Amaterasu also holds such laudatory titles as Heaven Shining, Great August Deity, and Great Divinity Illuminating Heaven. As the most important goddess in the Shinto religion, she rules the sky as well as the region of the spirits known as Takama no Hara.


Mythology tells us she was born from the eye of her father, Izanagi, and her grandson, Jimmu, became Japan’s first ruler. She had an annoying younger brother named Susano-O, the thunder god, who tormented her and caused her a great deal of trouble. According to a well-known legend, Susano-O killed a sacred horse and brought it to the weaving hall where Amaterasu was working with her sister. The incident upset the goddess so much that she withdrew into a cave, leaving the world without its sun goddess. The world plunged into darkness. Evil spirits rampaged through the land, unchecked by the goddess who ordinarily controlled them.


In an effort to draw her out of her isolation, other deities appealed to Amaterasu’s love of beauty by positioning a tree decorated with jewels, gorgeous garments, and a mirror outside the cave. It wasn’t until another goddess, Ama-no-Uzume, did a bawdy dance outside the cave and caused all the gods to laugh that Amaterasu peeked out to see what the fuss was about. One glimpse of her beautiful reflection in the mirror momentarily distracted Amaterasu, and the other dieties were able to grab her and bring her out of the cave.


In Japan, Shinto’s most significant shrine at Ise is dedicated to Amaterasu. The mirror that is housed there is considered to be one of the three imperial treasures.


VIRTUES


This solar goddess’s great beauty and generosity symbolize the sun’s light, which animates life on earth. Amaterasu’s dominion over the spirit realm suggests that light keeps darkness, evil spirits, and the underworld in check. She’s also revered for having taught people how to grow rice and weave cloth. Therefore, she embodies the qualities of generosity, kindness, and creativity.


In Western psychology, the mirror that hung from the tree outside Amaterasu’s cave represents recognizing what psychoanalyst Carl Jung called “the shadow,” or the unacknowledged parts of ourselves, both loathsome and wondrous. In addition, the erotic dancing of the goddess Ama-no-Uzume may signify a connection with sexual energy and its creative power.


MANIFESTING HER POWER


Amaterasu urges you to see your own brilliance, for each of us shines with a unique radiance. If you feel unattractive or insignificant or unappreciated, call upon this goddess to help you identify your own value and express what’s special about you. Dedicate a piece of jewelry, such as a necklace, to the goddess and wear it to attract her energy. You can also hang the necklace near your mirror to call in Amaterasu’s presence.


Connecting with Amaterasu can help you face your inner shadow and bring it into the light. Is there a part of you that lies hidden that you are ashamed of? If so, ask the goddess to reveal it to you. Stand before your mirror and have an honest conversation with yourself: What do you accept about yourself? What don’t you feel comfortable with? What would you like to understand more fully?





ANUKET


“The Nile, forever new and old / Among the living and the dead / Its mighty, mystic stream has rolled.”


—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Christus, Part II: The Golden Legend


HISTORY AND MYTHOLOGY


The people of ancient Egypt relied on the Nile River for their sustenance. Because of its power and importance, they also honored the goddess Anuket, the personification of the river. Said to be the daughter of the sun god Ra (or perhaps the water deities Khnum and Satis), Anuket governed the Nile’s annual flooding, which brought fertility to the land and nurtured crops. Not surprisingly, she’s also called the Giver of Life and is viewed as a goddess of abundance and prosperity. Some sources say her name means “to embrace” or “to surround,” a reference to the land bordering the river.


Not only was Anuket worshipped in Egypt, she also reigned supreme in Nubia and the Sudan. Her main center of power is Elephantine Island, where the Nile begins its passage through Egypt. According to legend, people threw coins, jewelry, and other items of value into the Nile during Anuket’s festival (when the river began its inundation) to thank the goddess and petition her for continued blessings. Traditionally, people ate fish during her celebration to honor her power.


VIRTUES


The goddess is often depicted with her arms arched over her head, in the shape of the crescent moon. Her arms symbolize the two tributaries that flow into the Nile. This posture also suggests she holds the Nile in her arms and/or that she draws down the moon into her embrace. Other images show her wearing a lavish headdress fashioned from feathers or reeds and holding an ankh, symbol of life. Sometimes she’s shown nursing the pharaoh. Still other depictions give her a woman’s body and the head of a gazelle, which connects her to the hunt (another sign of nourishment and bounty). Always, though, she represents life and fertility.


Anuket’s festival, celebrated annually at the time when the Nile floods, points not only to fertility and prosperity, but also to the natural cycles and seasons that are part of life on earth. Therefore, the goddess represents the ongoing cycle of life, death, and rebirth.


MANIFESTING HER POWER


Like many water deities around the world, Anuket brings the blessings of abundance, fertility, and fulfillment. Seek her assistance in manifesting prosperity and happiness in your own life. What do you need to “water” to make your intentions grow and blossom? Perhaps you would like to deepen a relationship or expand your responsibilities at work. Toss a coin into a body of water to request Anuket’s aid. Ask Anuket to help you adapt to the ups and downs that we all go through in our journey on earth.


In addition to the ebbs and flows we associate with water and with life, water also shows how patience and perseverance can wear down rocks and transform land over time. If you want to change a situation, but realize change must come slowly and naturally rather than through force, sit beside a body of water and allow it to calm you. Ask Anuket to guide you on her gently rolling currents as she would a mariner sailing down the Nile.


Anuket can also show you how to adapt to your personal life cycles. We all experience times of confidence and vitality, when we assert ourselves and act decisively in pursuit of our objectives. At other times, however, we feel a need to withdraw, regroup, and renew ourselves. Prepare and eat a meal of fish in Anuket’s honor; she’ll help you understand how to flow with your natural rhythms.





APHRODITE


“The force that unites the elements to become all things is Love, also called Aphrodite; Love brings together dissimilar elements into a unity, to become a composite thing.”


—Empedocles, Greek philosopher


HISTORY AND MYTHOLOGY


Aphrodite is the goddess of love in ancient Greek mythology. Her counterpart in the Roman pantheon is Venus. One of the best-known and most beloved goddesses in the Western world, Aphrodite governs art, beauty, pleasure, feminine sexuality, and fertility.


Her birth, however, has a rather sordid side. According to one myth, she arose in adult form near Cyprus, emerging from sea foam resulting from the castration of her father, the sky-god Ouranos (Uranus), by his son Cronus. She washed ashore on a scallop shell, famously depicted in Botticelli’s fifteenth-century painting The Birth of Venus. Homer’s Iliad, however, claimed she was the daughter of Zeus and Dione.


Although married to the ugly and dour smith-god Hephaestus, she had an ongoing affair with her brother Ares (Mars in Roman myth). She’s reputed to have engaged in affairs with other gods and mortals too, including the handsome Adonis. These relationships were inspired in part because of a magic girdle her husband fashioned for her that made her irresistible.
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