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INTRODUCTION


We are all engaged in the task of peeling off the false selves, the programmed selves, the selves created by our families, our culture, our religions. It is an enormous task because the history of women has been as incompletely told as the history of blacks.


Anaïs Nin


When women get together, they tell stories. This is how it has always been. Telling stories is our way of saying who we are, where we have come from, what we know, and where we might be headed.


We have many different kinds of stories. Some we share without a moment’s hesitation, like plums from a tree laden with more fruit than we can possibly use. Others are like prize roses that we save for special friends. And then there are the stories we never tell, the ones we pack away in boxes and shove into the very back corner of our psychic basement.


Most women find that their sexual stories fall somewhere between the second category and the third. “Well,” you may say, “isn’t that as it should be? Isn’t sex a very private matter? Don’t we have enough sexual titillation in our society? What good can it do to probe the most intimate nooks and crannies of our life?”


My interest in women’s sexual journeys is based on my belief that sex is an inherently sacred and soulful force, and that if we look carefully, with an open mind, we will find that our sexual stories yield rich spiritual nourishment. Women have always found sacredness in the midst of the ordinary, harvesting spiritual wisdom from the fields and forests of their everyday embodied experience. Yet, especially in sexual matters, our knowledge has remained largely unspoken, as if we were creatures of the sea who float and turn silently in the depths, graceful but mute. The stories you will find in the following pages reveal what rich treasure lies concealed beneath the blanket of silence. They bear witness to the beauty of the feminine spirit, and to the magnificent flowering of maturity, insight, and soulfulness that sexual experience can elicit in our lives.


We have often been told that our sexual nature has no relevance to our spirituality. I do not believe this is true. Yes, the Great Mystery transcends gender, as it transcends all dualities. Nonetheless, our spiritual paths unfold along very different lines, depending on whether we enter the world in a male or a female body. Our soul (by which I mean the portion of our greater Self that is engaged in a process of blossoming through time and space) does not simply sit in a body like water in a jar. Rather, it merges with the body, so that each permeates the other as the golden color of a sunflower permeates its petals. You cannot separate a sunflower from its color. In the same way, our soul acquires a particular coloring and fragrance by virtue of inhabiting a feminine or a masculine body. The soul of a woman vibrates with a different frequency than that of a man, emits a different quality of light, and sings a different song. Men and women may be headed for the same ultimate destination, but we travel different paths.


I started gathering women’s sexual stories in 1994. But in a deeper sense, the foundation for this book was laid during three extended trips I took to India in 1981, 1984, and 1987. There I was first introduced to a playful, erotic god*; a voluptuous, sensual goddess; and an ancient tradition of sexual priestesses. India taught me about the many faces and forms of god and goddess and gave me a spiritual education my Western upbringing had failed to provide. Most important, it totally transformed my sense of who I am as a woman and sexual being.


All my life, Indian culture had fascinated me, but I had never experienced classical Indian temple dance until one rainy evening in 1981, when I went to see the performance of a young Indian dancer. The minute she stepped onto the stage, I felt transported to another world. She wore a rich purple and emerald-green silk costume sumptuously embroidered with gold brocade; on her ankles were rows of delicate bells, and in her jet-black hair were delicate white jasmine blossoms. In a soft voice, she us that she was about to perform very ancient dances that had been passed down through an oral tradition. Nobody knew their exact age, but gestures and postures on thousand-year-old temple walls suggested that a millennium ago, Indian temple dance was already a well-established tradition.


Through the silent auditorium, the deep, earthy pulse of the drums began to sound while the dancer stood motionless, looking herself like a temple statue. Then, slowly, as if coming to life in response to the call of the drum, she began to dance, leaving me breathless with amazement. Never in all my life had I seen such grace, strength, and sensuousness. With her stamping feet, she seemed to be calling forth the spirit of the earth, while her arms and hands moved like snakes to the plaintive melodies of the flute.


I returned home later that night determined to learn this dance, and with every day that passed, my infatuation grew stronger. I began to dream of going to India, and the dream soon became an obsession. Like a dog whose nose has picked up an intoxicating scent, my soul was quivering with excitement and straining at the leash. All the while, my more rational side protested. “This is ridiculous,” it said. “You can’t be serious. What about your job? You are not a dancer, you’re an academic. This is crazy.” But the other voice would not let me be. “Go,” it said, speaking with an authority that left no room for argument. I knew I had to follow this trail, wherever it might lead. And so, just a few months later, I was on my way to India.


From the moment of my arrival, I felt as if I had returned to a long-lost home. All my senses felt hungry for the chaos of smells, colors, and teeming life that now surrounded me. Delighted as a child in a zoo, I wandered through the tangled jungle of gods and goddesses, demons and deities, saints and sacred animals who inhabited every street corner, serenely showering their blessings on the madness of modern India. Within a few weeks of my arrival, an Indian family adopted me, and simultaneously I found my dance teacher. The sharp sound of her stick beating out the rhythms of the dance soon became dear to me, and I would listen for it as I walked up the narrow alleyway to her tiny apartment.


And every day, I danced. At first, I felt foolish and awkward next to almond-eyed four-year-olds and fluid-limbed young women who seemed to have stepped straight from the sculpted walls of an Indian temple. But soon, my body began to absorb the movements, almost as if remembering what it once had known. “Many past lives,” my teacher would remark in a matter-of-fact way.


As a student of Indian dance, I was taken to thousand-year-old temples on whose sculpted walls voluptuous dancers mingled with lovemaking couples. Gazing at these breathtakingly erotic sculptures, I realized that though modern Indian women seemed to be just as repressed as Western women—or more so—their ancestors were obviously not. On the temple walls, they artfully arrange their necklaces to show off their full breasts. They turn their luscious backsides to the viewer, tossing radiant smiles back over their shoulders. They stand with a lover, arms thrown around his neck as they kiss him fervently. They gaze at you with peaceful eyes as they squat, letting their menstrual blood flow into the earth.


One day, I asked one of my spiritual teachers about the fascination with sex and erotic play that is so evident in the sacred art of India but contrasts so strikingly with the more austere attitudes of Christian religion. In response, he told me an ancient Indian creation myth.


In the beginning was the One, and It was infinite in all directions, neither male or female. But It was alone, and loneliness is not good for the soul. Alone, the divine being yearned to love and be loved, to know and be known, to touch and be touched. And so It split Itself in two. One half was male and the other female. The male half we call Shiva—pure, formless, unmoving spirit. The female half we call Shakti, our mother, who is matter and energy and form. Shiva and Shakti have always been one and will always be one, but to our eyes, they appear as two.


The minute those two caught sight of each other, they fell in love and had no greater desire than to reunite. Always, we desire the opposite of what we have. This is how things are, even with the gods. The one wanted to become two, and the two wanted to return to their former oneness. Shiva desired Shakti, and she desired him. And so, they made love, and the goddess gave birth. She gave birth to sun, moon, and stars, to animals and plants, and also to people like you and me. And because we are the children of these lovers, we too yearn for sacred union. “Tat twam asi,” say the scriptures—“you are That.” You are that divine light playing with itself, always creating, always molding, always seeking shape and form and expression. Therefore, you see, we must honor desire. Without desire there is no creation. This is why we tell stories about desire and love.


But India is a land of extremes. While ancient India gave me the vision of an erotic universe lost in ecstatic love play, modern India is suffocating in a swamp of sexual repression that shrouds sexual truths in silence, obstructs sex education, and glorifies female virginity and chastity. Anyone who cares to peek behind the façade of rigid moralism will uncover shame, hypocrisy, and horrendous sexual abuse. Many Western people have heard of the barbaric bride-burnings that are still common in India, but few know about India’s shocking epidemic of sexual slavery. Of India’s 10 million prostitutes, Bombay alone shelters more than 100,000. Ninety percent of them are indentured slaves, and more than half of them are infected with HIV. Many prominent politicians are in league with the organized crime factions that run the highly lucrative flesh trade, so the Indian government virtually ignores the situation. Indian AIDS experts predict that within the next decade, “AIDS will pull the country into a black hole of despair unlike anything seen in this century.”1


Given this state of affairs, one can see how contemporary Indians might tend to shamefacedly deny the amazing erotic freedom their ancestors possessed. Whenever I asked about the sexual customs of the temple dancers, my friends would respond evasively and with obvious embarrassment. Several times I was told that over the last centuries, the temples had fallen into disarray, and that poverty and corruption had forced the dancers into prostitution. But originally, they hastened to assure me, the dancers had been chaste and celibate, much like Christian nuns.


I listened and said nothing, but I knew this could not be true. One look at the fluid, languid sensuality of the dancers on the temple walls was enough to convince me that these women had not lived celibate lives. Naked except for the jeweled belts that circled their hips and the necklaces that snaked around their ample breasts, these were obviously women who rejoiced in their sexuality and had no sense of shame about doing so. On the contrary, they were accustomed to being revered and even worshipped as vessels of sexual power. Their bodies radiated a lush eroticism along with an exquisite sense of elegance and sophistication.


As time passed, I yearned for more information about these sensuous performers of Indian temple dance. Who were they? How did they live? What were their beliefs, rituals, and practices? Naively, I assumed that contemporary Indian dancers would be eager to tell me about the lives and customs of their foremothers. I soon realized how wrong I was. The deliciously erotic tradition that had spawned Indian dance had fallen into such disgrace that few people were willing to discuss it, least of all the dancers themselves. My primary dance teacher, for example, was terrified of doing anything that might stain her reputation as a “virtuous” woman. Evidently she, too, thought of the former temple priestesses as prostitutes and felt the need to distance herself from their scandalous ways. I also observed how many of her most talented students would suddenly stop dancing once they got married. “My husband said no,” they would tell me. This puzzled me for a long time. What husband, I wondered, would not want his wife to practice such a graceful, enchanting art? But gradually, I understood how many Indians still associate temple dance with prostitution.2


What little information I eventually gathered raised more questions than it answered. Most historical records about the sexual customs of the temple dancers date back no more than two or three centuries and reflect a tradition redefined by centuries of patriarchal rule, the caste system, and many other repressive factors. Nonetheless, what I did learn intrigued and touched me deeply. I discovered that the temple dancers were priestesses whose sexual energy was held sacred, and that traditions similar to theirs had once existed in Japan, in Egypt, in Europe, and throughout the Middle East. I also learned that these cultures valued sexual intercourse as both a spiritual practice and a potent method of restoring balance to the psyche, harmonizing the disturbed soul, and healing the sick. To know that such sexual priestesses had once existed meant a lot to me. It assured me that my own sexual energy, too, might be sacred, and that I, too, might be something beyond what my culture encouraged me to be.


Emphasizing the sacred function of the ancient sexual priestesses, feminist writers have called them sacred prostitutes. While the term has been used with the best intentions, I find it inappropriate and sadly misleading. It perpetuates a false image of the sexual priestess as a woman who catered to men’s desires, and whose livelihood depended on doing so. Though some of them received rich gifts from lovers and worshippers, they did not depend on such gifts for their survival. Like the shamans and healers of many other cultures, they were go-betweens, messengers between heaven and earth—not prostitutes but priestesses. Let us therefore call them by their true names.


In India, these sexual priestesses were called devadasis, which can be translated as “servants of the divine” or “servants of the Light.” They were raised within the temple compound, where they received an excellent education, a rare gift in those times. From early childhood, they were trained in all the arts: dance, rhythm, and music, as well as ritual and meditation, reading and writing, philosophy, religion and mythology. They were ritually worshipped as embodiments of the goddess who, according to Hindu mythology, birthed the world and its many creatures, and some of them became renowned mystics and spiritual teachers. At puberty, a devadasi would marry god in an elaborate marriage ceremony, much as a Catholic nun marries Christ. Henceforth, marriage to a human partner would be forbidden to her. Instead, she related to god as her most intimate friend, her teacher, lover, and mate, and saw herself as his beloved, his spokeswoman, his servant, and his queen.


Unlike their Western counterparts, the devadasis never adopted the Christian ideal of celibacy. In their eyes, every man was an incarnation of their divine husband. During their marriage ceremony, they might pick up a handful of sand or mustard seed and pray that their lovers be as numerous as the grains in their hands. He who ritually made love to a devadasi became the god; together, the couple enacted the sacred marriage of god and goddess.


When the devadasis danced in the temple, their dance itself was considered a form of lovemaking, a sensuous celebration of their union with the Beloved. In essence, their dance was the dance of love. At the same time, it was also a form of storytelling. To this day, Indian dancers are extraordinary storytellers who bring the ancient myths to life, and who taught me about the importance of storytelling for the life of a community. In this tradition, it is understood that the story of any individual man or woman is also the story of god or goddess. The heroine who goes on a quest for adventure, for hidden treasure, and for the love that endures, is none other than the goddess herself, and the hero who gets lost in the deep forest, who struggles with monsters and demons, and must summon all his courage and skill to find the way out is none other than the god. The sacred marriage between man and woman is therefore the marriage of the divine lovers who live within us, whispering their secret memories of the source beyond space and time.


Given the radical challenge the devadasis posed to patriarchal values, it is no wonder their traditions were eventually suppressed, especially as the sexually repressive values of the English took hold. The English, accustomed to thinking of god as a male, celibate, asexual being, perceived the devadasis as mere whores and convinced the Indian elite to think along similar lines. The sexual temple rituals so enraged the British that they outlawed the devadasis’ customs; the practice of temple dance was made illegal and remained so until India gained its independence in 1947.


Nonetheless, the tradition is not yet entirely extinct. In India, a few temple dancers are still alive today, though their traditions are destined to die with them.3 Tragically, they have been so humiliated that they are now quite reluctant to talk about their ways. Their fate reflects the collective descent of sexual priestesses worldwide, who, once worshipped as embodiments of the goddess, were later reviled and shamed as prostitutes.


Still, the presence of living devadasis in India allowed me to come into direct contact with a lineage of priestesses whose view of sexuality and spirituality differed radically from the Western norm. During my first visit to India, in 1982, I was introduced to a woman who had once been a very beautiful and renowned devadasi at the Mysore temple. My dance teacher and I visited her at her family home, a traditional Indian house consisting of a single, cavernous room segmented by carved wooden pillars. The devadasi was then in her eighties and had lost her eyesight, but the bearing of a dancer was evident in the pride and dignity of her posture.


Upon hearing that I was a young Western woman who had come to India to study temple dance, she became very excited. Though we had no common language, she communicated her welcome clearly and announced that she wanted to dance for me. Too frail to stand, she sang in the quivering voice of the aged. Her song was a love song to Krishna, the divine flute player, whom she begged to appear. As she sang, her hands and arms danced, illustrating the peacock feather over Krishna’s head, the beauty of his face and smile. Her wrinkled face and blind eyes shone as if illuminated from within. I will always be grateful to her for teaching me, in that moment, that the dance of the priestess, unlike the dance of a stage performer, does not depend on physical fitness and youth. Her dance was the dance of the soul, and no physical frailty could obscure its radiance.


Before we left, the devadasi called me to her. I knelt in front of her. Immediately she fell into a light trance, her eyelids fluttering, as she began to mutter Sanskrit mantras. Then she took some of the red powder used in Indian temples and households for blessing and pressed it firmly into my forehead, all the while talking to me loudly and with great insistence. Uncomprehending, I looked to my dance teacher. “She says,” my teacher responded, “you are blessed. She says you were one of us in many lifetimes and you have returned. She says to learn well and to serve god.” At the time of this meeting, I did not understand the significance of the event. Later I realized that in this encounter I had reconnected with a lineage of priestesses to whom I was karmically linked, and I had received a direct initiation and transmission from one of them.


Learning the dance was merely the first of several initiatory gateways through which I was to pass. Shortly after returning from the first of several study trips to India, I had a dream. It was a short, simple dream, yet I would puzzle over it for many years. In the dream, a priestess appeared, whom I knew to be a devadasi. She was old, very old, and quite tiny, though she stood straight and proud. Her hair was white, her face furrowed with deep lines. Even so, I could see what a stunningly beautiful woman she had been in younger years. Looking me straight in the eye, she said, in a tone of great authority, “We want you to carry on the tradition.” I was bewildered. “That is impossible,” I stammered; “this is the twentieth century.” The priestess shrugged. “I know nothing about your times,” she replied, “but we want you to carry on the tradition.” I woke up, instantly wide awake. The dream had the feeling of a real event, as real as the familiar walls of my room in the faint light of the moon. I turned on the light, wrote the dream down, and tried to go back to sleep. But I was too shaken. Like many of the dreams I was having, it seemed to point to a past world without showing me how to build a bridge to my present reality.


The challenge of bridging the vast gap between ancient India and modern America continued to haunt me for many years. India had given me priceless gifts, but was it possible to share these gifts with my community, and how could that happen? Following a pathless path, outside all formal traditions, I was being forced to live on the edge, in a state of radical unknowing. I was attempting to do the work of a priestess without knowing exactly what that meant. I had no job description, no list of my duties, no clear identity or role.


Today, I would describe a priestess as a woman who lives in two worlds at once, who perceives life on earth against the backdrop of a vast, timeless reality. Whether or not she is mated to a human partner, she is a woman in love, wedded to being, to life, to love itself. Having offered herself, body and soul, in service of spirit, she mediates between matter and spirit, between the human and divine realms. She may or may not be sexually active, but she will always honor sexual energy as a link to the source of life itself, and to the unseen dimensions from where her soul has come. Some of the women whose stories you will read in this book do not define themselves as priestesses; others do. But they all share the belief that their spirituality, their creativity, and their sexuality arise from the same source, and they all have experienced sexual love as a form of worship and meditation.


For several years after my return from India, I taught and performed Indian dance, but eventually I stopped, because I felt I was imitating a way that was not my own. Instead, I began using movement and dance in an unstructured, meditative way, allowing the movement to flow from within, rather than be dictated from without. My first book, The Serpent and the Wave, grew out of the work of this period. For a while, I felt satisfied. It seemed I had found a way to take what I had learned in India and translate it into a form appropriate to a Western audience.


Once in a while I would think about the old devadasi in my dream, still puzzled. In a limited way, I was carrying on the tradition by teaching women to enter into their bodies and to respect the deep wisdom within. “But,” I would think to myself, “the devadasis did much more than dance.” Then I would shrug. What did those ancient women expect from me? This was, after all the twentieth century, and the task they had assigned me was an impossible one.


But gradually, my work began to transform once again. Instead of leading groups for men and women, I chose to meet with women only. At least for the time being, it seemed that my task was to evoke women’s long-buried knowledge of the sacred feminine. Movement meditation was no longer the primary focus. Instead, we would sit together in a circle. Inviting the presence of spirit, we would listen to whatever wanted to emerge from within ourselves, without imposing much structure on the process. Sometimes we would dance, drum, or chant; at other times, we would perform rituals together or meditate in silence. To me, a circle of women will always be a magical place, a place where miracles can happen, where truths long held in silence can be spoken and women can experience the joy and the beauty of the sacred feminine in a way words can never convey.


In these circles, women would often tell their stories. They would talk about their joy and their pain, their fears and their dreams. Some stories had us rolling with laughter; others left us feeling very quiet and thoughtful. One evening, as I was listening to a woman talking about the birth of her son, I suddenly realized: “This is what the devadasis did.”


Our stories of birth and divorce and lovemaking and betrayal are, after all, no different from the sacred stories I heard in India. Like the devadasis, we too tell stories of jealousy, anger, betrayal, and loss, as well as of tenderness and joy. The only difference is that we have forgotten how to honor the sacred and precious nature of our stories, how to treat them as rubies and emeralds that have fallen out of the crown of a goddess. Whether we dance is not the issue. What matters is that we gather in sacred space, speak our truth, and listen to our bodies. We may no longer have temples, but we still have our circles, sanctuary spaces carved not of stone but of our intention. Like the ancient priestesses, we know how to invoke spirit through ritual, sound, prayer, meditation, and movement, and we know how to tell our stories.


Finally, I felt I was doing what the old priestess had asked me to do. In my own way, I was continuing the tradition as well as I knew how. There was only one problem. The devadasis had not just been priestesses, but sexual priestesses. I, on the other hand, was acutely aware of how little I knew about women’s sexual lives and about the impact of sexual experience on their spiritual journey. It seemed that I should know a lot about this subject. I had led hundreds of women’s groups and retreats, during which women had shared themselves with great honesty and depth. As a counselor, I was privy to women’s most intimate thoughts and emotions. And yes, I had heard women talk about relationship problems or about the difficulties of menopause. Still, it intrigued me how little we really talked about sex. On the few occasions when a woman did raise sexual issues, one could almost see women’s ears perking up. The room would become very silent, charged with the intensity of our listening and our desire not to miss a word. I remember one woman talking about how she was having difficulties coming to orgasm and I remember thinking, “How brave of her to voice this, and how rare!”


If sex was rarely talked about in my workshops, it was never discussed at all by the Buddhist and Hindu teachers I listened to, or mentioned only as a troublesome and somewhat embarrassing problem. Rummaging through bookstores, I found plenty of titillation and plenty of advice on how to attract a mate, how to have great orgasms, and how to experience all-around sexual ecstasy. But the impact of ordinary sexual experience on a woman’s life was rarely mentioned. It seemed that to warrant any attention, sex had to be either abusive, kinky, or supremely ecstatic.


In the meantime, my dreams continued to send me often cryptic and mysterious reminders of my task. One night I woke up with a jolt, disoriented. It took me a second to remember who and where I was. Then, vaulting across a dark expanse of time and space, I dropped back into the present. I groped in the dark for pen and paper and jotted down the dream of being in a different body, a different time, and a different place.


I am four years old, dark-skinned and barefoot, with anklets that tinkle as I walk. Like a puppy dog, I am circling a group of women, skipping and hopping around them as they walk across the compound. Until we come to the god’s temple. Then, suddenly, I feel shy and apprehensive. I press against one of the women, trying to draw strength and reassurance from her body. As we step into the temple, all the bright outdoor noises fall off into a deep well of silence, broken only by the sound of water trickling down the walls. We are in a very dark cave inside a mountain, with rough, dark, unhewn walls. This temple is unlike the others I know. There are no sculptures, no images of gods and goddesses, nothing, just water dripping down the walls of the cave. The only object I see is a large black rock, perhaps three feet tall, that stands towards the back. I stare at that rock, entranced, and somehow it frightens me. It seems alive, stubborn, primitive, infinitely tenacious. It sits there like an alien creature, glistening wet, pulsing with primordial power.


Now, the women have surrounded me. One of them picks me up and points at the rock. “That is your husband,” she says. “When you are bigger you will marry him.” I say nothing but I feel scared and confused and strangely excited. Her words—“husband,” “marriage”—mean nothing to me. Yet in some way, beyond words and concepts, I understand. The rock and I, we have recognized each other. Its dark power has pierced and penetrated me.


In our day and age, the long-dormant priestess is awakening, knocking loudly on the doors of our psyche, demanding entrance, and often bringing tumultuous change and upheaval to our lives. Afraid, we may turn away and try to ignore her call. But she will not take no for an answer. “You have work to do,” she insists. “Don’t run away.” As she called me to India and spoke to me through my dreams, so she is calling my sisters everywhere, reminding us of what we once knew. Today, many women are reporting dreams that reveal their ties to ancient spiritual traditions and priestess lineages and reflect their longing to reclaim a knowledge that our contemporary world has forgotten. One woman told me of a dream that made her understand, in no uncertain terms, that the old feminine roles no longer sufficed, and that the time had come to leave the safety of an old life behind:


I was in a beauty shop, with rollers on my hair, looking at a scrapbook with pictures of myself. “Oh, what a nice person,” I said. And then, all of a sudden, I felt outraged, just absolutely enraged. “Nice person!” I yelled. “That’s it? That’s all?” I woke up, and right away, I bought a plane ticket to Europe, called my landlord and gave notice, and quit my job. It was time for change. For a long time, I had not acted on the vision I held. Now, the time had come to follow it.


In the fall of 1994, I decided to stop leading workshops for a while and to devote my time to interviewing women on the spiritual path about their sexuality. Finally, I had to face that some vital and essential part of my own experience was crying out to be articulated. In vain I had searched for mirrors, hoping to find glimpses of the awareness I was struggling to articulate. Most books seemed to be interested in “fixing” something—in healing sexual wounds, improving sexual communication, or refining sexual technique. These were worthy goals, but I was looking for something else. Eventually, it became clear that the mirroring I hungered for would come not from experts but through the voices of women willing to share their personal experience in all its bewildering complexity.


What I wanted to know could not be studied in a scientific way, by doing traditional research or compiling statistics. Nor did I attempt to define precisely what I meant by “women on the spiritual path.” The women I interviewed included Buddhists, Christians, Jews, and women affiliated with no particular religious tradition at all. They were single and married, heterosexual, bisexual, and lesbian. Roughly three quarters of them were white, middle-class women, and the others were of African or Latin origins. This book is based primarily upon thirty in-depth interviews. In addition, hundreds of clients and workshop participants have shared their stories with me and have taught me the ways of the sacred feminine.


My desire was not so much to hear about isolated sexual experiences as to get a sense of the entire journey each woman had traveled. It seemed important that she should have plenty of time to tell and ponder her story. In most cases, we spent two full days together. We would light candles, meditate, go for walks, and share meals. Sometimes, the nights would bring revealing dreams that led us deeper into sacred territory. The disadvantage of spending so much time with each woman was that it limited the number of women I was able to interview. Nonetheless, it seemed the right approach, given that my primary intention was not to represent a cross section of the American population but rather to initiate a change in the way we relate to our sexual stories, and to inspire both men and women to enter into respectful and honest dialogue about their sexuality, their spirituality, and the journey of the soul.


In each woman I looked for authenticity, a commitment to her path, thoughtfulness, and—last but not least—the willingness to speak honestly and openly about her sexuality. “What have you experienced?” I would ask. “What is your story? What does it mean to you? How do spirituality and sexuality relate for you? How has your experience changed you? How has being female affected your spiritual journey? What does it mean to be a woman?”


The answers I received were so powerful and varied that I was stunned. Every woman without exception acknowledged what an important aspect of her spiritual path sex has been. “Sex is like a signpost in the desert,” said one woman. “Every event of any significance in my life is keyed in sexually.” Today, I know that sex is a great spiritual teacher, one of the greatest we have. Sexual experience teaches us about emotions, communication, creativity, good and evil, boundaries and their dissolution, love and hate, joy and suffering, birth and death.


Tantra, the Indian art of ecstasy, has long taught that sexual and spiritual energy are related. Many women I talked with confirmed that the Tantric premise is correct: sex can lead to states of ecstasy and to communion with the divine. This book, too, is about the Tantric way, not as many have come to understand Tantra in the West—as a set of techniques designed to enhance sexual pleasure—but in the sense that I have been inspired by the Tantric vision of the universe as the ecstatic play of cosmic sexuality. At the same time, I am uncomfortable with the implication that people who have “ordinary” sex are somehow less spiritual than people who have ecstatic sex. Ecstatic sex is wonderful, and I am grateful that we now have access to teachings that point the way for people who want to experiment with their sexual energy in this way. However, my goal, as I embarked on this project, was not to advertise sexuality as a means of achieving ecstasy. Rather, the question I wanted to explore was how our everyday sexual experience affects our spiritual unfolding.


What, I wondered as I set out to interview women, would they say about their not-so-ecstatic, run-of-the-mill sexual encounters? What about out-and-out bad sex? Worse still, what about sexual abuse or rape? What about abortion? Can all aspects of sexual experience be gateways to wholeness? After having spent hundreds of hours listening to women’s sexual stories, I have come to believe that, yes, even the darkest experiences are important passages of the soul’s journey and can serve as teachers, if we are willing to relate to them as such. Throughout this book, we will be hearing from women who did just that. For some, ecstasy, love, or joy was a gateway. For others, the gateway was loss, rage, jealousy, or the experience of violation.


Many of the women I approached were not only willing to tell their stories but delighted to have the rare opportunity to reflect on their entire sexual journeys, from their origins to the present moment. Even in these times of so-called sexual liberation, most of us hold our sexual stories in silence, alone. “I had no idea what a powerful experience this would be,” one woman told me several days after our meeting. “I thought I would simply tell you my story and go back home. But I feel transformed.”


Still, the telling itself was not always easy. There were moments of discomfort, of shame, moments when we would find ourselves rocking together in pain. Over and over, I watched women struggle with the challenge of breaking the ancient silence that has shrouded our sexuality. Many would start their story by passing judgment on themselves and devaluing their experience. “My story is boring,” they would say, “it’s not interesting. I don’t really know anything about sex.” One woman began her story with the words, “My life is not a good exemplary sexual model.” Then we looked at each other and laughed. Does our story not deserve to be told unless it is an exemplary sexual model? And what does that mean, anyway?


Often, women contracted in fear as they acknowledged that in order to speak their sexual truth, they had to break old rules and unspoken prohibitions that had governed them for a long, long time. Though uncomfortable, this breaking of taboos turned out to be important work, soul work. Once they had pierced the barrier of silence, they often marveled at the flow of insight and healing that followed. The process of telling their personal stories and of mulling over their meaning helped them distill the precious essence of feminine spirit and wisdom.


As women began to talk, I would see them struggling to emerge out of an ancient wordlessness. I would watch them molding their language as a sculptor molds her clay, often shifting from hard prose to a more poetic language, a language of images, metaphors and symbols. “My sexual story is one thing,” said Eva, an eighty year-old wisewoman. “But there are levels of feeling tone, of imagination and metaphor, of subtle content that I feel vibrating there. I am not able to articulate them yet, but I feel myself almost trembling in relation to this whole dimension. It has to do with the Ultimate, with the coming together and connecting of all things far beyond the stricture of the body.”


To contain the soul stories of so many women in my mind and heart has been a great honor, as well as an immense challenge, for women’s stories are as powerful, inspiring, and terrifying as the goddess herself. And in fact, these are the stories of the goddess. As women, we know her because we are she. Each woman, no matter how powerless she might feel, is a cell within her vast form, an embodiment of her essence, and each woman’s story is a chapter in the biography of the sacred feminine. By sharing our stories, we remember who we are, in the sense of rejoining a limb to the body from which it has been severed. We all share the same wounds and challenges and are struggling with the same demons. All too often, our isolation has made us lose sight of the fact that all our stories are segments of a greater story. But our individual wounds are collective wounds, our individual stories fragments of the larger collective story—the story of the sacred feminine, her descent, and her reemergence into our world.


Certain stories cannot be told lightly, but must be received and contained with total attentiveness and care. Fortunately, my work has taught me to hold sacred spaces for others, spaces in which men and women can safely drop into their depths, where they can give birth to new ways of perception and of being, and where the psyche’s most vulnerable, raw parts can be witnessed with compassion. I entered into the interviews that provided the bulk of material for this book with little more than the intention to listen with all my heart and to hold sacred space for each woman. Together, we envisioned ourselves sitting in a temenos, a sanctuary space created of our intention to be truthful, respectful, compassionate, and open to the sacred presence.


Traditionally, a temple priestess always begins her dance by invoking the sacred presence. Then she proceeds to tell the stories of how god and goddess appear within our world. Our journey will follow the same pattern. We will begin with an invocation of the universal goddess; from there, we will proceed to tell the stories of her daughters and priestesses. In the eyes of temple priestesses, such stories are sacred offerings, and telling them is a sacred act. What makes a story sacred? Does it have to be about saintly beings or about the triumph of good over evil? No. What makes a story sacred is the healing intention behind the telling, the intention of fostering understanding and compassion. As the temple dancers offered their stories, so every woman whose voice you will hear in the following pages consciously told her story in the spirit of an offering made to all women, past and future, to men, and to the collective process of healing.


As you read, I invite you to imagine yourself stepping into the quiet, luminous interior of a sanctuary where the light glides down from high above in golden shafts. In the deep, compassionate stillness of sacred space, open your ears and your heart.


*


Throughout this book, the words god, goddess, and spirit have not been capitalized. This decision reflects the author’s understanding that god and the world, matter and spirit, are so inseparably entwined that no one can say where one ends and the other begins.






INVOCATION OF THE TWOFOLD GODDESS


Astarte, Ishtar, Inanna, Isis, Lakshmi, Shakti, Devi, Parvati, Yemaja and Yemanja, Erzulie, and Huitica—these are just a few of the names by which people across the world and throughout the ages have invoked the enchanting, infinitely seductive goddess of love. But here in the West, we know her best as radiant Aphrodite.


Who is Aphrodite? Standing on a seashell, symbol of the vulva, she arises from the ocean, fully formed, exquisitely graceful, her face aglow with enchanting beauty. In her presence, colors become deeper and more radiant, as if suffused with an otherworldly light. Dullness and boredom scatter as she approaches in a golden cloud, trailing flowers and pearls and wafting heavenly perfume. With her, she brings charm, magic, and grace, enlivening the sober fabric of daily life with frivolous strands of shimmering gold. In her presence, rippling, causeless joy and laughter bubble up from our hearts like champagne. When Aphrodite blesses our lovemaking, all sense of fragmentation vanishes and we feel healed, holy, and whole. Like a rocket shooting out beyond the earth’s gravitational field, earthly pleasure then crosses over into heavenly joy, and sexual union blossoms into sacred communion.


The ancient Greeks did not worship Aphrodite merely for her flirtatious beauty and her power to infuse us with sexual desire. Rather, they recognized sexual energy as a sacred mystery and a guide to inner knowledge. Sex was, in their eyes, a universal, primordial form of sacred power. To them, Aphrodite embodied that mysterious pull that draws all creatures toward the threshold between the worlds, the Great Gateway, where spirit enters into material form, where inspiration is received and the spark of life is transmitted.


With her seductive powers and her irresistible magnetism, the goddess entices us to open to that divine spark, to become its instruments and channels, to let it stream through us, and to channel a current so strong it pushes against our edges and makes us grow larger. Beckoning with the promise of sweet pleasure, Aphrodite arouses our desire and calls us to that union whereby lovers become parents.


But though Aphrodite is the goddess of love, lovers are not her only worshippers. She is the source of our longing not only for sexual union but above all for sacred union. By her blessing, artists become creators, and through her touch, souls become intoxicated with the sweet wine of mystical love. She is present in the rush of a new friendship or in the transformative encounter with another person, an animal, or a landscape. Our sigh of pleasure at the scent of a rose, our surge of enthusiasm over a fresh insight, the way our heart leaps with excitement at the sight of wild geese flying across the pale blue evening sky—all these are tributes to the golden goddess.


And like all goddesses, Aphrodite mirrors an aspect of our own femininity. We are her children, but we are also She, embodiments of all her powers. Every woman is one of her daughters, no matter how awkwardly she might fit the stereotypical images. Aphrodite’s beauty, joy, playfulness, magnetism, and capacity to give and receive deep, voluptuous pleasure are essential qualities of the feminine spirit. She is the fresh, shimmering presence we enjoy in young children and the sparkling aliveness we feel when body and spirit move m unison. She is the golden light hidden within our bodies, the secret radiance of our flesh. Shining from within the core of our being, she seeks to make every cell of the body her own and to fill it with her luminous presence. This is why the Greeks called her the golden goddess, the shining one, streaming with light.


But as there is no light without shadow, no spring without winter, so the golden goddess cannot be without her dark side, her twin sister, the black one. The Great Gateway between the worlds is, after all, not only the cosmic birth canal, but also the gaping maw that will swallow us all in due time. When new life streams from the goddess, we perceive her as golden and fair, but when she devours our loved ones, we call her dark and terrible. Yet the goddess is one, mother of both life and death. Even Aphrodite, epitome of life at its fairest, was also worshipped as Melaina, “the black one,” or Skotia, “the dark one,” as Tymborychos, “the Gravedigger,” and as Epitymbidia, “she upon the graves.”4 Hindu images portray this black goddess wearing belts of severed arms and necklaces of skulls. Naked, intoxicated with blood, she dances in a frenzy upon the corpses of her children. Buddhist images show her crushing the world between her jaws. Middle Eastern myths describe her as the black queen of death. She is black like the reaches of outer space, invisible, unfathomable, and indefinable, unknown and unknowable. She is black as ebony; black as night, death, and the unconscious; black as the sun on a photographic negative. Her blackness has infinite shades—the black of velvet, the glittering, sparkling black of a river seen dimly at night, even a luminous shining black.


Her blackness reminds us of the many dark-skinned people whose spirituality was scorned and trampled by the white worshippers of the sky god, and the sight of her is a healing balm to all those who feel they have overdosed on images of white male gods. She, who in Asia is worshipped as the fierce destroyer of evil, appears in the West in the gentler, sorrowful form of the Black Madonna, who shares the suffering of her children. She is the goddess of the disempowered, the disenfranchised, the victims, the have-nots, those whom life has tossed into the underworld. She is the Destroyer who rips away the very objects and people we most love, but she is also the Great Liberator who slashes through the illusions and the falsehoods that bind us.


What endures after everything is stripped away? What is that formless, nameless essence that remains untouched through life and death? Only those who have died into the embrace of the dark Mother know. Twin sister of the golden goddess, she is an equally great teacher and initiator. Infticter of wounds, she is also the trainer of healers, and those who survive her harsh initiations become healers of others. This dark Aphrodite is the great mistress of nonduality, for in the depths of her dark body, all differences are erased. Until she initiates us, our outlook upon life remains dualistic: we run toward the light and fear the dark. The dark goddess teaches us how to say yes to existence in its totality; how to embrace our suffering, our rage, and our despair; how to value the dark valleys on our path as much as the light-filled peaks. And since the sexual journey brings us both light and darkness, pleasure and pain, life and death, we call upon the goddess in both her golden and her dark aspects to guide us along this journey.


How can we meet this dark mother? To find her, we need not shoot up into the starry firmament. We need only dig down into the moist earth, and into the hidden recesses of our own bodies. She is our own innermost essence, the mystery of incarnation manifest within every living cell. And though our mind may recoil at the thought of her, our bodies are hungry for her healing medicine. Her blackness is a cool, clear pool in which we can immerse our frenzied, feverish nervous system and allow it to rest. Lapping through our overworked brains, her black waters silence the mind, so that the body can let go into the sweet heaviness of its own weight, the heart can soften, and the soul can find its rightful place within the body. This black Aphrodite is as important a guide to the erotic mysteries as the golden one, for every ecstatic sexual encounter is also an encounter with death. It is she who erases tension in our body, who cuts through inhibitions with her crazy laughter, who teaches us to let go of control and to let our small, separate selves dissolve in her vastness. It is she who sets the lover's soul free to soar. Therefore black is one of the colors of ecstatic love, the color of freedom and of infinite expansion.


To this golden-black goddess, mistress of life and death, we offer our stories. May she bless us to know that we and she are one.
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 MOTHER, LOVER, PRIESTESS


Sexuality is the way we are intimate with our own feeling states; the way we are moved by the diamonds of rain on a spider web; our paintings and letters; our laughter and stews; our persuasions and politics. Sexuality is our moment-by-moment, changing relish for who we are. Sexuality is our willingness to let ourselves really show in the world.


Carolyne Edwards


Roseanne is a heavy, motherly woman in her late fifties, with a kind face and a deep passion for family and children. Her home in Portland, Oregon, is a symphony in pink and white, an orgy of creamy white lace-trimmed linens and plump billowing pillows, sparkling crystal vases filled with shamelessly huge roses from her garden, delicate china, comfortable furniture, family photographs, knickknacks, and delicate perfume bottles—just the kind of luxuries Aphrodite is said to love dearly. Yet initially, I failed to recognize Roseanne as one of Aphrodite’s priestesses. Looking back, I see, with some embarrassment, that her abundant motherliness clouded my vision and prevented me from recognizing her as the deeply sexual woman she is. Entrapped in the cultural prejudice that would deny mothers (and large women) their sexuality, I saw only the plump, kind housewife and the passionate mother.


One morning, while I was staying at Roseanne’s house for a few days, I told her I was planning to write a book based on women’s sexual stories. “I will tell you my story,” Roseanne announced cheerfully. I was surprised and a little taken aback. Roseanne had attended one of my workshops, and we were just beginning to become friends. Still, I knew little about her, and what I knew led me to believe that she had fairly little sexual experience. Each interview meant a great deal of work, so I tended to be very selective. What, I wondered, might Roseanne tell me that would warrant my interviewing her? But I was curious, and I liked Roseanne and enjoyed her company. “Okay,” I said, a little doubtfully.




WEIGHT


I have a lot of issues about weight, but they are gradually falling away. Some of my most beautiful sexual moments with my husband have been when I was at my fattest stage. He really likes it. He is really passionate and lets me be wild with him, and in those moments I couldn’t care less. I’m round. Women in general are round. So, I am learning to accept roundness more. I’m accepting being voluptuous, and I’m discovering my inner fullness.


PAMINA


Raising two very beautiful teenagers, who were sixteen and seventeen when I was around thirty-five, was hard. Compared to them, I felt so old, so fat, so ugly, so wrinkled. I’ll never feel that old again. My meditation master kept saying, “Hannah, soon you’ll be dead. Life is short. Why are you worried about what you look like! You are soon dead, soon dead!”


HANNAH


I like feeling deprived and gaunt. I have such discomfort with my belly. My lover put his hand on it and said, “This belly has borne children.” But a part of me still believes he would rather be with someone flat. I have a lot of trouble with the womanly parts of my body.


DIANE


I am in my fifties, and I weigh three hundred pounds. My lover, Patrick, is younger than I, and drop-dead gorgeous as well. We feel that we are living our love on behalf of the planet, on behalf of all its people, and on behalf of the possibility of sacred union. We are part of the healing of the whole. Once we went out to dinner with another couple, and I could see the guy was feeling really judgmental. All he saw was a fat older woman enamored of a handsome young man. “Who is she to you?” he asked Patrick in a challenging tone. And without a moment’s hesitation, Patrick said, “She is my life’s breath.” Then the guy looked at me and said, “And who is he to you?” “He’s my spiritual communion,” I answered. It was a moment of spontaneously speaking our deepest truth.


FRANCESCA





What I learned from my interview with Roseanne, and from many subsequent interviews, was that women who seemed very traditional and conventional would often surprise me by expressing insights and attitudes that ran contrary to everything they had ever been taught. My first surprise was to discover that Roseanne has received one of Aphrodite’s greatest gifts—the gift of knowing her own beauty. To my great delight, I found that though she is one of the heavier women I interviewed, she is nonetheless truly pleased with her body, a rare phenomenon in a fat-phobic society.


When we are in touch with the radiance of our being, we experience ourselves as beautiful, not because our body conforms to conventional standards, but because an inner beauty shines through us. We are rooted in our true nature and receive the same nourishment that gives plants and animals their luster—a word related to “light.” Then we shine from the inside out, and our bodies begin to glow like plump fruits, delicious and sweet. Clearly, Roseanne is such a fruit. She has never allowed the media idols—the skinny child-women with their flat bellies; their firm, girlish breasts; and their emphatically unmotherly bodies—to affect her. “I am very comfortable with my body weight,” she told me happily. “I like myself better heavy than thin. When I was thin, I had no breasts. I was so thrilled when I got pregnant and my breasts grew. I think it’s really fun to be heavy and have these breasts. I really enjoy them. I touch them and I like the squishy feeling.” When a friend asked Roseanne whether she didn’t feel embarrassed to be naked around her lover, she laughed and told her, “Not in the least. I love my body the way it is, and so does my lover.”


Roseanne’s voluptuous body and radiant face reminded me of the stories about Aphrodite’s magic girdle. Any woman to whom Aphrodite loans her girdle instantly becomes irresistibly attractive. It doesn’t matter who she is or what she looks like. She may be young or old, fat or lean. If she is wearing Aphrodite’s girdle, men will swarm around her like moths around the flame. The Greeks knew that sexual allure does not derive from conventional good looks, but has something to do with a quality of light that shines through us. Our stretch marks, our no longer young breasts, our wrinkles, and our scars in no way bar us from embodying the golden goddess. We have all seen beautiful women who have no sensual radiance. We have also seen other, less attractive women who are definitely wearing Aphrodite’s girdle. They cast a spell, an enchantment, and men swarm around them like bees around the honey pot. Such women are truly beautiful and will be seen as such by those who have eyes to see, regardless of their physical appearance.


Though my initial assumption that Roseanne would not have much to say about sexuality proved wrong, her story is indeed a simple one. In her entire life, she has made love with only two men, both long-term partners. The first was her former husband of twenty years, an emotionally unavailable man who regularly rejected and belittled her. The second is her current lover, Jack, with whom she has been living for twelve years, and whom she describes as her soul mate. Yet in its very simplicity, Roseanne’s story describes perfectly the transition we are all trying to make. Her two relationships have taken her from repression to liberation, from inequality to equality, and from sexual frustration to sexual fulfillment. She has done what women are collectively attempting to do, which is to leave the patriarchy behind and empower themselves to live in ways that honor the feminine spirit and the equality of men and women. Once an unhappy, frustrated wife, Roseanne is today a confident, radiant, joyful lover who knows her own value and takes obvious delight in her femininity.


Roseanne’s description of her childhood and marriage seems almost like a caricature of a woman imprisoned in patriarchal constructs. Her mother was a hardworking, devout Mormon, as well as a frustrated, angry woman who believed that the only way to teach children their lessons was by hitting them. In her father’s arms, Roseanne would find refuge from her mother’s blows. But there was no place to hide from his derisive, sexist comments, which planted the seeds of shame in her young mind. Simultaneously, her Mormon upbringing instilled in her a deep fear of sexual pleasure:


My grandmother still wore the garments Mormons are supposed to wear, which went from her neck to her ankles, and which were never to leave her. I still remember how she used to bathe, holding her garments in one hand while she washed herself with the other, and how she would get out of the bathtub and put them back on. I don’t think they are supposed to take them off even to make love. My mother wears them underneath her bra and her panties, too. Now, my mother is eighty years old, and every time she goes to the temple, they still ask her, “Are you pure?” meaning, “Have you had sex?” I didn’t have sex until I was twenty-six years old and married. I turned off my sexuality through all those years. I never even petted. It was too shameful and hard.


Obviously, nothing in Roseanne’s upbringing had prepared her to value her body or her sexuality. And so she was conditioned to put up with a dire lack of sexual fulfillment in her marriage.


I got married at twenty-six after dating for two years. We necked and petted a lot, but he would not have intercourse. I found it extremely frustrating. I was ready and wanted it, but he thought I was trying to trap him by getting pregnant. That should have been a warning, but I wasn’t smart enough to pick up on it. I married him so that we could have sex, but we had a terrible sex life.


Even so, some rebellious streak would never let Roseanne totally capitulate to her husband’s patriarchal dictates:


My husband thought there was a way women were supposed to be, and if I wasn’t that way, there was something wrong with me. There was an expectation that I should help him have an orgasm, but that he would not do the same for me. Our wedding night was horrid. That night, I didn’t want to have sex, and my husband was just furious. It set a chord of anguish in our marriage. We had sex anyway. The fact I didn’t want to was irrelevant; this was my wedding night, and I had to do it. I could have refused, but I didn’t.


One time my husband told me that I owed him sex because I had married him. I took my ring off and said, “Okay, then we are not married anymore.” That ring sat on the nightstand for five years before I put it back on. He never changed his view, and I couldn’t live with it. To me, it was so dehumanizing. The right to say no is so basic. If I were to name one thing that causes pain to women, it is this total discounting of who we are as human beings.


Later, I started working at Planned Parenthood and giving talks on the right to say no. After every talk, all these women in their forties and fifties would come to me. First, they would ask me how they could teach their kids to say no to sex. But then the conversation inevitably turned to how to say no to their husbands without ruining the relationship. It’s a big problem, and it’s sourced in women’s belief that their own feelings and their own sexuality aren’t important.


“If I told my husband I liked something he did in bed,” Roseanne said as a frown creased her forehead, “he would tell me I was trying to control him, and he would never do it again.” We both scowled in disgust, and for a minute, we sat in silence. Then, wondering at the immense chasm between Roseanne’s past and her present, I asked, “How did you learn to honor yourself the way you do? Who taught you to approach sex as a sacred energy?” Roseanne considered my questions for a minute. Thoughtfully, she answered, “I am not sure, but something inside of me has always known.”


Roseanne’s response is not unusual. Something within us knows, no matter what we were told, that our sexuality is neither sinful nor dirty but, on the contrary, miraculous and sacred, and that our core nature is worthy of honor. Still, once this innate knowledge has been so thoroughly repressed, it usually takes a special key to unlock it. That key might be physical illness, which is often the body’s way of shaking us awake and demanding change. Or it might be an experience so profound that we find it impossible to continue in our old ways. But for Roseanne, the key to awakening was her passion for motherhood, and her intuitive certainty of its value and sacredness.


My husband used to tell me I wasn’t “a real woman.” Whenever he said this, I would instantly collapse into the victim mentality. It was always, “If you were a real woman, you would have sex with me, scrub the floors better, travel with me,” or whatever he wanted. I bought it. Outwardly, I would protest, “I have a vagina, and I have breasts—what else does it take to be a woman?” But inside, there was this doubt that I really was a woman.


But when Roseanne’s husband started accusing her of being a lousy mother, she dug in her heels and began to fight back:


I knew I was a good mother. So I looked at him, and said, “What’s your problem?” In this case, I knew my truth without a doubt. One day, I was sitting, thinking about this, and I realized I really was a woman, just as I really was a mother. I saw that it didn’t matter what he thought of me. What mattered was what I thought about myself. So I started looking at what I felt about myself. I stepped out of the victim role, and I discovered my power as a woman.


For Roseanne, being a mother has been front and center in her life. Aglow with passion, she told me how much she loved having babies. “I truly adore children,” she said with a sigh. “But you only had two?” I asked her. She nodded, and explained,


I always wanted to have lots of children. But then I became aware of the overpopulation of the earth, and I felt really strongly about not having more than two babies. Still, I have pined to have more children. The emotional aspect of having a baby is the most powerful thing in my life. Nothing has ever equaled it since.


I had my first child in Korea and the second in the United States. The difference was unbelievable. In Korea, I was very nurtured. The doctor spoke English very well, and we talked about everything for hours. At one point, the doctor wanted to do an IV. But I was terrified of needles, and said no. We went though a process of negotiating, and he was wonderful. I didn’t have an IV. Every single moment, someone had their hands on me.


Having my second baby was very different. I was in an American hospital, in a totally sterile environment. The doctor would come, poke around, and run. I would say, “Hey, wait a minute, I want to talk to you.” And he would say, “I’m delivering four babies right now, I don’t have time.” I was so upset that I couldn’t relax and the birth was very painful.


The cultural stereotypes of motherhood as a “pure”—that is, asexual—experience never had much hold over Roseanne. “I always experienced giving birth and nursing a baby as profoundly sexual,” she told me. Her babies evoked in her feelings not only of great love, but also of deep sexual pleasure.


When I held my baby I was just aching all over with love, total love for this little creature that had just been through this incredible journey with me. When I put him up to my breast for the first time I had an orgasm that was unbelievable. I thought, “Holy shit, am I a pervert?” It scared me to death. This happened in Korea, and after a few days, I got up the courage to talk to my Korean doctor. “I have these funny feelings in my stomach when the baby nurses,” I said. He looked at me very seriously, and he said, “Oh, that’s very good, very good. It’s nature’s way of getting your uterus back in place and ready to have another baby if you want.” It was such a relief. All of a sudden, the whole relationship with the baby was okay. It was not perverted or dirty at all.


But about five years ago, I read in the newspaper about a woman who had experienced the same thing in this country, and had asked her doctor about it, and they took her baby away from her because they said it was a sign she was going to be a child molester. I just gasped when I read this. The whole relationship between a mother and a baby is so sexual, and so loving.


Later, we will hear from another woman who describes coming to orgasm while nursing her babies. “Impossible,” declared her (male) doctor when she told him about it. The nature of women’s sexuality has been defined by men for so long that a woman’s simple act of saying, “This is my experience,” can challenge longstanding assumptions. The fact that nursing can be a sexual turn-on offends the patriarchal ideal of the asexual Madonna, and has therefore been suppressed. Nonetheless, the experience is not nearly as unusual as much of the medical establishment would have us believe.


Unhappy though she was with her husband, Roseanne nonetheless stayed with him for twenty years. “I believed that once I had committed myself to the marriage, I should never leave,” she recalled. But finally, she could no longer ignore her need for change.


I was having a lot of health problems. My heart was not beating regularly, just from stress. My oldest son was leaving home, and all of a sudden I could see that there was nothing left between myself and my husband but the kids. I was forty-six, and I felt totally devastated. The sense of failure and hurt and disappointment was awful. After we split up, I spent six months sitting in front of the television, smoking cigarettes, vomiting, and trying to stop from hurting so much. The pain was just unbearable.


Yet as time began to heal her broken heart, Roseanne took stock and realized that now, for the first time in her life, she was in a position to know what she really wanted, and strong enough to not settle for less. She knew she wanted to be loved in a far more intimate, passionate way than she had ever been, and she knew she was ready to receive sexual pleasure. “I think Jack and I found each other when we both were ready,” Roseanne told me. “We would not have been ready earlier in our lives. Jack had to grow into himself, and I had to be ready to be loved in a complete way.”


Today, Roseanne has shed her old, submissive identity and has redefined herself as a woman worthy of honor, respect, and love—including sexual love. When I asked her about her experience of making love with her current partner, Jack, a radiant smile lit up her face. Then, she said:


Sex has been so wonderful between us, and it keeps getting better. Jack and I can really talk about sex. One of us might say, “You want to try something?” And the other might say, “I don’t know, I’m a little scared.” Once, I wanted to experience having sex with a dildo, being pleasured with a dildo. I was really scared to ask him, but I decided to talk about it. It was fine with him and he thought it was really fun and interesting. Our relationship is very sexual even outside of lovemaking. We have such deep intimacy and respect for each other. When we work together in the garden, most of the time we don’t even talk. We’re just out there doing something we love together, feeling really connected.


Sometimes I’m not interested in sex, and Jack says, “There’s a whole lifetime. Please don’t feel pressured to have sex.” He is the most confident man in his masculinity that I have ever met. He is totally comfortable with who he is as a human being, and as a man and a lover. I’ve told him how my former husband used to say that I owed him sex, and Jack is visibly hurt by that. He finds it inconceivable that a man would look at a woman in that way. This is the kind of relationship I always dreamed of. We have been partnered for fourteen years, but we have no intention of getting legally married. We don’t need a marriage license. This is real commitment.


To me, the physical things you do are sort of irrelevant and boring to talk about. Sex is about being connected to something bigger than both of us. Any sense of duty or obligation blocks the way to that realm. You can’t make it happen; in fact, trying to make it happen blocks it. There is a unitive energy where the two truly become one. And once in a while, you transcend even that, and you become one with the universe. At times I have experienced that. It’s like a great light, but that doesn’t exactly describe it, either. It doesn’t last very long. You can’t force it, but you can open to it and be receptive. You open more and more. Then, you feel yourself becoming one with your partner, and that is just the doorway you pass through into something beyond, something transcendent.


These are the words of a woman who knows the power of her sexuality, as priestesses throughout the ages have known it, and who approaches lovemaking not just as an outer activity, but as a sacred inner journey. To Roseanne, both sex and giving birth are journeys that have taken her to the threshold between the worlds and have allowed her to touch upon the source of life itself.


Roseanne’s perception of sex as an inner journey is universally shared by people who honor the sacred dimensions of sexual experience. Malidoma Some, a shaman from the Dagara tribe in western Africa, says that his people have no word for what we call “having sex,” but instead use words that literally mean “going on a journey together.”5 Before making love, they create a ritual container and invoke the blessings of the ancestors, who determine where the souls of the lovers will journey during their lovemaking. To the Dagara, lovemaking is therefore always a sacred ritual journey.


Of course, none of the religious images Roseanne was raised with encouraged her to value her sexuality. Nonetheless, she speaks of sex and birth with a reverence as ancient as it is universal. Sex, Roseanne told me, is sacred to her:


Sex is where the life-force comes pouring into existence. There are other places I see it, too. I sense that sacredness when I look at my children, or when I look at a beautiful flower in my garden. Birthing babies was like that for me, too. Everything is aligned in that moment. You know you are exactly where you are supposed to be, and you understand everything without thinking about it. Life comes pouring in, and for just a second, you get a chance to look at it and see it happening.


Like most of the women I interviewed, Roseanne emphatically refused to equate sex with genital arousal. Such a narrow definition, she said, invalidates her experience of sex as a much vaster phenomenon. “What I call sexuality is an energetic interaction,” she said. “It’s not necessarily genital or even physical. It’s creative energy. For example, when I write something I really like, it’s a definite turn-on.”




SEX AS A JOURNEY


In the paper this morning, I saw an ad for a whale-watching tour. You go out on a boat to where the whales like to hang out, and sometimes they come, and sometimes they don’t. You never know. Making love is a lot like that. You take off with your lover and you ride the heaving waters out toward the horizon. You have a sense of where you might be headed, but you can never tell. Sometimes you see a whale, or even a whole family of whales, and sometimes you don’t. Sometimes all you see is a fin or a giant tail slapping the water. Even then, you take a deep breath and you give thanks. It feels good to know that beneath the familiar ocean surface live huge primordial creatures that sing haunting songs to others of their kind hundreds of miles away. The first whales I ever saw were a mother with her baby, their two backs, side by side, breaking the surface like two shiny black submarines. Remembering them made me think about orgasm, the way it rises out of the black depths of the body like a swelling dark ecstasy.


SUZANNE





We can be “turned on” in this way because we are in fact electromagnetic fields. In our culture, we usually mistake sex for a physical energy. But sex is not a physical energy. When we experience sexual sensations in the body, this simply means that the formless life-force is charging through us. Spend time around highly enlightened beings, and you will probably find their presence to be a turn-on. Enlightened beings are like high-voltage electrical circuits. Their energetic field is charged and will in all likelihood stimulate the flow of your own creative energies. You may find yourself composing music, writing poetry, or making love all night. Most of us operate on a low charge, like five-watt lightbulbs. But when the wattage leaps up, our inner light brightens, and we realize that within us lie shining worlds as vast and unexplored as the spiraling galaxies of outer space. And while sex is not the only way of upping our internal wattage, it is an undeniably powerful, pleasurable, healthy and universally available way of “turning on.”
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