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I t is said in indigenous cultures that stories are medi­
cine. Hearing stories of powerful deities that are decid­
edly female has proven to be an important practice for 

women and men who appreciate them. These stories of 
goddesses are pieces of an improvisational pattern that is 
inspiring fresh discourse, ritual practice and personal 
transformation. 

Serving as scripture for the feminist spirituality move­
ment, these stories also frequently find their way into 
pagan celebrations of all types. Working on a deep psy­
chological level, these sagas give permission to fully 
express parts of ourselves we have not been able to access 
because of patriarchal conditioning that still lingers in 
most of us. 

Telling these stories has not always been easy or possi­
ble, however. Because of the dominance of monotheistic 
religious belief, diversifying the faces and qualities of 
divinity can be quite controversial. Some religious adher­
ents to monotheism are known for their blatant hostility 
to views and practices honoring a range of deities. While 
the belief in one God has spawned ethical constructs that 
flow from the authoritarian to the mystical, monotheism 
usually holds that God must be called by a male pronoun. 
No female deity allowed. 

Even in face of such stark criticism, around the globe 
more and more of those enthusiastic about polytheistic 
spirituality have decided to openly praise goddesses and 
female deities without reservation. In essence, to Rise Up 
and Call Her Name. By speaking the many names of 
female deities around the world, both ancient and cur­
rent, and sharing their stories, the female divine is being 
remembered worldwide. 

Ample testimony from those who have heard them 

verifies the deep healing power that stories characterizing 
the female dhine can provide. Because of the power of 
religious images, 1 believe this is also true even for those 
who see the divine as a metaphor rather than a transcen­
dent and or immanent force. 

No matter how secular and atheistic a society becomes, 
the religious beliefs prominent in that society seem to still 
exert a great impact on the overall social outlook of all its 
members, whether or not they practice rituals or ascribe 
to religious systems. When the social standard insists 
upon a male supreme deity to the exclusion of all others, 
anything to do with the female divine and usually the 
female by extension, is frequently denied, diminished or 
deprecated. 

On the other hand, when female deities are placed in 
honored positions in religious traditions, perspectives of 
all of those living within a society where these practices 
are respected sometimes change radically. Then goddess­
es are not only revered, they become powerful. What they 
represent brings more possibility. This is why I feel the 
work of the pagan community, where the Goddess is cel­
ebrated, has much larger ramifications. 
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outstretched wings that she uses to guard and protect her 
followers. As male rulers elevated masculine deities, Isis is 
shown often suckling Horus. Yet, even then, the source of 
wisdom still resided in the Great Mother. She is often 
regarded as a goddess of healing. Scholars trace the lin­
eage of many European black madonnas directly to 
African Isis.9 

Those hearing the words of a meditation written by 
Selena Fox and included in Rise Up are told: "Isis holds 
you in Her heart, gently enfolding you in Her winged 
arms and in Her love and healing power. Experience Her 
energy flowing throughout your whole being as you 
chant "Isis, Isis, Isis" over and over. Let your conscious­
ness merge with Hers. Absorb as much healing energy as 
you sense you need." 

The classic novels of Dion Fortune, Moon Magic and 
The Sea Priestess, introduce readers to the living power of 
Isis. 1O These stories unfold the working of the feminine in 
the lives of the characters as they explore the mysteries of 
Goddess power. In Sea Priestess, She is described this way: 

"The primordial Mother, the Great Goddess, was sym­
bolized by space and the sea and the inmost earth...above 
all she was Our Lady Isis...both corn goddess and queen 
of the dead - who are also the unborn - and the lunar 
cresfent is upon her brow. Under another aspect she is 
the sea, for life first formed in the sea, and in her dynam­
ic aspect she rose from the waves as Aphrodite."11 

Healing stories like this are helpful to women as they 
ache to reclaim their bodies as sacred, honor their souls 
and reassume their rightful place in the public arena. 
When men hear the story of Isis, they have reported a 
feeling of belonging and acceptance, the grace of 
non-violence and direct access to the Spirit. Stories like 
these, ascribed to a variety of goddesses, also promise cul­
tural healing as they work like medicine by creating a 
new origin story and a vision of acceptance, support, con­
nection and access to well-being. 

Betty LaDuke, famous artist and author, sees the heal­
ing nature of the female carrying on into modern times. 
Her work, the Healer, captures this quality of Isis in a 

modem expression 
inspired by her 
travels, over many 
years, to indige­
nous communities 
in Africa and 
throughout the 
world. 12 Her art 
work is included in 
several segments of 
the video portion 
of the Rise Up cur­
riculum. 

New Ways 
of Knowing 

Western societies 
are frequently 
called modem. 

Indigenous cultures that maintain practices that are more 
closely aligned with pre-industrial ways of living are 
called primitive. As communication and knowledge 
about the earth-based worldview continues to cross these 
artificial constructs, however, earth-based beliefs are flow­
ing into the Western post-industrial culture at a rapid 
rate. 

The understanding of polytheism is rapidly expanding 
also. As we know, in earth-based traditions, the Goddess 
or Spirit is immanent in all creation: animals, plants, 
rocks. The elements of water, fire, earth, and the air we 
breath all are the Goddess manifest. To know the Goddess 
demands we seek to know all creation. 

Let's consider for a moment how we come to know a 
non-human being and see where a goddess story, as 
revealed through an icon, can lead us. Many cultures 
invested animals with spiritual significance. Shamans 
would often invoke ani­
mal spirits to help them 
with ceremonies of heal­
ing and rites of passage.13 

One such deity is Ix Chel, 
an ancient Mayan god­
dess, often pictured with 
her arm around a rabbit. 
They are great friends for 
sure, intimately relating 
to one another. Their 
body postures show a 
symmetry that is bal­
anced, complimentary 
and equally weighted. 

The message seems to 
be that animal and 
human can relate as 
equals, in emotional rela­
tionship with one anoth­
er. Also, the rabbit is wearing a ceremonial necklace while 
Ix Chel, the goddess, is wearing a headdress that appears 
to be specially shaped, carrying a reverent significance. 
Together they form a sacred pair, human and animal. 

Mary Oliver, a Pulitzer Prize winning poet, alludes to 
intimacy with the natural world in her poem The Summer 
Day.14 After describing in exquisite detail the movements 
of a grasshopper "who is gazing around with her enor­
mous and complicated eyes" she asks, "Tell me, what is it 
you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?" 

Her words conjure a modem shamanism... a visceral 
understanding that spirit is everywhere, subtle to detect 
and difficult to describe. Wild... precious... what a lovely 
combination of words. So often we hear wild defined as 
aggreSSive, out of control, destructive. Yet, for me wild has 
always meant authentic, deep, close to the bone of my 
soul. 

Ix Chel has given me an idea. What I most want to do 
in the future as part of my spiritual practice of honoring 
the ecosystem of which I am a part is explore the art of 
shapeshifting. Ted Andrews in his book Animal Speak, 

(continued on page 46) 
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.. .Rise Up (continued from page 27) 

says: II Shapeshifting is a matter of controlling and shift­ human and animal in this deck is a training ground for 
ing your own energies to fit the needs of the moment ­ aspiring shapeshifters. The interaction of gender assigned 
being able to draw upon those qualities and energies qualities in fresh ways stimulates a vision of future indi­
needed. Anyone who can discipline himself or herself to vidual empowerment and collective harmony with 
achieve a goal is a shapeshifter. If nature. 16 

you can adapt to change, pleasant 
UU Paganism's Ethicsor otherwise, you are a shapeshifter. 

Unitarian Universalist paganism With practice you can strengthen 
has made a special commitment tothe imaginative faculty and learn to 
remembering Her. I received theconsciously control and shapeshift 
Margaret Fuller-Henry Davidit along any lines you desire. And 
Thoreau award from CUUPS in 1994when we change the imaginings, 
for the contribution Rise Up made to we change the world." ls 

the continued development ofTo shapeshift, then, means to 
understanding regarding the naturetransform our personalities and 
of earth-centered spiritualities,energies to express that of anoth­
specifically acknowledging theer...for example, that of an animal. 
importance of the female divine. I This practice reqUires keen observa­
have also received feedback that Risetion of the animal's behavior, mim­
Up is an effective introduction to theicking the chosen animal's move­
principles of Unitarian Universalist ments and sounds, and creatively 
spirituality. Exploring the femalethinking about what it would be 
divine seems to have relevance to like to live in the world as that ani­
the larger Unitarian Universalistmal. I would start with those I 
spiritual quest. already feel an affinity for... raven, 

In my experience, earth-centered butterfly and fox among them. 
spirituality as practiced in theI sense that to know animals so 
Unitarian Universalist denomina­intimately will open my under­
tion celebrates the values that thestanding of human diversity further 
Unitarian Universalist Associationas well. To know the other through 
principles articulate. Among these more than empathy. To know the 
are:other by actually seeing through 

their eyes, hearing through their 
ears and feeling through their sens­

es. This is what I hope to do with my one wild and pre­

cious life.
 

Valuing Partnership 
Another important reason to Rise Up and Call Her Name 

is to affirm relationship and community. Intimacy 
between humans, whether a female and a male or two 
people of the same gender, is highly valued in earth-cen­
tered cultures. 

A double-headed Senufu Mask from the Ivory Coast, 
West Africa, gives us this image of two humans closely 
relating... at the height of cooperation, integration, and 
understanding. In many earth-centered traditions, the 
Goddess is often in equal relationship to the God. 
Qualities are exchanged between them. The male is fre­
quently pictured as a green man, emerging from nature 
itself, just as the moon and sun can interchange genders, 
depending on the stories that are told. 

In the Greenwood Tarot, an innovative and beautiful­
ly conceived Tarot system of pre-celtic shamanism of the 
mythic forest, Mark Ryan and Chesca Potter present a 
vision of gender empowerment that features the 
Greenman and the Greenwoman. The intimacy of 

• wholistic individuality that values 
uniqueness and soul 

• relational feelings regarding the earth, other people, 
both female and male 

• re-examination of cultural constructs of nature that 
plague modern societies 

• mystical view that sacred and secular are one 
• diversity honored, being at the heart of polytheism 
• a vision of human immersion in the universe, not sepa­

rate, above and controlling 

Revising the Countenance of Spirit 
Our culture desperately needs a multifaceted, gender­

inclusive, countenance of the Spirit. While we know we 
cannot escape into a romantic vision of the past and we 
must cope with modem realities of technology, we also 
know we need to be able to nurture ourselves and oth­
ers... to overcome isolation and move into connection... 
to be able to truly feel compassion, joy, caring, and cre­
ative power - all traditional female qualities that have, 
from time to time, been honored in religious life. In order 
for these to be reengaged, a female aspect to this counte­
nance of the Spirit is essential. 

We who value western technological advances and 
also seek to practice earth-honoring spirituality have the 

Connections 46 



task of actualizing our spiritual convictions so that tech­
nology and science are used to create human harmony 
with nature, not destroy Her. Cross-cultural goddess sto­
ries and woman-honoring practices are among the 
threads from which to make the fabric of our renaissance. 
They are elixirs!? designed to stimulate invention. They 
are gifts from the goddess(es) of many times and places. 
This tapestry of female-honoring images gives the deep 
feeling of context and the texture of complexity. Why 
then, finally, do we Remember Her, and Rise Up and Call 
her Name? Perhaps to move us into that place where we 
begin to gain contact with the nameless vast essence, 
multi-gendered and inclusive, that gives non- verbal 
meaning to existence. ~ 

Elizabeth Fisher is author of Rise Up and Call Her 
Name, Gender Justice and Shared Leadership. She has 
been a Unitarian Universalist for nearly twenty years. If 
you are interested in more information about her work, 
check her website FoxFables.org or e-mail her at liz(ish­
~omensnetorg. 
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