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Paula Gunn Allen, a Laguna Pueblo/Sioux Indian and one of the
foremost Native American literary critics, begins her classic book, The
Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American Indian Traditions, by saying:

In the beginning was thought, and her name was Woman. The Mother,
the Grandmother, recognized from earliest times into the present among
those peoples of the Americas who kept totheeldest traditions, is celebrated
in social structures, architecture, law, custom, and theoral tradition. To her
we owe our lives, and from her comes our ability to endure, regardless of
the concerted assaults on our, on her, being, for the past five hundred years
of colonization. She is the Old Woman who tends the fires of life. She is the
Old Woman Spider who weaves us together in a fabric of interconnection.
She is the Eldest god, the one who Remembers and Re-members; and
though the history of the past five hundred years has taught us bitterness
and helpless rage, we endure into the present, alive, certain of our signifi-
cance, certain of her centrality, her identity as a Sacred Hoop of Being."?

Allen goes on to describe the great female deities.

Thereis a spirit that pervades everything, that is capable of powerful song
and radiant movement, and that moves in and out of the mind. The colors
of this spirit are multitudinous, a glowing, pulsing rainbow. Old Spider
Woman is one name for this quintessential spirit, and Serpent Woman is
another. Corn Woman is another, and what they together have made is
called Creation, Earth, creatures, plants, and light.”®

Mayumi Oda is a Japanese artist who has lived in the United States for
twenty-five years. Her book, Goddesses, is an autobiographical, artistic
statement that comments on what goddesses mean to her. As she develops
her own unique renderings of goddesses—ancient, fancifully whimsical,
and profound—she asks “Goddess Coming to You: Can you Come to Her?”
She captions one of her paintings with the following:

Repeating the name of Kannon Bosatsu (Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva)
hundreds and thousands of times, people eventually get in touch with
their own source of energy and compassionate self. This is the simplest,
probably the most powerful Buddhist practice. Kannon Bodhisattva
is liberating universal energy, and your belief in her makes you a
Kannon Goddess.™

In her biographical notes she reflects:

Goddesses are a projection of myself, my desire and my dreams. They help
me to see who I am and who I want to be. Through my creative process, I
have been creating myself. g
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Millenniums ago, Goddess culture was on this earth. We women were the
sun and truly the creators. With the progress of civilization God became
stronger and Goddesses were suppressed to the level of society’s uncon-
scious. Goddesses have had to sleep for thousands of years.”

Audre Lorde, African American professor, poet, feminist, lesbian, and
activist, wrote many influential poems and essays. To her the goddess(es)
were within and poetry gave voice to these divine presences. In her essay,
“Poetry is not a Luxury,” Lorde comments on the source of her creative

power.

The white fathers told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black mother within
each of us—the poet—whispersinourdreams;| feel, thereforel canbe free.
Poetry coins the language to express and charter this revolutionary de-
mand, the implementation of this freedom.*

In “The Winds of Orisha,” a poem Lorde wrote in 1970, she has her
speaker imagine herself as born from “Mother Yemanja,” making her the
sister of Oya, one of the many Orisha (who Lorde explains in later writings
are divine but not omnipotent beings of the Yoruba and the Dan or
Dahomey in Western Nigeria). She imagines that she and Oya will work
together to quicken the roots of grass that have been deprived of rain:
“When the winds of Orisha blow/even the roots of grass/quicken.””” Oya
will come out of the mouths of the daughters and sons of the “wheat men”
against their patriarchal conception of power, while the poet-speaker will
replace the promises of rain in their daily papers and almanacs with “the
dark cloud/meaning something entire/and different.” The “dark cloud”
that will bring another kind of rain than what men expect is, of course,
poetry born of the Black Mother.®

To return to the “wonder question” I addressed to Unitarian Uni-
versalist feminists, | wonder if we can dialogue with respect about the core
beliefs that inspire these stories, paintings, and poems. Or, does the claim
that goddesses exist prove too much for our monotheistic, abstract or
humanistic bias? I urge all of us to consider these questions, in light of the
Unitarian Universalist principles that acknowledge that theliving tradition
we share draws from many sources, including:

Wisdom from the world’s religions which inspires us in our ethical and
spiritual life.”

Iwonder if when we listed world religions as a source, we intended to
include opening our hearts to the rich and inspiring world religious
traditions that honor goddesses? At the General Assembly in Calgary in
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June 1992, the assembly voted first-year approval of a bylaw amendment
that, if approved at the 1993 General Assembly, will add to the “Principles”
under the section that lists the sources of our living tradition:

Spiritual teachings of earth-centered traditions which celebrate the sacred
circle of all existence and instruct us to live in harmony with the rhythms
of nature.

Judging from the numbers who voted for this proposed amendment
during this first year, it is clear that a significant number of Unitarian
Universalists believe it is time to respectfully acknowledge earth-based
spiritualities, giving them the status of inspirational sources. One universal
characteristic of these earth-based spiritualities is the inclusion, insome part
of their cosmology, of woman-honoring stories and images.

I wonder what we should do?

Allof usin these days of the ethic of nonhierarchical leadership have a large
and important mission. We have the task of weaving, a familiar one for
women globally. We are looking to create a cloth that is marked by many
colors harmoniously blended—not eliminated because they are too coarse,
too bright or dull, too odd—but woven together into a whole cloth. We all
desperately need this cloth so that we can collectively wrap ourselves in it.
We need its warmth so we can, somehow, continue into the twenty-first
century, living the values and feelings of our convictions.

We need to be able to nurture ourselves and others, to overcome
isolation and move into connection, to be able to truly feel compassion, joy,
caring, and creative power—all traditional female qualities that have, from
time to time, been honored in religious life. Is this commitment to weaving
a cloth that shows respect for diversity of religious belief something we
Unitarian Universalist feminists are willing to take on? To me it is our
strength, our heritage, and will determine our relevance in the future.

Cross-cultural goddess stories 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. My experience in developing Rise Up
has led me to believe that if we can dialogue with respect and interest that goes
beyond curiosity with those who affirm the existence of the Goddess or
goddesses, we have a great adventure that carries immeasurable value
awaiting us. '

This tapestry of woman-honoring images, represented in part in Rise
Up, gives the deep feeling of context and the texture of complexity. These
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varied strands move us into that place where we gain contact with the
nameless vast essence that gives nonverbal meaning to existence. When
we approach this dialogue with an open heart, I think we will find that
neither fact, nor working hypothesis, nor feminist myth give full breadth to the
level of exchange we desire or deserve. We have journeyed into a global
dimension—both historical and contemporary—and are confronted by
new ways of conceptualizing. We are asked to experience:

the one and the many simultaneously

the ability to know that process is plenty

the cosmic dance of the east

the spider web of the west

the dark and rich depths and silence of the north
the light and warm reflections of the south
altogether, all one, all many, all interconnected
to be together in world community?*
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