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"I found God in myself and I loved her fiercely!"1 

The statement of Ntosake Shange's protagonist from for colored girls who have 

considered suicide when the rainbow is enuf is being echoed by unprecedented numbers 

of American women. Women are "finding God within themselves"—or more specifically, 

finding Goddess within themselves—and abandoning traditional patriarchal religions such 

as Christianity, Judaism, and Islam in favor of the more matrifocal Neo-Pagan religions. 

Recent studies estimate that there are 100,000 practicing Neo-Pagans in America2, the 

majority of whom are women. Wicca and other Goddess-inclusive religions are currently 

the fastest growing religions in America. 

What is the impetus behind this movement? What makes women leave the 

religious structure they have been raised in and turn to what is oftentimes seen as 

"Counterculture" religion, or at worst, Satanism? What does Goddess-inclusive religion 

offer to practitioners that traditional religion does not? 

These are complex questions. This paper seeks to answer them through empirical 

research and through hearing from the women of the movement themselves. 

In the first section, The Origins, the rich history of Goddess worship will be 

explored, from Paleolithic times through the modern Goddess movement. The second 

section, Practice, seeks to give an overview of the traditions as they are practiced today, 

and of the practice of Goddess spirituality as a whole in America. The final section, 

1 Ntosake Shange, from her play for colored girls who have considered suicide when the rainbow is enuf. 

2 Starhawk, The Spiral Dance 



Voices, examines the move toward Goddess spirituality through the words of the women 

of the movement themselves—their reasons for leaving traditional religions, their opinions 

on Goddess spirituality, and the myriad ways in which the movement touched their lives. 

To folly explore the phenomenon of Goddess spirituality would consume volumes 

of paper and decades of research. My research has shown the movement to be a never-

ending odyssey, evolving with each woman that joins the wave. This paper seeks to take 

the reader on the first portion of that odyssey. 



Part One: The Origins 

Where did Goddess worship come from? Is it a recent phenomenon dreamed up 

by the feminist community? Or does it have a history as long—or longer—than patriarchal 

religion? 

The first evidence of Goddess worship appear in the Paleolithic period, in the form 

of small female figures that archeologists have dubbed "Venus's". Once thought to be the 

ritual items of a bizarre fertility cults or to have been carved for the sexual pleasure of men 

(a Stone Age precursor to Playboy, if you will), the figures feature nude females with 

large breasts, ample hips, and prominent genitals. Little attention is paid to the limbs 

(indeed, most are without feet) and they are generally faceless. Over 200 hundred of these 

figures have been found throughout Eurasia, from the Pyrenees in southern France to 

Lake Baikal in Siberia.3 The best known of these figures is the Venus of Willendorf, 

which dates from between 30,000 and 25,000 B.C.E.4 The figures are carved of bone or 

stone, or fashioned out of clay; they are usually small enough to fit in the clasped palm. 

Paleolithic burial customs also provide evidence of Goddess-worship. Excavations 

of burials from the period reveal corpses buried in the flexed ("fetal") position and strewn 

with red ochre, thought to symbolize the uterine lining. Such a burial would suggest that 

people viewed the earth as a mother, and the burial a return to the womb. Cro-Magnon 

burials also reveal that the corpse was often surrounded by cowrie shells coated with red 

3 The Once and Future Goddess: p.6 

4 Before Common Era. This abbreviation and its counterpart, C.E. (Common Era) will be used in place 
of B.C. and A.D. when speaking of dates 



ochre; the cowrie is thought to have symbolized the vagina. (This symbolism is carried on 

in much of the modern feminist movement, in which women wear cowrie jewelry). 

The heavy fertility/birth symbolism in Paleolithic culture may have emerged as an 

explanation for the birth cycle.5 Paleolithic peoples likely did not understand the male role 

in conception, and it would have seemed that women spontaneously created new life. As 

Professor S.G.F. Brandon writes, 

"How the infant came to be in the womb was 
undoubtedly a mystery to primitive man....in 
view of the period that separates impregnation 
from birth, it is probable that the significance 
of gestation and birth was appreciated long 
before it was realized that these phenomena 
were the result of conception following 
coition."6 

In light of what Paleolithic peoples observed, the role of woman as sole life giver, 

the move to Goddess worship is logical. It was likely not difficult for them to imagine a 

great woman birthing the universe, as human woman birthed children. The analogy is 

supported by the Venus figures themselves, with their prominent reproductive organs and 

ample hips and abdomens, suggesting pregnancy. (Some art historians have suggested that 

the reason the figures are without feet is that human women in the last stages of pregnancy 

cannot see their feet; therefore, the Goddess would not be able to see hers either.)7 

Because Paleolithic society was without writing as we know it, we can only 

surmise from artifacts of the period as to the nature of ritual. The heavy 

s Merlin Stone, When God Was a Woman: p. 11 

6 Prof. S.G.F. Brandon, Professor of Comparative Religion, University of Manchester. 
From Creation Legends of the Ancient Near East, 1963 

7 Dr. Larry Gleeson, University of North Texas art faculty. From a lecture on Paleolithic art to his ART 
2350 class. 



vaginal/reproductive symbolism suggests an emphasis on women's mysteries; Alexander 

Marshack has postulated that the earliest rituals honored menstruation.8 

Cave paintings of the period likely invoked the Goddess protection and blessing on 

hunters, who were the primary food providers in Paleolithic culture. These paintings often 

feature the wild bull, which became a symbol for the "male principle" in late Paleolithic 

and Neolithic cultures. 

The rich tradition of Goddess worship that began in the Paleolithic further 

developed in the Neolithic period, culminating in what are believed to be the first 

matriarchies. 

Venus figures continued to b made in the Neolithic period. They are often 

sculpted in the squatting posture of birthing. The most famous Venus from this period is 

not a figure but a carving, the Venus of Laussell, which dates from 25,000 B.C.E. 9 The 

figure is carved into limestone, the uneven surface of the cave wall providing the swell of 

her ample breasts, abdomen and thighs. She holds in her hand a bull's horn, thought to be 

the horn of plenty, and symbolizing a new role of the Goddess—Lady of the Grain. 

Agriculture was a fairly new innovation in Neolithic times. Women are credited 

with the discovery of agriculture; it is believed to have grown out of the gathering 

activities that were normally undertaken by women. Grain came to symbolize the 

Goddess's bounty in Neolithic times. 

The Once and Future Goddess; p.ll 

9 The Once and Future Goddess; p. 12 



Neolithic religion also shows the first real honoring of the male principle, of "God" 

per se. Although the Goddess was still the central Deity, she now acquired a son/consort. 

(This principle of the God as both lover and son of the Goddess was common throughout 

European paganism and is also part of Neo-pagan tradition) It is likely that the 

connection between coition and birth had by this time been discovered; as such, the 

Goddess needed a consort to create life. Their union was celebrated every year, in the 

spring, in a ritual known as the Sacred Marriage.10 In this ritual, the Goddess (embodied 

in a priestess) and the God (embodied in a male devotee known in much literature as the 

Sacred Prostitute) engaged in sexual intercourse to ensure the fertility of the entire 

community. (This ritual is still part of many Wiccan and Neo-Pagan traditions) 

As it had been in Paleolithic ait, the male principle is represented in Neolithic art 

by the wild bull. Bull's horns, called bucrania, appear in many temples and shrines at 

Neolithic sites; the Goddess is often represented holding a bull's horn. The bucrania were 

thought to symbolize the ultimate in fertility and fecundity; this symbolism was carried 

over into the worship of Pan or Cerrnunos, The Horned One, throughout Europe; The 

Horned God is still part of the Wiccan pantheon. 

The Neolithic period also shows the Goddess emerging in the form she would be 

worshipped for centuries to come: The Triple Goddess. The first reference to The Triple 

Goddess is found in Catal Huyuk in Anatolia. The seventh millennium B.C.E. figures 

depict the Goddess in three aspects: the innocent, fertile Maiden, the nurturing Mother, 

and the life-taking Crone. This symbolism mirrors the life cycle of women—childhood 

' The Once and Future Goddess: p. 34-35 



(Maiden), woman/motherhood (Mother) and old age (Crone).11 This cycle is also thought 

to mirror the agricultural cycle, with the Maiden representing the fertile springtime; the 

mother, the growing summer and bountiful harvest; and the Crone, the dead time of 

winter, in which all waits to be reborn. This life-death-rebirth cycle as symbolized by the 

Triple Goddess became central to many Goddess religions following the Neolithic period 

today and remains central to modern traditions such as Wicca.12 

The Neolithic is also the first instance found of the Goddess playing the dual role 

of life-bringer and life-taker. The rich art of Catal Huyuk, one of the best preserved 

Neolithic sites, provides this evidence. Monumental images of the Goddess as a catlike 

being in the throes of birth (life-bringer) and a vulture (life-taker) stand side by side in 

temples and shrines. This iconography also appears in sculpture, such as plaster breasts 

with a vulture head between them that adorn shrine walls.13 It appears that the Goddess 

continued to be worshipped in this dual role from the Neolithic period on.14 As with the 

Triple Goddess, this dual role of the Goddess is present in many traditions today. 

Neolithic sites provide us with some of the most extensive and well-preserved 

evidence of Goddess worship. Again, most of these sites are without writing, but the 

shrines and temples which remain allow us to develop a fairly accurate idea of what form 

worship took. Goddess worship appears to have permeated every aspect of life during the 

Neolithic. As Platon said of Minoan (Neolithic) Crete, 

" the whole of life was pervaded by 

"Elinor Gadon, The Once and Future Goddess: p. 29 
12 Starhawk, The Spiral Dance: Scott Cunningham, Wicca: A Guide for the Solitary Practitioner 
13 The Once and Future Goddess: p. 25 
14 The Once and Future Goddess, p. 24-25 



an ardent faith in the goddess Nature."15 

This "pervading, ardent faith" can be seen in the excavations of the Neolithic sites. 

Catal Huyuk, in Anatolia, is one of the best preserved Neolithic sites. Discovered 

in 1961-63 by James Melaart, the city appears to have been dedicated to the Goddess. 

While not all of the site has been excavated, what has been unearthed dates from 6500 to 

5700B.C.E.16 Religion seems to have been central to daily life. The city contains a large 

number of shrines—approximately one shrine to every four homes—and may have housed 

over a thousand people.17 

One of the greatest testaments to the all-pervasive faith in the Goddess in Catal 

Huyuk was a structure that has come to be known as the Birthing Temple. The round 

structure with red floors and walls contains a large table with long troughs on either side 

which empty into the city drainage system. There is one small window. It is believed that 

the temple symbolized the womb, and women went there to give birth. The womb 

imagery was to convey a feeling of safety and protection; the troughs were for the ample 

amounts of water that would be needed. Essentially, by going into the "womb" to give 

birth, the women of Catal Huyuk were returning to the womb of the Goddess. 

As mentioned earlier, Venus figures have been found in Catal Huyuk. They are 

typically found in homes, it is believed that the figures were put into niches in the wall, 

where they were a center of household worship. They may also have been buried in the 

foundation of homes to ensure the Goddess's protection. 

15 Platon; translation from When God Was a Woman 
16 Riane Eisler, The Chalice and the Blade; p. 11 
17 The Once and Future Goddess; p. 25 



Catal Huyuk appears to have been a matrifocal society. Burial patterns, as in so 

many societies from this period, provide this evidence. Children were buried with their 

mothers, suggesting that descent was reckoned matrilineally.18 The women in Catal 

Huyuk were buried under the benches in the family home, in the chambers where they had 

lived. The chambers allotted for the females of the household are larger than those for the 

males, also suggesting a woman-centered society. 

Although the Goddess was central to worship, evidence of the "male principle" is 

found in Catal Huyuk also. Temples bear sculptures of bull's heads on the walls; bull's 

skulls or bucrania serve as altars. 

It is believed that emigrants from Catal Huyuk and the outlying religion brought 

their religion to Crete in 6000 B.C.E.19 This was to mark the beginning of one of the most 

well-documented matriarchies. 

Goddess figures are found all over Crete, many holding the double-headed axe (the 

labrys) or snakes, both of which had been—and still are—symbols of the Goddess. One of 

the best-known Goddess figures is of Cretan origin, a small bronze woman with bared 

breasts and an entranced look, holding two snakes. She dates from 1600 B.C.E.20 

The great frescoes of the palace at Knossos also attest to the Goddess worshipping 

nature of the culture. Upon entering the palace, one is greeted by an enormous fresco of a 

priestess (possibly the queen) in ritual. While there are frescoes throughout the palace, 

there are very few male figures; those that are appear in peaceful poses reverential of 

18 The Once and Future Goddess: p. 28 
19 The Chalice and the Blade: p. 28 
20 The Once and Future Goddess: p. 87 



nature. No scenes of combat or violence, as were becoming popular in other areas, appear 

anywhere. 

While it was thought for some time that Crete was ruled by a king and queen, 

excavations of the palace reveal only one throne, and that appears to have been made for a 

woman. There are also no large chambers in the palace that appear to have been inhabited 

by men. Along with the art, these factors suggest a matrifocal society. 

Artifacts suggesting Goddess worship appear throughout the Neolithic period. 

More than 30000 figures have been found throughout Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. 

Matrifocal society flourished in Malta, where mammoth Goddesses and temples structured 

to resemble the womb have been found. The oldest great temple, named Ggantija, the 

Giant, dates from 3600-3000 B.C.E.21 Legend among the people of Malta tells of a giant 

queen who built the temple single-handedly after a meal of magic beans. Indeed, the 

Goddess herself is pictured as mammoth in Malta. This is exemplified by the colossal 

statues of Her on the island. Some of the statues stand more than eight feet high—quiet a 

contrast to the palm-sized figures of other cultures.22 The Maltese figures also differ in 

style in that they have flat chests and are clothed from the waist down, in contrast to the 

usual nude figure with predominant breasts and vulva. Maltese temples are among the 

most elaborate seen in the Neolithic world. The greatest, the Hypogeum, is a network of 

underground caves. The main hall is red-ochered; sleeping in the main hall was symbolic 

of sleeping in the womb of the Goddess—rebirth symbolism at its finest. An oracle 

pronounced prophesy in a room off the main hall. Pomegranates, another symbol of the 

21 The Once and Future Goddess: p. 58 
22 The Once and Future Goddess: p. 60; When God Was a Woman: p. 24 



Goddess's fertility, were painted on the ceiling. Women who were unable to conceive 

often came to the oracle room in hopes of being made fertile.23 

Malta has become a popular pilgrimage site for women in the modern 

Goddess movement due to the high degree of preservation in the ruins.24 

Goddess-worshipping cultures flourished throughout Europe, Asia, and the Middle 

East during the Neolithic Period. At Avebury in Great Britain, great stone circles still 

stand in testament to the faith; the names of the festivals celebrated there still are used to 

mark the Wiccan Sabbats.25 The cult of Demeter at Eleusis flourished until the fall of the 

Roman Empire. Her mysteries, centering around the Demeter-Kore myth'drew pilgrims 

from all over the region. Celebrated once a year, the mysteries involved a symbolic 

descent into the Underworld and helped initiates face their fears of death. The actual 

structure of the rituals died with the last initiates, who were sworn never to reveal them; 

however, the Demeter-Kore myth is still central to many Goddess traditions today.26 It is 

also interesting to note that Eleusis is the place where Mary is supposed to have spent her 

last years and been assumed into Heaven. The Goddess was also worshipped in Sumer, 

where she is credited with giving the gifts of civilization—writing among them—to the 

people. She was revered as Isis in Egypt; Aphrodite, Demeter, and Hera in Greece; Venus 

and Juno in Rome. And among a pastoral people called the Hebrews, also. 

Popular thought associates the Hebrews with monotheism; indeed, they are best 

known for Judaism. However, archaeological finds indicate that the Goddess had a 

23 The Once and Future Goddess; p. 59 
24 Archaeology Magazine; January/February 1996 
25 Rodney Castleden, The Stonehenee People 
"This myth can be located in Bullfinch's Mythology 
26 The Spiral Dance; Christine Downing, The Goddesses 



prominent place in Israelite (Hebrew) religion, despite Biblical contentions of monotheism. 

Recently discovered texts from the tenth century B.C.E. contain invocations to Yahweh 

and Ashera, the Hebrew version of the Caananite goddess Astarte. Evidence indicates 

that the Goddess continued to be worshipped among the Hebrews until the Babylonian 

exile of 586 B.C.E.27 Biblical sources describe the sacred stones and wooden pillars, the 

"asherism" of the Goddess set up next to the altar of Baal (the Caananite thunder god) 

"upon the mountains and upon the hills, and under every green tree" 28 Goddess figures 

dating from the 1200 to 600 B.C.E., featuring a woman with prominent breasts and a 

cylindrical lower body have been found in Hebrew sites. The heads of these figures 

appear to have been made from the same mold, indication that they were mass produced.29 

Yahweh is supposed to have ordered his followers to destroy the "asheras" of the 

followers of a deity he called Ashteroth (a corruption of Ashera. Asherteroth's gender is 

not mentioned in the Bible). The sacred groves of Ashera were cut down and her 

followers killed. Their temples were likewise desecrated; the ashes of the murdered 

followers were scattered over the sites of the burned temples. Despite persecution, 

however, the followers of Ashera kept worshipping and defying the Jewish attempts to 

convert them to monotheism. In Jeremiah 44:15-19, the prince of Jerusalem declares that 

his city will return to Goddess worship, saying: 

" we shall burn incense to the Queen of 
Heaven and shall pour her libations as we used 
to do, we, our fathers, our kings and our princes, 
in the cities of Judah and in the streets of Jerusalem. For 
then we had plenty of food, and we were 
all well and saw no evil. But since we have 

21 The Once and Future Goddess'.p. 167,168,172 
28 See: Hosea 4:13, Deuturonomy 12:2-3, 2 Kings 16:4 and 17:10-11, Isiah 65:7, Jeremiah 2:20 and 17:2, 
Ezekial 6:13 and 20:28 
29 . The Once and Future Goddess: p. 172 



ceased burning incense to the Queen of Heaven 
and to pour libations, we have wanted everything 
and been consumed by sword and famine." 

Goddess worship among the Hebrews appears to have been officially crushed by 

the Babylonian Exile of 586 B.C.E. The female presence in Judaism was relegated to the 

Qabbalah, a collection of esoteric teachings. 

Goddess religion was being put down elsewhere at the same time. The last of the 

Goddess temples, the temple of Demeter at Eleusis was closed by the Christian emperors 

of Rome and Byzantium in 500 C.E., marking the end of official Goddess worship.30 

This, however, did not put an end to Goddess worship. In most areas, the Virgin 

Mary merely took the place of the old Goddesses. For instance, the Madonna della Spica 

in Italy takes on the role of Demeter, as does Our Lady of the Prairie in Powers, North 

Dakota. Both statues hold sheaves of wheat and appear to be blessing the crops.31 In 

medieval society, many miracles that had been attributed to the Goddess (in her myriad 

forms) became associated with the Virgin. For instance, the appearance of the Virgin of 

Guadeloupe occurred on the site of a temple of an Aztec goddess (the Virgin was also 

dark skinned and spoke nhautal, the Aztec language). The grain miracles of Demeter and 

other grain goddesses became attributed Mary, 

Goddess worship also persisted disguised as veneration of saints. Many Pagan 

goddesses were made into saints by the Catholic church. For instance, there are still more 

churches in Ireland dedicated to St. Brighid than to Mary (Brighid is the Celtic goddess of 

fire, forging, and poetry. The Wiccan holiday Brighid and the Catholic holiday 

30 When God Was a Woman: p. 18 
31 The Once and Future Goddess: p. 198 



Candlemas/St. Brighid's Day fall on the same day.) And so Goddess worship continued 

even as the pagan religions were persecuted by Rome. 

Epiphanus, 4th century patriarch of Constantinople, remarked on the veneration of 

the Virgin by local Arab women: 

"....others, in their folly, wishing to exalt the 
Ever-blessed Virgin, have put her in the place 
of God." 

This tendency to venerate Mary as a Goddess continues in many modern Catholic 

traditions. When the Aztec and Maya were colonized by the Spanish, they quickly 

adopted Mary as an equivalent of their own tribal goddesses. This can be seen even today 

in the veneration of Mary among Mexican and Hispanic-American Catholics. The 

hundreds of thousands that flock to the shrines of the Virgin at Lourdes, Guadeloupe, 

Madigori, and others around the world also testify that Goddess worship is not dead, it 

just has a different name. 

The witch hysteria of the Middle Ages and the general vilification of women by the 

Catholic church effectively put and end to public Goddess worship. Although still 

practiced, it went underground for centuries because practitioners feared backlash from 

the Church. 

However, Goddess worship has experienced a great revival in the last thirty years. 

The next section will examine the modern Goddess movement. 

The Revival 

The first seeds of the Goddess revival were in the late nineteenth century, with its 

renewed attention to emotion and nature. Artists and writers started using Goddess 



motifs in their work, and some interest in the old cultures was awakened. This is also 

when the first archaeological finds of Venus figures were being made and the first writings 

speculating on Goddess worship and matriarchy being published. However, interest in the 

actual practice of Goddess religion as a modern religion did not reach an appreciable level 

until the 1950's. 

When Great Britain repealed it's Witchcraft Acts in 1951, a former civil servant 

named Gerald Gardner began publishing works on witchcraft as a religion. Calling the 

new faith Wicca, Gardner preached a religion centered on the balance between a god and a 

goddess, and a belief in witchcraft as positive force.32 Gardner's "coming out" as a Witch 

marked the beginning of the Neo-pagan movement. 

The Neo-pagan movement involves a revival of the old earth based religions of 

Europe. All these religions, like Wicca, involve a Goddess (and usually a God). The 

movement has brought Goddess worship to people's attention, although it has taken more 

than forty years for it o become even somewhat socially acceptable. 

While some were coming to the Goddess through the Neo-pagan movement, 

another movement was bringing attention to the Goddess also—the feminist movement of 

the Sixties and Seventies. 

Feminism and Goddess worship (or, perhaps more accurately, Goddess 

spirituality) came together perhaps for the first time in the Consciousness Raising groups 

of the late Sixties and early Seventies. Consciousness Raising, or CR, offered women a 

forum to discuss their dissatisfaction with society. Sometimes called "bitch sessions", the 

groups consisted of women sitting in a circle. A topic was chosen for the evening, and 

32 Margot Adler, Drawing Down the Moon 



each woman got to speak, uninterrupted, for fifteen minutes. The groups encouraged 

women to question their place in society; questioning patriarchal religion was a natural 

next step.33 

The formation of WITCH (Women's International Terrorist Conspiracy from 

Hell) at Hallowmas 1968 firmly intertwined feminism and witchcraft (and by extension, 

Goddess spirituality) for years to come. The WITCH manifesto reads: 

"WITCH is an all-woman Everything. It's theater, 
revolution, magic, terror, joy, garlic flowers, spells. 
It's awareness that witches and gypsies were the 
original guerrillas and resistance fighters against 
oppression—particularly the oppression of women-
down through the ages. Witches have always been 
women who dared to be: groovy, courageous, 
aggressive, intelligent, nonconformist, explorative, 
curious, independent, sexually liberated, revolutionary 
(this possibly explains why nine million of them have 
been burned). Witches were the first Friendly Heads 
and Dealers, the first birth-control practitioners and 
abortionists They bowed to no man, being 
remnants of the oldest culture of all. 
"Whatever is repressive, solely male-oriented, greedy, 
puritanical, authoritarian—those are your targets. 
Your weapons are theater, satire, explosions, magic 
herbs, music, costumes, cameras, masks, chants, 
stickers, stencils and paint, films, tambourines, bricks, 
brooms, guns, voodoo dolls, cats, candles, bells, 
chalk, nail clippings "3A 

While WITCH does not mention the Goddess anywhere in its manifesto, it does 

advocate witchcraft and a hearkening back to matriarchal culture {"they, being remnants 

of the oldest culture of all"). Women who looked into these subjects naturally 

encountered Goddess religion. The idea of a feminine face of Deity appealed to much of 

the feminist movement. 

33 Cynthia Eller, Living in the Lap of the Goddess; p.43 
34 Living in the Lap of the Goddess; p. 53-4. For a complete version of the manifesto, see the Appendix 



Although WITCH can be credited with first introducing feminism and witchcraft to 

one another on a wide-scale basis, the Goddess did not factor into the equation to a great 

degree until Zsuzsanna Budapest encouraged feminist to create what she called 

"wimmen's religion". If feminist spirituality has a founder, Budapest is it. Herself 

initiated into a Goddess-centered witchcraft tradition in her native Hungary, Budapest 

encouraged feminists to merge spirituality and politics. She encouraged the adoption of 

the Goddess along with witchcraft within the feminist movement. 

Budapest formed all-female covens around the country and brought Goddess 

spirituality to the attention of feminists and the country at large. Although still considered 

"counterculture" at the time, Goddess spirituality was growing in popularity among the 

nation's women. Some, turned off by Budapest's radical politics (she advocates hexing 

and does not acknowledge the male aspect of Deity), would not join the movement until 

the late Seventies, when one of Budapest's pupils, Miriam Simos published her own 

manifesto on the Goddess. 

Simos, better known as Starhawk, published The Spiral Dance in 1979. While 

advocating Goddess spirituality, Starhawk also advocated veneration of the male God. 

She had tempered Budapest's radical feminist witchcraft and brought it somewhat closer 

to Gardner's Wicca. (In fact, she uses the term Wicca for the religion she advocates). 

She discourages destructive magic and encourages balance between male and female. The 

book contains meditations and sample rituals that still form the basis of the work of many 

covens today. Within a year of it's publication, The Spiral Dance was credited with 

causing the formation of 1000 women's covens. Goddess spirituality had the closest thing 



to a Bible it would ever have. (Even today, it is one of the first books recommended to 

people exploring the Goddess. Over half the respondents in the fieldwork portion of this 

study reported using The Spiral Dance: many reported it as their first contact with 

Goddess religion and a primary reason for their starting to practice.) 

After evolving along two separate paths—Neo-paganism and feminism—for almost 

thirty years, Goddess spirituality had finally gained some cohesion and a great deal of 

popularity. However, it's diverse origins would shape the actual practice—as unusual and 

diverse as the women of the movement themselves. 



Practice 

Goddess spirituality is practiced in a number of ways. Having no set dogma, and 

having evolved from the shared experiences of so many people, it displays a diversity even 

between groups that is uncommon in other religions. There is really no way to encompass 

all the ways Goddess spirituality is practiced nor all the things that influence that practice. 

The aim of this section is to examine some of the traditions and ideas that commonly 

influence practice. 

Wicca 

As we have seen, Wicca and the feminist spirituality movement evolved at roughly 

the same time and finally came together in The Spiral Dance. Certainly Wicca has an 

influence on Goddess spirituality, even if the practitioners themselves do not consider 

themselves Wiccan. (Many do—63% of respondents to my survey identified themselves 

as Wiccan. Almost all the remaining 37% indicated that they had either explored Wicca or 

used some Wiccan practices.) 

Wicca is defined by Scott Cunningham as 

"A contemporary Pagan religion with 
spiritual roots in Shamanism and the 
earliest expressions of reverence for 
nature. Among its major motifs are: 
reverence for the Goddess and the God; 
reincarnation; magic; ritual observations 
of the full moon, astrological and 
agricultural phenomena.... "33 

35 Scott Cunningham, Wicca: A Guide for the Solitary Practitioner; p. 203 



By definition, Wicca is a dualistic religion, honoring both the female and male 

aspects of Deity. While most people in the modern Goddess movement recognize both 

aspects, even those that solely follow a Goddess use Wiccan practices. This is due to the 

nature of Wicca, as an agrarian religion that celebrates agricultural phenomena much as 

the ancient Goddess religions do. Many people in the Goddess movement who do not 

consider themselves at all Wiccan do celebrate the Wiccan holidays (Sabbats) as they 

follow the life cycle of the Goddess. 

The Wiccan/Goddess calendar is as follows: 

Satnhain: (SOW wen) October 31. The Lunar New Year. The dead cross 
into the world of the living for one night. The Year God dies 
(Wiccan) A time for remembrance, divination, and resolutions. 

Yule: (YOO1) December 21. The Winter Solstice. The Goddess 
gives birth to the Year God (Wiccan) or to the Sun (some 
non-Wiccan) A time to plan. 

Imbolc or Brighid: (IM bolg or BRIG id) February 2. The Goddess recovers from 
her delivery. Dedicated to the Goddess Brighid in some 
traditions. A time to celebrate the Quickening, the coming 
of spring. 

Ostara: (O STAR uh) March 21. The Spring Equinox. The Year God grows to 
a youth, the Goddess becomes the Maiden. Time to plant early 
crops, begin new projects. 

Behaine: (BELL tan) May 1. The Goddess and the God perform the Sacred 
Marriage (Wiccan) A time to rejoice in fertility, try for children, 
start new projects, etc. 

Midsummer's: (MID sum uhrz) June 21. The Summer Solstice. The Goddess becomes the 
Mother, pregnant with the Year God. The present Year God ages. 
A time to cultivate crops and projects. 

Lammas or Lugbnasadh: (LAM as or loo NAH sah) August 5. The first fruits of the summer 
are brought in. A time to rejoice in projects fulfilled. The Year 
God ages, becomes the Sage. The Goddess begins to become the 
Crone. 

Mabon: (MAY bahn) September 21. The Fall Equinox. Harvest. The Goddess 
as Crone sacrifices the Year God. A time to reflect before Samhain. 



Most Goddess traditions follow this calendar at least loosely, as it is the basic 

agrarian cycle followed by most earth-based religions and can therefore be surmised as the 

calendar the ancient Goddess cultures would have followed. The use of the Wiccan names 

is often more convenient because they are the most commonly heard (some are even 

celebrated as secular festivals with the same name in the British Isles) and facilitate 

communication between groups. 

Most Goddess traditions also celebrate the Full Moons, which are also observed in 

Wicca. There are thirteen moons in a lunar year, falling between the Sabbats. Called 

Esabats, each moon has its own meaning and associations.* 

Non-Wiccan Goddess traditions also often use Wiccan ritual format. This includes 

"casting a circle" in which sacred space is "carved out" of ordinary space with incense, a 

wand, or a knife; calling in the four directions, each of which is associated with an element 

as follows:North-Earth, East-Air, South-Fire, and West-Water. The Deity is invoked, 

whether it be only the Goddess or both Goddess and God. Meditation and magic play a 

part in Wiccan and many non-Wiccan Goddess circles. 

Many within the Goddess movement set up altars similar to those used by Wiccans 

with the same ritual tools: the cup or chalice;the athame or ritual dagger (not used for 

drawing blood in most traditions); the pentacle, or five-pointed star; the incense burner; 

and the candle. Altars may also include stones, statues, or other objects special to the 

practitioner. 

The Wiccan influence is so great on non-Wiccan Goddess spirituality because 

Wicca has become quite accessible. A large number of basic, informative books 

For a list, see the Appendix 



introducing basic ritual design have been published in the last few years as Wicca becomes 

more socially acceptable. (The popular television show Coach even has a recurring 

Wiccan character). Other Pagan religions such as Asatru (Nordic), Sumerian paganism, 

and African religions have also had an influence on Goddess spirituality, and as the 

information available on them grows, they will probably have even more of an impact. 

Eastern Religion 

The impact of Eastern religions such as Buddhism, Hinduism, and Taoism can also 

be seen on the practice of Goddess spirituality. A number of survey respondents reported 

exploring or practicing at least one of these before choosing a more neo-pagan path. 

The use of meditation and chant is the most obvious influence. Many women who 

practice Goddess spirituality use mediation for their own spiritual purposes. Group 

mediations are also common, as is meditation during ritual. These may or may not be 

coupled with chant. Chant is often used to in ritual to "raise energy" for a specific 

purpose, be it magic or healing. 

Yoga is also commonly practiced among women in the Goddess movement. Some 

respondents reported taking Yoga, which led them to Eastern religion, which led them to 

Goddess religions, and so on. Tantric yoga is often used by women in the movement also. 

The influence of Hinduism can be seen in a more direct way. Many women take a 

Hindu goddess as their patron deity. Common among survey respondents were Kali Ma 

and Durhga, as well as Tara and Sarsavati. 



The principles of balance found in the Eastern religions are integral to much of the 

practice of Goddess spirituality. Whether practitioners choose to honor this balance by 

acknowledging both a goddess and a god, or through some other aspect of their practice, 

it is a common theme in ritual and private practice. 

Native American Spirituality 

Native American spirituality has also had a strong influence on the Goddess 

movement. The focus on balance with nature and women's mysteries are appealing to 

many. 

One of the most common influences of Native American spirituality on Goddess 

spirituality is the honoring of menstruation. Many women set up "moon lodges" where 

they will go during menstruation for meditation. This was a common practice among 

many Native American tribes, who believed women were very powerful during 

menstruation. Some women take their moon lodge time alone, but often whole groups 

will use the lodge together if they happen to be menstruating at the same time. The sweat 

lodge, used by Native Americans for purification and prayer, as also been adopted by 

many women's groups. 

Some women adopt a Native American goddess such as Changing Woman as their 

patron deity. They may also adopt the ceremonies surrounding the women's mysteries 

and apply them to their own lives. 

The use of drumming in Goddess circles also seems to be due to Native American 

influence. Wooden flutes are also used sometimes in ritual, along with hand rattles or 



hand drums. Recorded Native American music is also used for meditation and ritual by 

some practitioners. 

Judaism/Qabballah 

The influence of Judaism on the Goddess movement is something that has only 

recently begun to be seen. Many practitioners have a background in Qaballah, a Jewish 

esoteric text. Qabbalistic rituals are structured similarly to those of ceremonial magic, and 

have some elements in common with Wiccan ritual. Some practitioners of Goddess 

spirituality either also follow the Qabballah or structure their rituals in similar fashion. 

The influence of the Shekinah, the Jewish feminine face of God, is just beginning 

to be seen. Many women of Jewish origin (and some not of Jewish origin) are looking to 

the Shekinah. They are trying to reform Judaism so that they may remain in the Jewish 

faith and still have a feminine aspect of deity. The Shekinah is mentioned in the Bible, and 

plays an integral part in the Qabballah, but Judaism as a whole has treated her as merely a 

footnote. The exploration of the Shekinah is a recent one in the Goddess movement and 

should make for an interesting future. 

"The Occult Practices" 

Occult practices* are an integral part of many Goddess traditions (as well as many 

other religions). The majority of my survey respondents reported exploring or practicing 

at least one of the following: reading Tarot; casting runes; astrology;channelling or 

Occult here is defined as "hidden". There is nothing judgmental implied. 



conversing with spirits; psychic dreams; having visions;astral projection (out of body 

experience). Many people become part of the Goddess movement through an interest in 

the occult. Neo-paganism and other forms of Goddess spirituality accept the validity of 

"occult" practices as well as magic; therefore, they are a logical step for many who believe 

in or practice such things. 

A Final Note on Practice.— 

This section has examined some of the influences on Goddess spirituality. 

However, because we are speaking of a living religion made up of real people, it is 

important to remember that there are as many influential factors as there are experiences. 

In other words, as long as women keep having unique experiences, the list of things that 

influence spirituality will continue to grow. 



Voices 

We have examined the origins of Goddess-inclusive spirituality. We have explored 

the traditions that influence the practice. While empirical research is all well and good, 

they have so far not answered our primary question: What makes women leave traditional 

religion in favor of one that honors the Goddess? And for that answer, one must go to the 

women themselves. 

A field sample of 100 women from around the country was taken. Each woman 

answered a short questionnaire* about her spirituality. The results of the survey are as 

follows: 

Spiritual Paths 

63% identified themselves as Wiccan 

37% identified themselves as non-Wiccan 

75% of these identified themselves as Pagan 

Age 

51% were between 26 and 30 years old 

26% were over 40 years old 

19% were between 19 and 25 years old 

2% were under 18 years 

Background 

52% reported growing up in Protestant Christianity 

Baptist Christianity was the most common 

See the Appendix for a copy of the questionnaire 



28% reported growing up Catholic 

Lifestyles 

60% identified themselves as lesbian or bisexual 

Most reported some college education 

Nearly all respondents identified themselves as Caucasian. 

No African-Americans responded 

Statistics are all well and good, but it is what these women had to say from their 

own experiences that helps us arrive at the answers to our questions. 

What causes women to leave traditional religion? 

The survey posed this question. Three responses were most common: misogyny 

within traditional religion; lack of female presence in Deity within that religion, and a 

general disillusionment with the teachings of traditional religion. 

Misogyny and the exclusion of women was the most common reasons among 

survey respondents for leaving traditional religion. Says Maira, a Wiccan from Georgia: 

"When I sat through a sermon detailing why women 
could never lead a congregation (at age thirteen) 1 
decided I'd have to give up religion completely. 
How could I ever really believe in a spiritual 
framework that treated me as a second class 
citizen because I am a woman?" 

A similar disillusionment is expressed by Spiral, who says she left the Catholic 

Church because "I couldn't grow up to be a priest." and Jane who says, 

"I explored the idea of baptism in college. 
Before making the decision whether or not 
to go through with it, I read the Bible. That 
experience indicated to me that Christianity 
was no place for a woman to find spiritual 
growth." 



Survey respondents spoke openly about what they feel is misogyny with 

traditional religion such as Christianity and Judaism. Because Goddess religion and 

feminism are so closely tied in modern times, a woman's emerging feminist mindset may 

cause her to leave patriarchal religion. Such was the case with many respondent. 

"I get really tired of hearing how women 
brought all the evil into the world." 

Kaitlin, solitary Wiccan 

"I am a feminist. I couldn't in good 
conscience be a part of a belief system 
that was so openly misogynistic." 

Lillith, solitary Wiccan 

"I am a woman and could never operate 
under a system that declared that god was 
solely male " 

Sabrah n'haRaven,Wiccan 

The lack of (or disavowment of) a feminine aspect of the divine also prompted 

respondents to leave traditional religion. 

"As to Christianity, it did not meet my 
deepest needs, one of which was to 
reconnect with the divine feminine " 

Moonsong, Wiccan 

"I had endless debates about why we couldn't 
say 'She' and 'Her' once in a while, since no 
one knows the gender of God. ..." 

Maira, Wiccan 

"I believe we create God in our own image. 
I am female. So is my image. So is an 
aspect of what I consider to be divine." 

K. 

"[Judaism] didn't work for me. I 
needed a more personal god form.... 
female." 

Medusa 

Respondents also report questioning or being disillusioned with the teachings of 

traditional religion, which prompted them to seek alternatives. 



"I always had questions about a god that 
would create humans as 'sinful' and then 
punish them for what being what they were 
created to be." 

Glinda 

"The Biblical God, who was supposed to 
be perfect and all wise, but acted like a 
spoiled two year old seemed an unworthy 
rolemodel at all, let alone recipient of 
worship." 

Sagana 

"I loved my congregation (and still do) 
and respect the people for whom Christianity 
is the right path, but I could not make peace 
with the Bible nor with Christianity's 
institutional past " 

Sarah 

"....I couldn't justify an angry, jealous, 
dysfunctional-father god " 

Kaitlin 

"It seemed to me that [Christianity] 
insisted on the literal truth of their myth-
ology and the falsehood of everyone 
else's " 

Jo Ann 

"The other religious options (mostly 
Christianity) I find repugnant in their 
glorification of death and violence " 

El 

"Christianity felt spiritually dead to me 
In addition, when I came out as a Lesbian and 
broke off my engagement [to a Jewish man] I 
found that neither conservative Judaism or 
Christianity really accepted homosexuals." 

Carrie 

What is the appeal of Goddess religion? 



The main reasons for leaving traditional religion also seem to be the main reasons 

respondents found Goddess religion so appealing: the positive view of women, the 

presence of the female divine, and the teachings of the religion itself. In their own words: 

"The whole idea of the divine feminine, 
the reverence for the earth and the changing 
seasons, the idea of connectedness with nature, 
the immanence of deity, and the beautiful ritual 
[appealed to me]" 

Arawyn 

"I identified as a feminist. I was looking 
for a minor of myself in Deity." 

K. 

" I was coming into my feminism and 
questioning the patriarchal values and 
traditions of my culture I was also 
realizing that I am not heterosexual and 
questioning heterosexist norms as well as 
sexist ones Pagan spirituality was part 
of the feminist/progressive subculture at 
the college I attended " 

Cat 

"I think [Goddess religion] has drawn 
converts because of the need for people 
to have the Divine Female presence in 
their lives. Everyone needs their Mother. 
Even the Catholics never fully abandoned 
Mary as Mother." 

Carrie 

" I was seven and picked up a colorful 
book of Greek myths and especially loved 
the picture of Artemis. It was then I knew.... 
if there was 'something big and special', it was 
in the forest, and it would probably look more 
like Artemis running with her hounds than 
some dead guy nailed to some crossbeams." 

Morrigan-Aa 

"My religion helps to validate me as a woman, 
making me feel empowered. In times of trouble, 
I relate to my Goddess as I would a nurturing 
mother (as opposed to a distant father)." 

Jane 

"The inclusion of the feminine divine gives 
back not only the emotional caring, aspects, 



but also the strength and implacable justice 
that can be the purview of women." 

Summer 

"Goddess religion's worldview stressed 
respect for and understanding of nature, 
with humans as part of the picture, not 
standing outside it. It saw spirituality and 
sexuality as mutually beneficial and inter-
dependent, instead of mutually exclusive." 

Martha 

"'Traditional' religions, which are generally 
transcendental in nature, separate us from 
life and the present and ask us to focus on 
what lies beyond life. Goddess religions 
which have their roots in fertility religions, 
honor the cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth 
and honor the connection we have with all life." 

Cat 

"What do I look for in a religion? No pressure, 
no fire and brimstone, no threats. No dysfunc-
tional god that needs his ego stroked constantly. 
A religion that accepts women as valuable people. 
A religion that promotes the protection of nature 
instead of its domination. Magic,mystery. Goddess 
religion gives me this." 

Kaitlin 

"The concept of self-determination of worship 
styles is very attractive to people from the more 
repressive side of Christianity who have been told 
all their lives that they are wrong and not worthy and 
deserve to feel guilty for their essential sinful nature. 
When these folks discover a religion in which they celebrate 
the nature of life and sexuality and joy, they embrace it." 

Mel 

How do women find Goddess religion? 

Respondents reported for the most part either learning of Goddess religion through 

friends that already followed similar spiritual paths or through reading. The most 

commonly mentioned texts were Starhawk's The Spiral Dance and Dreaming in the Dark 

and Scott Cunningham's Wicca: A Guide for the Solitary Practitioner. Many discovered 



Goddess religion in a more roundabout way, by reading science fiction or texts on 

witchcraft. (One woman found the Goddess completely by mistake; as a child she was 

looking for books on magic tricks in the library and stumbled across a book on Pagan 

magic.) Others read mythology as children and were captivated by the idea of 

worshipping a Goddess; years later, they found people who did just that. 

Dreams and visions were also mentioned as paths respondents had taken to 

Goddess religion. Others reported experience with occult practices such as Tarot and 

astrology as their gateway into Goddess religion. 

Still others reported that they did not study or research Goddess religion at all. 

Rather, when they encountered it through friends or literature, they found that the tenants 

of Goddess religion simply meshed with those beliefs they already held personally. They 

reported feeling a sense of "coming home". In their own words: 

"Like so many others, once I discovered 
a Wiccan path, it was immediately clear 
to me that that was where I had been 
all along." 

Robyn 

"I wanted to worship a deity that was 
more like what I though 'god' should be, 
and when I found Goddess worship, I knew 
that I was 'home'." 

Crystalhawk 

"[Goddess religion] was always there in 
my heart, in the trees, in the sky. It was 
in my gender, in my mother, in the ocean. 
I often feel that I was 'born that way'— 
many Pagans do " 

Morrigan-Aa 



Conclusion 

The movement toward Goddess spirituality is a complex one. No amount of 

surveying could encompass every reason for turning to the Goddess, nor every aspect of 

such religion that is appealing. Perhaps the reasons behind the movement are best 

summed up by survey respondent Kathy, who says, 

"I've always been searching for 'something 
else'. The mainstream religions did not 
touch my soul. This one does." 
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Appendix One 

The WITCH Manifesto* 

WITCH is an all-woman everything. It's theater, revolution, magic, 

terror, joy, garlic flowers, spells. It's an awareness that witches and gypsies were the 

original guerrillas and resistance fighters against oppression—particularly the 

oppression of women—down through the ages. Witches have always been women who 

dared to be: groovy, courageous, aggressive, intelligent, nonconformist, explorative, 

curious, independent, sexually liberated, revolutionary. (This possibly explains why nine 

million of them have been burned.) Witches were the first Friendly Heads and Dealers, 

the first birth-control practitioners and abortionists, the first alchemists (turn dross into 

gold and you devalue the whole idea of money!). They bowed to no man, being the living 

remnants of the oldest culture of all—one in which men and women were equal sharers in 

a truly cooperative society, before the death-dealing sexual, economic, and spiritual 

repression of the Imperial Phallic Society took over and began to destroy nature and 

human society. 

WITCH lives and laughs in every woman. She is the free part of each of us, 

beneath the shy smiles, the acquiescence to the absurd male domination, the make-up 

and the flesh-suffocating clothing our sick society demands. There is no "joining " 

WITCH. If you are a woman and dare to look within yourself, you are a Witch. You 

make your own rules. You are free and beautiful. You can be invisible or evident in how 

'As reprinted in Living in the Lap of the Goddess 



you choose to make your Witch-self known. You can form your own Coven of sister 

Witches (thirteen is a cozy number for a group) and do your own actions. 

Whatever is repressive, solely male-oriented, greedy, patriarchal, or 

authoritarian—those are your targets. Your weapons are theater, satire, explosions, 

magic, herbs, music, costumes, cameras, masks, chants, stickers, stencils and paint, films, 

tambourines, bricks, brooms, guns, voodoo dolls, cats, candles, bells, chalk, nail 

clippings, hand grenades, poison rings, fuses, tape recorders, incense—your own 

boundless beautiful imagination. Your power comes from your own self as a woman, and 

it is activated in working with your sisters. The power of the Coven is more than the sum 

of its individual members, because it is together. 

You are pledged to free our brothers from oppression and stereotyped sexual 

roles (whether they like it or not) as well as ourselves. You are a Witch by saying three 

times, "I am a Witch " and thinking about that You are a Witch by beingfemale, 

untamed, angry, joyous, and immortal. 
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Suggested Reading 

For more information on Wicca and Goddess-based spirituality, the author 

recommends the following. 

Scott Cunningham 

Scott Cunningham 

Starhawk 

Margot Adler 

Silver Ravenwolf 

Amber K. Wolf 

Laurie Cabot 

Wicca: A Guide for the Solitary Practitioner 

Living Wicca 

The Spiral Dance 

Drawing Down the Moon 

To Ride a Silver Broomstick 

In the Shadow of the Shaman 

Power of the Witch 

These and other selections are available in the religion or new age sections 

of most bookstores. 
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The Moons 

There are thirteen moons in a lunar year. Wiccan and Goddess circles typically 

celebrate these moons, each of which has a traditional name. 

January Wolf Moon 

February Storm Moon 

March Chaste Moon 

April Seed Moon 

May Hare Moon 

June Dyad Moon 

July Mead Moon 

August Wyrt Moon 

September Barley Moon 

October Blood Moon 

November Snow Moon 

* As printed in To Ride A Silver Broomstick 



December Oak Moon 

Variable Blue Moon 

A Blue Moon occurs when the 28-day lunar cycle occurs twice in a 31-day 
month. 
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GODDESS WORSHIP SURVEY 

This information is being compiled as part of my Senior Honors Colloquium 
at the University of North Texas. I am and English and Anthropology student as 
well as a practicing Wiccan. Please take a few moments to fill out this 
questionnaire. Feel free to write on the back if your answers require more space 
than I have provided. Your help is greatly appreciated. 

Susan 

1) How old are you? 

a) under 18 b)19-25 c)26-39 d)over40 

2) What sex are you? 

a)male 

b)female 

3) What best describes your spiritual path? 

a) Goddess-inclusive spirituality (check those that apply) 

Wicca 

Pagan but not Wiccan (specify) 

Hindu 

-Other Goddess-inclusive (specify) 

b) Christian/Christian based 

c) Jewish 

d) Islamic 

e) Eastern (Buddhist, Taoist, etc) 

f) Santeria/Voudoun/Caribbean (specify) 

g) Other (specify) 

4) How long have you been practicing? 

5) How old were you when you began practicing your present religion? 

6) What was your first exposure to Goddess-inclusive religion? 

7) What religion, if any, did you practice prior to your present religion? 



What prompted you to leave that religion? 

8) What prompted you to look into Goddess-inclusive religion? 

9) Do you practice: 

a)by yourself 

b)within your family 

c)with one coven, grove, or group 

d)with various groups (open circles, etc.) 

10) Please comment on Goddess-inclusive religion: why you feel it is the best path 

for you, why you think it has drawn converts, etc. 

*The following information is optional* 

What race/ethnic origin are you? 

What is your sexual orientation? 

*For further contact purposes—optional* 

Name (first name or magickal name OK) 

Address: 

Phone: 

e-mail: 



Thanks once again for your time. Your help is greatly appreciated. Blessed be! 
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