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More than forty years ago my meditation teacher, Eknath Easwaran, told me that within his community, which was matrilinear in structure, both name and property were handed down from mother to daughter to granddaughter. Western anthropologists found that endlessly fascinating, he said, but they missed the real point, one  that everyone in his family understood, which was that spiritual awareness itself flowed down the mother-line “like a river.”  

Almost everything I’ve written this past forty years has had to do with the sacred feminine, and at the core of that work is my sense that spiritual mother-lines are the birthright of every woman and for that matter every family and every community. 

In my latest book Enduring Lives I set out to make the life stories of four wonderful women so accessible -- both to me and my readers – that we could through a feat of imagination incorporate them into our own motherliness of the spirit. The women are Etty Hillesum, Doctor Jane Goodall, the Venerable Tensin Palmo, and Sister Helen Prejean.

Here is the conclusion to that book: 

By the time this book was completed, I saw that a powerful consensus had formed around several issues, but in particular this: that every one of these women had after considerable struggle found a way to drop down to a place deep within herself where she got access to something I can only call a healing force. Each of them appears to have aligned herself, to use one of Sister Helen Prejean’s favorite terms, and opened out, in such a way that something much larger than her, and timeless, began to flow through her, and sustain her, and allow her to sustain others as well. 

“My heart is a floodgate for a never-ending tide of misery,” said Etty.

“As thy days so shall thy strength be. . .”  said Jane, recalling her favorite biblical passage.

“The dakinis were there . . .” recalled Tenzin Palmo.

“Grace never comes ahead of time. It unfurls under you as you need it,” says Sister Helen. 

 Each of these stories in turn is living explication of a poem by Adrienne Rich that has lingered for years in the back of my mind as a kind of feminist koan. “Anger and tenderness” have had powerful, opposing claims on the narrator of  “Integrity.” Yet over time, the split has repaired herself, and she experiences them now “as angels,” and not “polarities.”  Reconciled, they flow into her life and nourish her work.  Like a spider, she finds she can “spin and weave” at the same time – “even from a broken web”. 

All the women in this book had to contend with firestorms of absolutely legitimate anger, and every one of them has made an angel of her anger: not a saccharine little feathery-winged wisp of a thing, more like a fierce seraphim with a sword, but an angel nonetheless, tender and unyielding at once, and magnificently effective. 

But the spider, spinning and weaving at once, what was that? It took a hike in the hills behind my house early one October morning to make sense of that part of the poem and what it had to do with my four new best friends. 

There are certain mornings when the hills are almost blanketed with large spider webs, beautifully constructed, some a good foot across. They look like satellite dishes, all facing in exactly the same direction and at the same angle. Thousands of years ago their builders had determined that the first breezes of the day move up the hill in that direction, carrying the first bugs: in a word, breakfast. 

This particular morning I stopped, hunkered down, and looked hard at one of these webs. It was so lovely, the delicate threads sagging under the weight of the tiniest dewdrops you could imagine, glittering in the sunlight. 

And there she was, right at the center, the architect herself. She was huge. Her fuzzy legs were striped, and down her back ran three more bold yellow stripes. I wondered whether she wasn’t full of eggs.

Before I knew what I was doing, I picked up the tight bud of a dandelion head and pushed it toward her. She ignored me at first, seeming to know it was a tease, but I persisted, and suddenly she threw several legs around the bud and tugged at it. I tugged back, and then we both realized there was a big gash (skåra) right there at the center of the web. 

Everything got very still, and seconds later a bright pink orifice (öppning) opened up where I would swear I hadn’t seen one before – an umbilicus (navel) of sorts – and a stream of white light issued out of it. It wasn’t a thread, it was thicker than that, and white and lighter than air – because it hung in the air for an instant, like smoke, before she seized it and began to whip it around until it did turn into a thread. She seemed almost to be pulling the silk out of herself and spinning it at the same time – Yes! – spinning and weaving in one motion, because she could, because she had so many legs!  

I could barely breathe. Gossamer skeins (härvor av spindelväv) were flying about now, and seconds later she had completely repaired the breach. It wasn’t as pretty as it had been, but it was fully functional, and there she was back at the center, the still point of her own owner-built world.

When the Mother is provoked beyond all patience, says the Indian tradition, by human greed and corruption and cruelty, she barrels up out of depths of the earth and straightens everything out – heals the wounds, feeds the hungers, repairs the broken web of life. Sometimes she appears as one radiant figure, and people argue over whether She is divine or human, but when times are truly hard, she embodies many times over, as women who look for all the world like perfectly ordinary human beings until you follow them around for a day and see the amazing things that happen around them. And of course if you ask one of these women how they do what they do, they’re likely to tell you they aren’t actually doing a thing. Something just keeps flowing in . . . grace? The life force? Shakti?

My friend Jean Bolen likes to connect all of this with the myth of the Holy Grail, and the Fisher King whose wound couldn’t be healed, etc, and I know she is right. Only I love the dimension that comes in when we look hard at that grail – the bowl, the intricately woven basket, the kettle, the womb – and recognize that the bowl’s emptiness is crucial to the meaning of the symbol. 

Resilience (spänstighet, återhämtningsförmåga) is the word that always comes to mind when I try to define the sacred feminine, but I think that the word “relinquishment” (att överlåta, att släppa) comes very close to the heart of things, too.  A letting go that is commensurate with the profound welling up of grace and light and sustenance  . . . 

