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When I was traveling in France on a second honeymoon with my husband Clark, I noticed that in many small churches the statue of the Virgin Mary was often flanked by two other figures. On one side of the Lady, Joan of Arc stood in full armor, brandishing her sword, while on the other was St. Anthony in his monk’s robes, cradling the infant Jesus in his arms. Without consciously knowing it, the creators of these groupings had crafted shrines to the Holy Mother that implicitly acknowledged the many ways to show up in the world maternally. A woman could be a warrior who was a mother, and a mother could be a mystic who was a man. Neither Joan nor Anthony had biological children—but for centuries people around the world have turned to them in their hour of need for care and wisdom, guidance and love. They have turned to them as children seeking their mothers.

Mothers know that it takes many hands to raise a child. No wonder Kuan Yin, the Buddhist goddess of compassion, has a thousand arms. One of those hands is there to smooth a furrowed brow, while another brings us our armor before we head into battle. One hand guides our weaving, and another braids our hair. If we look to the folklore in any culture around the world, we find ourselves not ruled by a singular deity but instead circled by a pantheon of mothers. Reinforcing this is the fact that among many ancient peoples the number nine, the magical number of human pregnancy, was holy and sacred—there were nine muses in Greece, nine Icelandic goddesses, the blessed Ennead of the Egyptians, the nine expressions of the Hindu goddess Durga, and the nine original mothers of the Kogi people of Colombia.

These mothers, so many mothers, circle us with protection.

But we live in times where the mothers have been isolated, marginalized, vilified, and silenced. Being an actual mother has never been more narrowly defined. Only when I became a mother myself did I begin to understand how trapped I felt, how vast my own need for mothering really was—and how incapable a single person was of offering their children all that they demanded, all that they deserved. Out of my own longing and necessity for practical and spiritual mothering I began a decades-long investigation into what it really meant to be a mother.

What had it been like to be a mother before systems of domination defined our gender roles? What was it really like through the ages to be a mother within these oppressive religious and cultural institutions? How might changing our understanding of what it means to become a mother transform the world itself?

This book explores these questions over the course of nine chapters. Through an intimate examination of my relationship with my own mother, as well as historical and scientific realities, I offer, story by story, a gestational journey that I hope helps each of us transcend civilization’s inherent misogyny and rebirth in our lives a renewed experience of vitality and love. The more I opened myself during the writing of this book to the wisdom of my ancestors, the more it began to flow through me. I offer to you the messages and stories of these old grandmothers as well.

Drawing on material from the workshops I have taught around the world, I also provide exercises and prompts to help readers access their own renewed relationship with the many maternal presences available to us here and on the other side. You will learn how to summon all kinds of mothers to answer prayers, alchemize relationships with your own mothers, and discover how connecting to our future mothers in incarnations to come transforms how we treat all beings each and every day.

Women will, of course, come to these insights more readily than men, but I hope that they will share this book with their fathers, their husbands, their brothers, and their sons. My wild dream is a world in which men envision themselves as mothers as surely as St. Anthony, in which women feel liberated from oppressive gender roles as boldly as St. Joan, in which each of us can join hands with the Blessed Mother, with the many mothers of all religions and traditions, to cradle and care for the very life force of this planet.
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