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It is a great honour for me to be allowed to reflect on my religion, my faith and my hopes for the Protestant Church in your company. Let me first, on my behalf, welcome you to this country, Island.  I use the version, Island – as we pronounce it here - instead of Iceland, because I like the idea of my country having a name with a deeper meaning. Some say that the land settlers came here from the Scandinavian countries and the British Isles to establish a community with a high spiritual purpose, and named it Island, meaning land of light, or land of the divine
. To me that is a beautiful thought and I hope that you like it too. 

Secondly let me make it clear who I am, or where I’m coming from into this setting. In addition to being Islandic, I am a woman, and as such am influenced, silenced, activated and hindered by inner and outer, conscious and sub-conscious conditions associated to my gender.  I have studied religion, but I am neither a specialist on Christianity, nor a member of the Islandic Church. I am, and have always been, a spiritual person, seeking and questioning, and therefore evolving in my approach to the divine. 

I was raised in a traditional Lutheran community, and probably a traditional Islandic family, a family of mixed approaches to religion, to God. The three persons, who influenced my spiritual and religious development most, were my father, my maternal grandmother and my mother, but of course there were others. My mother had rejected God, and although she kept that to herself as I was growing up, I sensed her spiritual sadness. She felt God had taken away her brothers and sisters, four brothers and two sisters died before she reached the age of 12. My maternal grandmother lost those children, as well as her own mother at the age of 8, but she reacted by reaching deeper into the world of God, Jesus and the angels. She was deeply and sincerely Christian, Guðhrædd – afraid of God ??? – she was Christian in the old Islandic way, trusting in an afterlife, where she would reunite with her family, but at times it seemed that her main contact with the invisible world was through the fairies. As a motherless child she had played with the fairy-children, living in the hills of her home in the country, as a mother she prayed to Jesus, but she also called for the help of the fairy-healers when her children fell ill. And according to her, they responded, although they, as well as Jesus, seemed helpless against the power of tuberculosis. 

My father was a wonderfully gentle and loving man, who believed strongly in a higher power, was deeply connected to nature and open to different ways to reach that power. In his paternal family spirituality had a strong place. He introduced me to foreign cultures and myths, new ways of thinking about life.  

She who may still have been the most influential agent in my spiritual and religious upbringing is Nature herself, whom I call the Goddess. The power and magic of the ever evolving universe, the stars, the moon, the sun, the aurora borealis, day and night, the magical blue dusk....... the seasons with the forever growing, dying and reborn trees, the beauty of the flowers, the perfection of a Veronica or a Viola Tricolor, as well as the howling snowstorms and burning sun, the birds, butterflies, bees, and the horses standing like divine beings, totally still on the hills in our country-home, and then running with a force that brought deep awe to the little girl, who was forever asking, forever on a quest to understand the power behind it all. At a very early age I found two different ways to connect to power, to gain security when something was troubling me, something I felt I couldn’t talk about to my parents or others. One was to pray to Jesus and the angels, the Jesus my grandmother introduced me to and in the way and words she had taught me, the other was to connect to nature, walk in the hills, let the rain pour over me, or the snowstorms cool me; lie in the grass, talk to the stars, reflect with the moon. 

As I grew older, the prayers to Jesus gave way to connecting with Nature, and my image of the divine took the form of a woman, a great mother. 
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	At first she was the one I had inherited from my grandmother, the sweet Virgin Mary, with the child and the angels, or the grieving mother, who would understand a grieving or distressed daughter. But as I grew older, she took more and more, the form of the Holy Mother, Queen of Heaven and Earth, the Strong and Wise One, Sophia ... 


and later the Bride, he sister or partner of Jesus. 

As I travelled around the world, mostly to Southern Europe, I found that sitting in a Catholic church, even listening to the soothing Latin that I didn’t understand, and the music, smelling the incense, and letting all that along with the images of Mary enter my soul, rather than my mind, was so fulfilling, so nourishing and calming. 
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	So much so, that I strongly considered entering a convent in Ireland, devoting my life to Mary, the QUEEN OF HEAVEN.


Those plans changed as I fell in love with a man and became a mother, but my need for the Holy Mother did not diminish with that. Indeed it was intensified. As a mother and a grown woman I deeply and sincerely needed Mary, a personal divine female power to turn to. My own search for the Goddess, inside and out, led me to studies in philosophy and religion, focusing on the divine female in European myth and history.
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	It seems that as far back as we are able to trace human civilization, i.e. women and men expressing their thoughts and feelings in images and symbols, they have expressed images of God, of a super-natural power. They have been male … and female … , as mother and son, father and son, mother and daughter, father and daughter, bride and groom, the beloved, and as sisters, as nature, moon and star etc. 




Thus the divine has always been with us humans, revealed in different ways. The image we remember at each time has very much to do with our socio-political culture system. It has to do with the relationship between men and women, between humans and nature and between nations or groups. Marija Gimbutas, a Lithuanian archaeologist who focused on the archaeological remnants of Old Europe, has found clear coherence between myth and history, between sociological, political or cultural patterns and what seems to have been the religion of the time. After extensive and in-depth re-search and re-membrance, re-translating the symbols and images of Old Europe, into a new context, Gimbutas comes to the conclusion, that from as early as the 7th millennium BCE there existed throughout most of Europe a well developed, peaceful, artistic and matristic civilization. This culture was based on the reverence of the divine female, the Great Goddess in her many aspects, and Gimbutas has therefore termed it the Civilization of the Goddess. This goddess was nature, life, different expressions of the life-death dance. 
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Asherah
	There is no doubt that the prehistoric veneration of Mother Earth survived intact up to the time of the worship of Demeter and Persephone in Greece, Ops Consiua in Rome, Nerthus in Germanic lands, Zemyna or Zemes Mate in the Baltic area, Mother Moist Earth in Slavic lands, and elsewhere.  Her power was too ancient to be altogether destroyed by succeeding patriarchal religions, including Christianity. (1991, p. 230) 




Many have written about the Great Goddess before Gimbutas, but none has given as much evidence for this thesis, as she did. Our Snorri Sturluson, the author of the Prose Edda and Heimskringla, a Christian chief, a man of great feats, in the 13th century, agrees with Gimbutas in that before so-called paganism, with a pantheon of gods, became the culture in Europe, a great goddess prevailed. He says: 

From [what they detected of earth’s nature, the people of old] understood that the earth was alive and living in a certain way, and they knew that she
 was extraordinarily old of age and powerful by nature. She fed all beings and took possession of all that died. For that reason they gave her a name and traced their ancestry to her.

	[image: image5.jpg]



	As mentioned by Gimbutas, the Great Goddess, Mother Earth in her many guises, survived the changes in culture and religion, from Palaeolithic times to Modern times, she lives in every religion in the world, although in some, she is more hidden than in others. She most often took and takes the form of a merging between nature and woman, or she is linked to animals or stars. Many even see the Holy Ghost as such a phenomenon, the great Bird Goddess born anew, and at times Mary and the Dove are as one.


My search for her in Islandic culture and my own roots, led me incidentally to both Scandinavia and Britain. As a child I was fascinated by an idea, found in a book of genealogy, which my great grandfather wrote for my father. One of my foremothers was Auður djúpúðga, a land-settler, in fact probably the first settler to practice Christianity in Island. She had come from Scotland, but she was born in Norway, had been raised in the Hebrides and lived as a queen for a while in Ireland. After her son’s death she travelled from Scotland to Island, via Orkney and Faeroe Islands.

I have sometimes wondered how a beginning reflects, or even destines, an outcome.  To me, this ancestress of mine, has a divine quality, and her story is a myth. In her myth, may lie some of the main elements in Islandic Christianity, through the ages. Her name, Auður, is an ancient word with a paradoxical meaning.  It is a common woman’s name, but apart from that it does not exist in modern language in its feminine form. The masculine does, however. The noun auður means ‘riches’, ‘wealth’, and the adjective auður (masculine), auð (feminine), autt (neuter), means ‘empty’, ‘void’. There are related feminine nouns, like auðn meaning ‘wasteland’, whereas the feminine auðna means ‘fortune’ or ‘luck’. The powerful paradox of the wealth in the void. The origin of the female name Auður or Auðr (original form) is an old Islandic feminine noun. Its meaning is: örlög, dauði, hamingja, auðna, örlagadís, norn, örlagavefur (Ásgeir B. Magnússon 1989); or translated roughly: destiny, death, happiness, fortune, goddess of fate, web of fate.  

But there is more to Auður, the deep minded, than her name. As I mentioned she was a Christian, born in Norway, the daughter of a pagan chief and his powerful wife. She sailed with her father to the British Isles, and there she became devoted to early Celtic Christianity, which most certainly revolved around Mary and perhaps St. Brigid, the “descendants” of the goddesses Brighid and Danu. She practiced her religion on a hill where she raised her cross. Later those hills were worshipped as sacred sites, by her descendants. When Auður djúpúðga died, the story tells us that she asked to be buried by the ocean-shore, where she would be caressed by the waves. It is interesting that another name for Auður in the Sagas, is Unnur, which means ocean or wave, and Unnur was the name of the daughter of the sea-god Ægir.  Mar is another word for sea, and Mara or Mary is a sea goddess in many cultures. 

This was in the 9th century and Christianity was not practiced by the Islandic nation for another 100 years, until the wise pagan priest Ljósvetningagoði decided that the whole nation should adopt this new custom, as he phrased it. receiving the dead. 
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	Although the new custom had been practiced for over two centuries when Snorri Sturluson, the author and chief, wrote his books, he point out that Freyja, alone among the old gods, is still alive among the people. She, just like her Celtic sisters, was assimilated into the new religion, sometimes as love goddess, other times as a healer and the one Freyja, Brigid and Mary are all related and I believe they all serve very much the same function in the lives of people who worship them. In spite of this seemingly fundamental human need, to relate in a spiritual way to a divine woman, leaders of nations and religions have found those goddesses or divine mothers and lovers, a real threat. I wonder why?  




Hjalti Skeggjason was among the first to try to Christianize the Islanders, in the late 10th century. He clearly saw Freyja as the most powerful and dangerous of the goð. His words: “Vilk eigi goð geyja. Grey þykki mér Freyja” (‘I will not speak against the goð, [but] I think Freyja is a bitch’)  (Íslendingabók, ch. 7 and Kristnisaga, ch. 9), spoken from the chair at Alþingi, were seen as goðgá (blasphemy against the gods) and he was outlawed for that reason.  The goddess Þorgerður Hörgabrúður, seems in the mind of Ólafur Tryggvason, king of Norway, to have been Christ’s main adversary.  Not only does he (according to the Sagas), take and break the idol, her statue, along with the idol of the Vanir god Freyr, but he undresses her, ties her to his horse and drags her naked across the field. Then, before the ritual burning, he commands all his men, who were former worshippers of this goddess, to denounce her. 

But the Goddess was reborn. With Christ and the Father, came the mother, Mary. For five hundred years, Christians in Island, connected to the divine female as Mary. But then, her divine power was denounced too, she was taken away.  

  As I was visiting in Lithuania in the fall of 1999, my friend Margarita took me on a tour around Vilnius. She took me to the main gate in the old border wall, the so-called Ostra Brama Gate. Above the gate, inside the wall itself, Our Lady Marija resides in her temple overlooking the city. 
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	Worn steps of stone lead up to the temple, which is a small chapel. My friend told me that while she was pregnant she stopped by at the temple of Holy Mother, to pray for the baby’s health, every time she came from visiting her doctor.  She had learned to know Mary through her Russian Orthodox grandmother, who worshipped her Queen of Heaven secretly during Soviet times.I walked up the stairs following and passing a stream of women of all ages, crawling on their knees up the worn stone-steps, showing their devotion. By the entrance door we passed a wooden carved image of Christ on the cross, 

the women bowed and greeted him shortly, but went


immediately on to meet Marija.  The women sat, knelt or stood around the tiny chapel, praying. Many were weeping.

I too knelt before the beautiful golden image of Our Lady and immediately and unexpectedly tears started running down my cheeks. I felt profound grief for the fact that She had been taken away from me, from Islandic women, from all Protestants, women and men. The religious/political leaders of my country had taken this tradition from the old culture. I had been derived of the custom of being able to drop by in the midst of a daily routine and have an intimate talk with my Goddess. For the moment I had forgotten that she can never be taken away, every time an image of her is broken, burned or buried, she is reborn in a new form. Reverence for the Lady had also been restricted in Lithuania during the Soviet times, but the people will not forget her, and now Catholicism there is stronger than ever. 

I am not advocating Catholicism, neither in Iceland nor elsewhere. There is good and bad in every religious system, and the Catholic Church has its downsides. The way Mary is defined by many Catholics is not to my liking. That doesn’t mean we have to discard her. We don’t discard Christ or God, even though there are and have been cases of using their name for evil causes.  

As I mentioned I am not very knowledgeable in the liturgy of the different Churches, nor in ecumenical theory and practice. Therefore it came as a sad surprise when I read Charlene Spretnak’s new book, Missing Mary – the Queen of Heaven and her re-emergence in the Modern Church. Spretnak is a devout Marian, as well as a social reformist and eco-feminist. She is not a part of the so-called Conservative Right in the Catholic Church. In her book, she explains how, in the last 40 years, or since Vatican II, Mary has slowly but surely been dethroned, set aside and made invisible in the Catholic Church. This has been done partly for ecumenical reasons, to make peace with Protestants, partly to meet the modern emphasis of feminist scholars inside the church. Of course this has not in any way diminished the need of ordinary people around the world to seek comfort, strength and understanding in the arms of the Queen of Heaven, but now she may not be called by that name in official ceremonies. Even her image on the rosary has been taken away, and replaced with the dove. 

When I browsed the Web for Queen of Heaven, I found a myriad of home pages, dedicated to the destruction of her as a phenomenon. She is called Satan, the Whore of Babylon etc. It is interesting how the reverence for the Mother and Son, and the Queen of Heaven, is almost without exception called A CULT, while the reverence for the Father and Son, the Lord Almighty, is a religion, a Holy Law, a Truth.  

Why do we have to replace Mary with The Holy Ghost or Sophia, or Our Friend God. No Christian would ever even think of replacing Jesus with God the Father? Why can’t we worship Mary, and think of the Holy Ghost as female, if that is important? Or give God an androgynous form… if that is important?

How and why do we define God? Give an image to a non-imaginable power? The Bible tells us that: ‘God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them’. (Genesis 1). But isn’t the reverse also true? Don’t humans create the image of god at each moment from their own image?
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	I do believe in God, a creator/creatrix. A great power that creates, nourishes, destroys and recreates the world – the Universe – forever. A Cosmological Matrix. I have no personal image of this power, I don’t see it as male or female. If I should give it an image as such, it would have to be something close to the merging of male and female symbols, like the star of David or spirals interweaving. (mynd), or the colours of a molecule. 




But my conviction is that all such speculations would be at the worst inflated narcissism, at the best infantile fantasies, or to give myself a break, a game of a feeble human. In spite of this conviction I have an infantile need (as Freud would phrase it) to create for myself, let’s call it a dream, a myth with an image of this power, an image of a source of compassion, wisdom, understanding and guidance, a parent or a role model really. For me, a woman, it seems natural that this image would reflect my woman-ness, my emotional and physical attributes. 

Therefore, when I relate to the greatest power I can imagine, I have a tendency to relate to a divine, female being, whom I call the Goddess, knowing full-well that my image of Her is my own fantasy, influenced by the fantasy of others through the world and ages. The fact that she has visualised in my dreams and in waking visions, in her many guises, does not fool me, I know that the images I see, the words I hear, come from my inside, or/and from my connection to the human images of her throughout time, the collective unconscious. 

Knowing this does not lessen the effect these visions have on my soul. I do believe that although I am just one of God’s countless tiny creatures, I am in some mysterious way connected to the whole, as my dog is, and as the trees are, and as this earth is. Venus and the Sun. And my image of the connecting power, God or Goddess, gives me comfort and a platform to build my life on, a focus to find my way, when things get confusing, and it makes it possible to relate, to ask and receive answers, to cry and receive understanding, to rejoice and receive love. 

It seems to be a human need to personalise the divine, and there seems to be a need for both the mother, the father, the son and the daughter. And since I’m at it, there also seems to be a need for the beloved and the sacred marriage, or so one would think at these times of the Da Vinci Code, which incidentally I haven’t read, but the idea is familiar to me. Why doesn’t the Protestant Church try to meet those needs? 

Recently I read a most wonderful book, called the ‘The Secret Life of Bees’ by Sue Monk Kidd. This last quote is from that book, expressing the importance of Mary to outcast women and a rejected motherless girl. 
 "Mary is rising…she is rising to her heights…
Our Mary will not be cast down and bound up…
and neither will her daughters.
We will rise, Daughters. We…will…rise." 


� The prefix IS means divine, light. The prefix is found in the name of Israel and Ishtar and many other names of deities and sacred places (Jobes, 1961). Some link the name to Isis (Páll Sveinsson, Islandic prologue to Germania, 1928) and say that places like Paris are named after her, formed from the words par – isis. 








� Jörð (earth) is a feminine word in Islandic and is in the Islandic text referred to as she (hún) or her (henni or hennar)





