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Summary 
udaism and Christianity officially proclaim a 
masculine Deity. Yet notions of a Feminine 

Face of God can be discerned from the dawn of 
biblical Judaism to modern esoteric Christian-
ity. Typically such notions arose on the fringes 
of religious orthodoxy, though in a few cases, 
they were endorsed by religious leaders. The 
Feminine Face of God can be seen in goddesses 
that are categorically distinct from humanity, in 
at least one historical figure, and in the corpo-
rate body of Jews or Christians. 

This article examines evidence of the Feminine 
Face of God in biblical and later Judaism; in the 
Kabbalah; and in Gnostic, mainstream and eso-
teric Christianity. Emphasis is given to two in-
dividualities who serve as particularly clear ex-
pressions of divinity: Sophia and Mary. Among 
much else, the article offers insights into the en-
igmatic relationship between Sophia and Mary. 

Introduction 
n Genesis 1, “God said, Let us make man in 
our image, after our likeness... male and fe-

male created he them.”1 The first reference to 
humanity in the Bible also makes an important 
statement about God: if human sexual polarity 
reflects the divine image and likeness, then God 
must also be both male and female. Notwith-
standing     that      bold      affirmation      in       their       joint  
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creation story, institutional Judaism and Chris-
tianity projected only masculine attributes onto 
their deity. 

Consequently, it may seem challenging to look 
for signs of a Feminine Face of God in the two 
world religions. Yet, throughout Judeo-Chris-
tian history, people yearned for a goddess—and 
in multiple contexts found one. Attempts were 
made to suppress that yearning, or to channel it 
into less threatening forms, like the corporate 
body of believers. But a more substantial and 
personal goddess kept coming back, showing 
how deep the hunger ran, and continues to run.  

Belief in a Feminine Face of God has some-
times been most prevalent among the masses; at 
other times it involved sophisticated individuals 
and groups. Important insights were shared by 
prominent Gnostics and Jewish Kabbalists; by 
Christians like Hildegard of Bingen, Jakob 
Böhme, and Sergei Bulgakov; and by twentieth-
century Theosophists. Finally, we have the 
work of modern scholars searching for evidence 
of the Feminine Face of God in scripture and 
other ancient texts. 

Gods and Goddesses of Antiquity 
The feminist movement of the 1970s and ’80s 
popularized the belief that, in prehistory, the 
Great Goddess reigned supreme in a peaceful, 
matriarchal society. The Goddess was identified 
with both the Earth and motherhood. Monica 
Sjöö and Barbara Mor claimed that goddess 
worship emerged naturally from the child-
mother relationship. “The first love-object for 
both women and men,” they noted, “is the 
mother.” Sjöö and Mor added: “In matriarchal 
society ... there is a close identification with the 
collective group of mothers, with Mother Earth, 
and with the Cosmic Mother.”2 The goddess re-
ligion focused on the seasons of the year, and 
on the lunar cycle, with its associations with the 
menstrual cycle.3 Allegedly the goddess culture 
ended when invading Indo-European tribes 
from Central Asia imposed a warlike patriar-
chy.4  

Over time the scenario lost some of its credibil-
ity. Among other considerations, the matriar-
chal society must have been limited in geo-
graphical extent; it could not, for example, have 

included Central Asia. But the Indo-Europeans 
did introduce male warrior gods, like Indra, 
Yahweh, Ares, Mars, and Odin. Those deities 
represented physical strength and prowess in 
battle, to which men were said to aspire and on 
which their own, their family’s and their tribe’s 
survival depended.  
Even in increasingly male-dominated panthe-
ons, some powerful goddesses held their own. 
A few reigned alone, like the Hindu Ushas, god-
dess of the dawn; the Greek Athena; and the Ro-
man Cybele, known as Magna Mater (“Great 
Mother”). The Celtic Danu and the Aztec Coat-
licue were the mothers of male gods. Others 
were consorts of male gods; all three persons of 
the Hindu trimurti had consorts. In Egypt, Osi-
ris and Isis were not only husband and wife but 
also siblings. Isis was revered as a mother god-
dess, and artwork of her holding her son Horus 
provided a prototype for the Christian Madonna 
and Child. 
Of particular relevance to the present study is 
the ancient Sumerian fertility goddess Inanna. 
Inanna was known as the “Lady of Heaven,” or 
“Queen of Heaven,” and was associated with 
the planet Venus and the eight-pointed star.5 
Later, Inanna was worshipped by the Akkadi-
ans, Babylonians, and Assyrians under the 
name Ishtar. Inanna probably inspired the Chal-
dean-Hebrew goddess Asherah. Inanna had a 
sister, Ereshkigal, “Queen of the Underworld,” 
whose characteristics were the polar opposites 
of Innana’s. Today we might suggest that 
Ereshkigal represented Inanna’s shadow side. 

The Burney Relief is often said to depict Inanna 
or Ereshkigal.6 The terracotta relief, dated be-
tween 1800 and 1750 BCE, shows a nude, fe-
male figure with wings, bird’s talons instead of 
feet, and dewclaws on her lower legs. Her raised 
hands hold “rod and ring” symbols that custom-
arily represented sacrificial offerings. She is 
flanked by owls and perched on the backs of 
two lions. Traces of pigment suggest that her 
body was once painted red, and the background 
black; hence the modern name “Queen of the 
Night.”7 
The figure in the Burney Relief is not immedi-
ately threatening; the face and body are attrac-
tive, and her hairstyle, headdress, and jewelry 
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suggest high social status. But detractors could 
have seized upon the combination of wings and 
clawed feet to demonize her as a bird of prey, a 
bloodthirsty seductress. She may lie behind the 
evil Lilith of Judaic tradition. Significantly, one 
of her possible points of origin was Abraham’s 
homeland, Ur. 

What Does the Feminine Face Mean? 
What precisely do we mean by the Feminine 
Face of God? In antiquity, people may have per-
ceived it in the Moon, the sea, a forest, or the 
wind; or in a quality like fertility, nurturing or 
compassion. Perhaps the element or quality 
suggested femaleness, or female attributes were 
projected onto it. Over time it acquired a name 
and became a personage, an object of worship, 
a goddess. Sophia evolved from the quality of 
wisdom. 

A goddess might be created solely by storytell-
ers, eventually to take a prominent place in a 
culture’s mythology. Or a particular culture 
might honor a human woman and raise her to 
the level of a deity; Mary was raised to divine, 
or near-divine, status. She brought her female-
ness and attributes with her, though new attrib-
utes were projected onto her too.  

Goddesses are created or discovered, and in 
every case we can detect human aspiration or 
need. Both in prehistory and throughout Judeo-
Christian history people have yearned for a di-
vine queen and/or mother, and their yearnings 
generally have been rewarded. However, this 
does not necessarily mean that  goddesses—and 
gods—are mere figments of primitive imagina-
tion. Divinity also seeks to reveal itself, and de-
ities may emerge from the intersection of hu-
man aspiration and divine revelation. Human 
aspiration may create a form into which divine 
essence can flow; the more noble the form the 
more fully the divine essence can ensoul it. Es-
oteric and some Christian teachings describe 
ways in which human beings can evolve suffi-
ciently to serve as forms for divine ensoulment. 

Esoteric teachings also speak of a feminine 
Principle that precedes, underlies or conditions 
the manifestations of deities, or logoi, from the 
unmanifest Godhead. At the other end of the 
conceptual spectrum, some modern “post-

religious” writers reduce the Feminine Face of 
God to a mere slogan or symbol of women’s re-
volt against patriarchy. 

In this study we shall observe the development 
of manifestations of the Feminine in diverse 
cultures, over a period of four millennia. At the 
same time, we shall gain a better understanding 
of what we mean by the Feminine Face of God. 

The Feminine Face in Judaism 
oses proclaimed that Yahweh (Hebrew: 
yhvh) was the one true God. Yahweh was 

a tribal warrior god, and the Jewish people pro-
jected unmistakably masculine qualities onto 
him. He led them in battle against their many 
enemies, including the inhabitants of the lands 
they conquered and occupied. 
Yet the Feminine Face of God can be discerned 
in a number of forms in Judaism. Some of them 
had pre-Judaic roots. Some have strong roots in 
scripture, while others were later creations, pro-
jected back onto scripture; one later creation 
was projected back onto the very first chapter of 
the Bible. Some found their way into medieval 
and modern Judaism, into the Kabbalah, or into 
Christianity. 

Asherah 
The mother goddess Asherah was worshipped 
in various parts of the Middle East. She and her 
consort El, or El Shaddai (“the High God”) al-
legedly gave birth to a pantheon of gods, from 
seventy to eighty-eight in number.8 Asherah 
was also a goddess of the trees or the groves, 
and her cult symbol was a stylistic tree: a 
wooden post.  
Abraham and his wife (and half-sister) Sarah, 
then known as Abram and Sarai, were told by 
God to leave their home in Ur of the Chaldees 
and journey to the Land of Canaan. Abraham’s 
God was El, and he brought El and Asherah 
with him to Canaan. 
We read in Genesis that “the Lord” gave Abram 
the new name Abraham and told him: “I will 
make thy seed as the dust of the earth: so that if 
a man can number the dust of the earth, then 
shall thy seed also be numbered.”9 Thus was 
born the Jewish nation. But “the Lord” was not 
El but Yahweh.10 Abraham may have lived 
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early in the second millennium BCE, but the 
Hebrew Bible is no older than the sixth century 
BCE, and by that time El had been replaced by, 
or transformed into, Yahweh. 

While El may have survived under a new name, 
the prophets and priests found no place for 
Asherah in their vision of Judaism. But it seems 
that she continued to find a place in the hearts 
of ordinary people. Worship of Asherah contin-
ued below the surface of mainstream Judaism. 
Asherah may be related to the Semitic mother-
goddess Ashtoreth, or Astarte, who also appears 
in the Old Testament.11  

Asherah appears some forty times in the He-
brew Bible. The same word was used for the 
goddess and for one of her sacred trees, groves, 
or ritual posts; and since Hebrew has no capi-
tals, distinguishing between them is not always 
easy. But at least five instances can be identified 
where the context indicates a reference to the 
goddess.12 Even then, most translators still hes-
itated to name her, instead rendering asherah as 
“the grove” or another cult symbol, or retaining 
the Hebrew word uncapitalized. Two examples 
from the King James Bible are: “Now therefore 
send, and gather to me all Israel unto mount 
Carmel, and the prophets of Baal ... and the 
prophets of the groves [prophets of Asherah]”; 
“And he set a graven image of the grove [image 
of Asherah].”13 

The prophets and temple priests regarded the 
worship of Asherah as idolatrous. By then El 
had been forgotten, and Asherah was defamed 
by associating her with foreign gods like Baal. 
In Judges Yahweh commanded Gideon to “cut 
down the grove [asherah],” next to an altar of 
Baal, and to “offer a burnt sacrifice with the 
wood.”14 Gideon had to destroy the shrine in the 
night to evade the people’s wrath. Similarly, in 
2 Chronicles Asa, king of Judah, found favor 
with God when he “took away the altars of the 
strange gods, and the high places, and brake 
down the images, and cut down the groves [ash-
erim].”15 (Like the goddess, asherah is gram-
matically feminine, but the plural took the mas-
culine form asherim). The “high places,” men-
tioned several times in the Hebrew Bible, seem 
to have been sacred mounds where Asherah and 
other deities were worshipped. 

Asherah seems to have been primarily a deity of 
the household, and her devotees were predomi-
nantly women, even royal women. Thus, in 1 
Kings, we read that Asa deposed Maachah, the 
queen mother, on grounds of idolatry and 
burned her statue of Asherah.16 

In 2 Kings 23 King Josiah ordered Hilkiah the 
high priest to destroy cult objects, including 
asherim, in multiple locations.17 The text also 
mentions that “women ... wove hangings for the 
grove [asherah]” and complains about “the high 
places that were before Jerusalem, which were 
on the right hand of the mount of corruption, 
which Solomon the king of Israel had builded 
for Ashtoreth.”18  

In Jeremiah we find: “The children gather 
wood, and the fathers kindle the fire, and the 
women knead their dough, to make cakes to the 
queen of heaven.”19 In a later chapter, Jeremiah 
lamented the change in Israel’s fortunes “when 
we burned incense to the queen of heaven, and 
poured out drink offerings unto her, did we 
make her cakes to worship her, and pour out 
drink offerings unto her, without our men?”20 
The “queen of heaven” is not identified, but 
most likely she was Asherah, or even Inanna. 
This reference is especially important. First, we 
find again the heavy involvement of women. Ei-
ther Asherah really was a “woman’s” goddess, 
or the prophets were indirectly blaming women 
for Israel’s travails. Second, the sacrificial of-
fering of cakes foreshadowed the Eucharist. We 
shall see that a cult of women made sacrificial 
offerings of cakes to Mary in early Christianity, 
nearly a millennium later. 

The frequency with which priests and prophets 
spoke out against the cult of Asherah testifies to 
its broad extent and endurance. Some scholars 
have detected signs that Asherah survived in 
popular Judaic devotion until late biblical times, 
possibly as Yahweh’s consort.21 Meanwhile, 
some of Asherah’s maternal duties were reas-
signed to Yahweh himself; for example: “Have 
I conceived all this people? have I begotten 
them, that thou shouldest say unto me, Carry 
them in thy bosom, as a nursing father beareth 
the sucking child, unto the land which thou 
swarest unto their fathers?”22 Efforts were being 
made to soften Yahweh’s warrior image. 
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Lilith 
Lilith appears once in the Hebrew Bible, in 
Isaiah. But at least until recently, translators re-
ferred to her indirectly, using terms like “the 
screech owl,” “the night creature,” or “the 
night.” For example, the King James Bible ren-
ders the verse: “The wild beasts of the desert 
shall also meet with the wild beasts of the is-
land, and ... the screech owl [Lilith] also shall 
rest there, and find for herself a place of rest.”23  

Lilith appears by name in the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
in a passage that Isaiah may have inspired: “I, 
the Instructor, proclaim His glorious splendor 
so as to frighten and to te(rrify) all the spirits of 
the destroying angels, spirits of the bastards, de-
mons, Lilith, howlers, and (desert dwellers) ... 
and those which fall upon men without warning 
to lead them astray.”24 Lilith is also mentioned 
by name in the Babylonian Talmud, written be-
tween the third and fifth century CE. Five such 
references are harshly critical. Lilith is de-
scribed as a demoness who killed her own chil-
dren and might kill or maim the children of oth-
ers. 
The most influential contribution to Lilith’s 
story appears in an anonymous eighth-or-tenth 
century text known as the Alphabet of Ben Sira. 
Suspected by some scholars as being satirical, 
the text claims that Lilith was Adam’s first wife. 
The claim exploited a possible time interval be-
tween Genesis 1:27, when God created “them” 
male and female, and Genesis 2:22, which 
specifically mentions the creation of Eve from 
Adam’s rib. 
Lilith allegedly refused to submit to Adam, 
claiming that they were created equal. They 
quarreled, after which Lilith “uttered God’s in-
effable name and flew away into the air.”25 
Three angels were dispatched to bring her back 
to Eden, but she refused:  

“Leave me alone! I was only created in order 
to sicken babies: if they are boys, from birth 
to day eight I will have power over them; if 
they are girls, from birth to day twenty.” ... 
She swore to them [the angels] in the name 
of the living God that whenever she would 
see them or their names or their images on 
an amulet, she would not overpower that 

baby, and she accepted that a hundred of her 
children would die every day.26 

Thus, Lilith became the “screech owl,” the evil 
Goddess of the Night, who preyed upon new-
born infants.  

The thirteenth-century Spanish rabbi Isaac ha-
Kohen linked Lilith with Samael, the satanic 
personage of Talmudic and post-Talmudic Jew-
ish tradition. He declared that the “evil Samael 
and wicked Lilith are like a sexual pair who, by 
means of an intermediary, receive an evil and 
wicked emanation from one and emanate to the 
other.” Their offspring is “a great defiled ser-
pent ... a blind prince.” Rabbi Isaac warned: “If 
he were created whole in the fullness of his em-
anation he would have destroyed the world in 
an instant.”27 Suggestions that the serpent in 
Genesis 3 was Lilith herself are supported by an 
early fourteenth-century French illustration 
showing the serpent with the head of a 
woman.28 

Lilith may not always have been an evil god-
dess. As noted earlier, she may have been a de-
rivative of Inanna, her sister Ereshkigal, or the 
personage in the Burney Relief. During the 
early biblical period, she may have been de-
famed to stamp out worship of a deity who was 
competing too successfully for the hearts and 
minds of Jewish people. The weight of calum-
nies heaped on her may have been a measure of 
her popularity.   

Whatever her origins, Lilith reigned supreme as 
the evilest and most feared female deity of Jew-
ish tradition. In the Middle Ages, Jewish babies 
wore amulets, and families buried incantation 
bowls to ward off Lilith’s wrath. The circumci-
sion of boys after eight days, and the zeved ha-
bat, or naming ceremony, for girls, evidently 
put infants beyond danger.29 Lilith amulets are 
advertised for sale to this day. 

Chokmah 
If Asherah’s support came primarily from ordi-
nary people, Chokmah’s came from an intelli-
gent elite. From humble beginnings as an ab-
straction, she went on to become the powerful 
Sophia of Hellenic Judaism, the Kabbalah, 
Gnostic and mainstream Christianity, and 
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feminist theology. Interestingly, too, Chok-
mah/Sophia was promoted enthusiastically by 
men. 

In about the tenth century BCE, King Solomon 
asked God for wisdom (Hebrew: chokmah), and 
1 Kings 4 records God’s response:  

God gave Solomon wisdom (chokmah) and 
understanding exceeding much, and large-
ness of heart, even as the sand that is on the 
sea shore. And Solomon’s wisdom excelled 
the wisdom of all the children of the east 
country, and all the wisdom of Egypt.... And 
there came of all people to hear the wisdom 
of Solomon, from all kings of the earth, 
which had heard of his wisdom.30  

Whether Solomon understood the grammati-
cally feminine chokmah to mean anything more 
than the quality of being wise is unclear. But 
certainly, he had a reverence for the feminine: 
“[H]e had seven hundred wives, princesses, and 
three hundred concubines,”31 and he did not dis-
dain the adoration of the Queen of Sheba. More 
significantly, as we have seen, he built a temple 
to Asherah/Ashtoreth. 

By the late biblical period, Chokmah had be-
come personified; she became an entity, a di-
vine feminine individuality. English transla-
tions render her as “Wisdom,” capitalized, and 
use the feminine pronoun. Chokmah made sev-
eral appearances in scripture. In Proverbs, she 
boldly declared:  

The Lord possessed me in the beginning of 
his way, before his works of old. I was set up 
from everlasting, from the beginning, or 
ever the earth was. When there were no 
depths, I was brought forth; when there were 
no fountains abounding with water. Before 
the mountains were settled, before the hills 
was I brought forth.... Then I was by him, as 
one brought up with him [Hebrew: aman]: 
and I was daily his delight [riri] rejoicing al-
ways before him.”32  

Some translations—including Martin Lu-
ther’s—render aman as “master worker” or “ar-
chitect,” while others suggest “trusted confi-
dante,” even “darling.” Riri generally means 
“object of delight, desire or pleasure.” In the 
very next chapter of Proverbs Chokmah invited 

the townspeople to a proto-Eucharist: “Come, 
eat of my bread, and drink of the wine which I 
have mingled.”33  

The personified Chokmah is conspicuous in the 
Old Testament Apocrypha. The latter books, 
written after about 200 BCE, were excluded 
from the Hebrew canon but included in the 
Greek Septuagint.34 For example, Chokmah is 
described in the Wisdom of Solomon as 

the breath of the power of God ... a pure in-
fluence flowing from the glory of the Al-
mighty ... the brightness of the everlasting 
light, the unspotted mirror of the power of 
God, and the image of his goodness.... For 
she is more beautiful than the sun, and above 
all the order of stars: being compared with 
the light, she is found before it.35  

In the next chapter, the Lord declared: “I loved 
her, and sought her out from my youth, I desired 
to make her my spouse, and I was a lover of her 
beauty.”36  

Chokmah seems to have been Yahweh’s con-
sort. Michelangelo’s painting, The Creation of 
Adam (c.1508–1512), shows God with his arm 
around a young woman (see the detail at the be-
ginning of this article). Who could that be but 
Chokmah?37 Even more importantly, Chokmah 
was with Yahweh at the creation of the world—
and not just in a passive role. As “master 
worker” and “architect,” she was co-creator. 

The personified Chokmah appeared relatively 
late in the biblical literature. Several explana-
tions can be offered of her origins. She may 
have entered Judaic consciousness during the 
Babylonian Exile, when Jews came into contact 
with various Middle Eastern goddesses. Alter-
natively, her lineage may extend back within Is-
rael to Asherah. In Ecclesiasticus, Chokmah not 
only repeated the claim: “He [the Creator of all 
things] created me from the beginning before 
the world,”38 she also declared her affinity for 
trees: 

I was exalted like a cedar in Libanus, and as 
a cypress tree upon the mountains of Her-
mon. I was exalted like a palm tree in En-
gaddi, and as a rose plant in Jericho, as a fair 
olive tree in a pleasant field, and grew up as 
a plane tree by the water.... As the turpentine 



 Fall 2020 

Copyright © The Esoteric Quarterly  71 

tree I stretched out my branches, and my 
branches are the branches of honor and 
grace.”39 

Chokmah even identified herself as a mother 
figure: “I am the mother of fair love, and fear, 
and knowledge, and holy hope: I therefore, be-
ing eternal, am given to all my children which 
are named of him.”40 Ecclesiasticus, also known 
as Sirach, was written in Hebrew in Palestine 
around 180–175 BCE. 
The Wisdom of Solomon was written in Greek, 
probably in the first century BCE, and there we 
see Chokmah assuming her Greek identity, So-
phia. Sophia is the direct Greek translation of 
Chokmah. By that time, the Septuagint was 
more than a century old, and Hellenic Jews al-
ready knew Chokmah/Sophia by her Greek 
name.  
Chokmah/Sophia’s emergence during Juda-
ism’s Hellenic period might suggest that she 
was of Greek origin. Plato famously proclaimed 
philo sophia (“I love wisdom”)!” thereby coin-
ing the word philosophy. But there is no evi-
dence that he was thinking of a particular 
woman or goddess. While the Greeks did per-
sonify wisdom as the Lady Sophia, historians 
do not believe that she was ever worshipped. 
Athena was the traditional goddess of wisdom 
in classical Greece. One challenge to this histor-
ical opinion is cited later in the article, when we 
take up Sophia’s story again. 
On the other hand, the Septuagint was written 
in Alexandria, suggesting that Chokmah/So-
phia’s origins might lie among Egyptian god-
desses. Isis would be a leading candidate, and 
esotericists and others have devoted much at-
tention to her as an expression of the Feminine 
Aspect of Deity. 
Chokmah/Sophia continued to attract attention 
in Hellenic Judaism in the first century CE.41 
Philo of Alexandria, a contemporary of the 
Apostle Paul, referred to Sophia as the “Daugh-
ter of God.”42 Elsewhere, he reaffirmed So-
phia’s role in the creation: “[T]he Creator of the 
universe is also the father of his creation; and… 
the mother was the knowledge of the Creator.”43 
Philo continued: 

[T]his knowledge having received the 
seed of God, when the day of her travail 
arrived, brought forth her only and well-
beloved son … this world. Accordingly 
Wisdom [Sophia] [speaks] of herself in 
this manner: “God created me as the first 
of his works, and before the beginning of 
time did he establish me.” For it was nec-
essary that all the things which came un-
der the head of the creation must be 
younger than the mother and nurse of the 
whole universe.44  

“Mother and nurse of the whole universe” 
makes an interesting contrast with “master 
worker” and “architect.” Philo was fasci-
nated by the concept of the Logos, which 
had evolved from Plato through the Stoics. 
He saw the Logos as a god-man, the inter-
mediary between the Divine and the human; 
his writings probably influenced the author 
of the fourth gospel. But Philo wrestled with 
issue of how the Logos related to Sophia; 
perhaps they were one and the same.45 The 
equation of Sophia with the Logos would in-
fluence early mainstream Christianity. 

Other Manifestations 
Three other divine feminine manifestations 
should be mentioned: the ruach ha-kodesh, or 
holy spirit; the shekinah, the indwelling glory of 
God; and the bat tzion, or “Daughter of Zion.” 
Personalized—and capitalized—the Shekinah 
and the Holy Spirit would go on to play major 
roles in Judaism and Christianity, respectively. 
The bat tzion was an example of corporate per-
sonalization. 

The grammatically feminine ruach (“breath,” 
“wind,” “spirit”) appears 378 times in the He-
brew Bible. For example, we find: “[B]ehold, I 
... bring a flood of waters upon the earth, to de-
stroy all flesh, wherein is the breath of life 
[ruach] ... and every thing that is in the earth 
shall die.”46 And “Then the Spirit [ruach] of the 
Lord came upon Jephthah.”47 Sometimes ruach 
could simply denote a mood or disposition: 
“Hannah answered and said, No, my lord, I am 
a woman of a sorrowful spirit [ruach].”48 
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The more significant ruach ha-kodesh (“holy 
spirit,” “holy breath,” even “holy wind”) ap-
pears three times. For example: “Cast me not 
away from thy presence; and take not thy holy 
spirit [ruach ha-kodesh] from me.”49 Ruach ha-
kodesh was a divine force or activity, not a per-
sonage, but it was destined to be personified and 
to play a major role in Christianity. 

During the Rabbinic period, following the de-
struction of the temple, references were made to 
the shekinah, the feminine indwelling glory of 
God, contrasting with but also complementing 
kavod, the masculine transcendent glory. Sheki-
nah was derived from the root verb shakan (“to 
dwell or abide”), which had much deeper roots 
in Judaism. Shakan denoted the divine imma-
nence: God’s abiding presence in sacred loca-
tions like the Ark of the Covenant, the Holy of 
Holies, or Mount Sinai. In Exodus, for example, 
we read: “[T]the glory of the Lord abode 
[shakan] upon mount Sinai.”50 And in Isaiah: 
“For thus saith the high and lofty One that in-
habiteth [shakan] eternity, whose name is Holy; 
I dwell [shakan] in the high and holy place.”51  

The Shekinah eventually became personified 
and attracted attention through the Middle Ages 
and into the modern period. The eleventh-cen-
tury Talmudic scholar, Judah ben Barzillai of 
Barcelona, made an interesting statement that 
referred both to a personified Ruach ha-Kodesh 
and to the Shekinah: 

When the thought arose in God of creat-
ing a world, He first created the Holy 
Spirit to be a sign of his divinity…. And 
He created the image of the Throne of 
His Glory… which is a radiant brilliance 
and a great light that shines upon all His 
other creatures. And that great light is 
called the Glory of our God…. And the 
Sages call this great light Shekinah.52   

Polish Rabbi Avraham Heshel (c.1745–1825) 
also expressed his reverence for the Shekinah as 
the revealed glory of God: “When [God] desired 
to reveal the glory of His kingship and power in 
the lower worlds, He first caused His light to 
bring forth the upper worlds…. From there, He 
continued step by step.... This continued until 
His Light reached the level that we call the She-
kinah.”53 

In addition to her place in mainstream Judaism, 
we shall see that the Shekinah featured promi-
nently in the Kabbalah. 

The Jewish nation was often personified as a fe-
male figure. The term “Daughter of Zion” (bat 
tzion) appears multiple times in the Old Testa-
ment. Variants are “Daughter of Jerusalem,” 
“Daughter of Judah,” and even “Daughter of 
Babylon.” The collective female figure was 
sometimes represented as the bride of Yahweh. 

In Zephaniah, we find: “Sing, O daughter of 
Zion; shout, O Israel; be glad and rejoice with 
all the heart, O daughter of Jerusalem.”54 In 
Isaiah “virgin” is added: “This is the word 
which the Lord hath spoken concerning him; the 
virgin, the daughter of Zion, hath despised thee, 
and laughed thee to scorn; the daughter of Jeru-
salem hath shaken her head at thee.”55 In Amos 
and in Jeremiah, we find “Virgin of Israel,” for 
example, “Again I will build thee, and thou 
shalt be built, O virgin of Israel: thou shalt again 
be adorned with thy tabrets, and shalt go forth 
in the dances of them that make merry.”56 Israel 
is God’s chosen one, the virgin betrothed to 
Yahweh, needing protection lest she go astray 
or be ravished by enemies. 

The Song of Solomon, or Canticle of Canticles, 
included in the canonical Hebrew Bible, is of 
uncertain intent and origin. Structured as a dia-
logue between two lovers, it resembles the 
erotic mystical poetry found elsewhere in the 
Middle East and which reached its peak in Su-
fism. A representative passage, in which the 
male character extols his lover’s virtues, is as 
follows: 

Behold, thou art fair, my love; behold, thou 
art fair; thou hast doves’ eyes within thy 
locks: thy hair is as a flock of goats, that ap-
pear from mount Gilead.... Until the day 
break, and the shadows flee away, I will get 
me to the mountain of myrrh, and to the hill 
of frankincense. Thou art all fair, my love; 
there is no spot in thee.... How fair is thy 
love, my sister, my spouse! how much better 
is thy love than wine! and the smell of thine 
ointments than all spices!57 

Mainstream Judaic tradition identified the fe-
male character in the Song of Solomon as the 
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Jewish people, and the male character as God. 
But one could easily envision the dialogue tak-
ing place between a male devotee and his fe-
male divine Beloved.58 
The female personification of the Jewish nation 
may have been a strategy to provide an accepta-
ble substitute for worship of more tangible god-
desses. We shall see that a similar strategy was 
adopted in Christianity to channel hunger for a 
goddess into a more acceptable form. 

The Feminine Face  
in the Kabbalah 

he Kabbalah, an esoteric branch of Juda-
ism, developed from origins in the rabbinic 

schools established after the destruction of the 
temple in 70 CE. It is a broad field that includes 
the ecstatic Kabbalah; the practical Kabbalah; 
the Hermetic, or “Christian,” Kabbalah; and the 
modern Kabbalah that emerged in the nine-
teenth century.59 Our present focus is on the Ju-
daic theoretical Kabbalah. 
Two “golden ages” can be identified in the de-
velopment of the theoretical Kabbalah. One 
spanned the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
when three classical texts were published in 
southwest Europe. The Sefer Yetzirah (“Book 
of Creation”) and the Sefer ha-Bahir (“Bril-
liance”) were published in Provence, and the 
monumental Sefer ha-Zohar (“Book of Splen-
dor”) in Castile. The other golden age was in 
sixteenth-century Palestine, with the work of 
Moses Cordovero (1522–1570), Isaac Luria 
(1534–1572), Chaim Vital (1543–1620), and 
others. The scholars of the Safed school built 
upon the classical texts to produce the theoreti-
cal Kabbalah as we know it today.  

Sephiroth and Worlds 
Kabbalistic doctrine asserts that the transcend-
ent Godhead, or Ain Soph, manifests, or reveals 
itself, through ten sephiroth and four 
“worlds.”60 The sephiroth (Hebrew singular: se-
phirah, “number”) are: Kether, Chokmah, Bi-
nah, Chesed, Geburah, Tifareth, Netzach, Hod, 
Yesod, and Malkuth.61 The sephiroth can be 
conceptualized as divine manifestations, hypos-
tases, perhaps even logoi; as stages in the divine 
emanation; or as the vessels into which the 

emanations flow.62 The divine light descends 
from Kether to Malkuth, cascading like water 
from one sephirothic vessel to the next. At each 
stage the light encounters denser levels of real-
ity, until in Malkuth it reaches our everyday 
physical level. 

Kether, Chokmah, and Binah form a trinity. In 
the Tree of Life, the schematic diagram of the 
sephiroth, Chokmah lies atop the Pillar of 
Mercy, Kether on the Middle Pillar, and Binah 
on the Pillar of Severity.63 

Kether (“the Crown”) is considered androgy-
nous or presexual, while Chokmah and Binah 
form a gender polarity. Chokmah and Binah 
(“Wisdom and Understanding”) appear in com-
bination many times in the Hebrew Bible. But 
Chokmah—in an odd transformation from its 
biblical form—is envisioned as the primeval 
masculine force: the archetypal Father. Binah 
becomes the primeval feminine vessel which 
captures that force: the archetypal Mother. Not-
withstanding the names attached to them, Chok-
mah and Binah form a polarity comparable to 
that of the Logos and Sophia in Gnosticism. 
Malkuth, the lowest sephirah, is also considered 
feminine, establishing a relationship with Bi-
nah. An alternative name for Malkuth is the 
Shekinah, the indwelling glory of God. 

How Chokmah lost her traditional feminine 
form to become the primeval masculine force in 
the Kabbalah is unclear. However, the author of 
the Zohar suggested that the word chokmah can 
be divided into two root words: koach (“poten-
tial”) and ma (“what is”).64 Thus chokmah could 
be interpreted as “the potential of what is,” or 
“the potential to be.” Certainly, the personified 
Chokmah showed remarkable potential to 
evolve over a period of three millennia.  

Two other pairs of sephiroth also form polari-
ties: Chesed and Geburah (“Mercy and Sever-
ity”), and Netzach and Hod (“Victory and 
Splendor”). The Pillars of Mercy and Severity 
take their names from Chesed and Geburah, re-
spectively. The lower polarities are less gender-
based than the Chokmah–Binah polarity is; but 
the whole Pillar of Severity, linking Binah, 
Geburah, and Hod, is often considered femi-
nine.  
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In addition to the sephiroth, the Zohar identified 
four levels of reality, or “worlds” (olamin; sin-
gular olam): Atziluth. Briah, Yetzirah, and As-
siah. Just as the divine light descends through 
the sephiroth from Kether to Malkuth, it also de-
scends through the worlds, from Atziluth, the 
archetypal World of Emanation, to Assiah, the 
human World of Action. Cordovero explained: 
“[E]manation (Atziluth) comes from the Ema-
nator, creation (Briah) from emanation, for-
mation (Yetzirah) from creation, and action 
(Assiah) from formation.”65 Briah is considered 
feminine, complementing the masculine Atzi-
luth. According to one interpretation, all ten se-
phiroth exist in each of the four worlds. 
Kabbalistic thought, as it emerged from the Zo-
har and the Safed school, produced a creation 
story. In the beginning, the story recounts, there 
was nothing but the Ain Soph—eternal, infinite, 
and self-sufficient. Then, the Divine decided to 
manifest or reveal itself, and the universe was 
produced by a process of emanation, or out-
pouring, of the divine light.66  
The divine light flowed into the sephirothic ves-
sels in the highest world of Atziluth, but they 
were not strong enough to withstand the impact. 
The upper three sefirot were damaged but sur-
vived; the lower seven did not: “All seven 
[lower] vessels shattered and collapsed, for they 
were not able to contain the light.”67 The shat-
tering of the vessels was a catastrophe of cosmic 
proportions. Much of the divine light was with-
drawn into the Ain Soph, while the shards from 
the broken forms fell into the lower realms to 
form the kliphoth (singular: kliphah, “husk” or 
“shell”).68 Separated from the Creator, the 
kliphoth constituted the seeds of evil. In some 
versions of the creation story Lilith appears as 
an embodiment of the kliphoth.69  
God had to reconstruct the sefirot. The cosmic 
catastrophe was followed by the “repairing of 
the world.”70 Chaim Vital explained: “[I]t arose 
in His will to recreate all these worlds so they 
could bear the light…. As a result, the lights re-
turned more concealed; thus these worlds were 
sustained and enabled to contain the light.”71 

The Shekinah 
The Shekinah is mentioned in the Sepher ha-
Bahir, published in the twelfth century, but 

possibly containing material as old as the sec-
ond century CE. After quoting from Isaiah: 
“The whole earth is full of his glory”72 its author 
went on to speak of the indwelling divine glory 
thus: “This is like a royal princess who came 
from a far place. People did not know her origin, 
but they saw that she was a woman of valor, 
beautiful and refined in all her ways. They said, 
‘She certainly originates from the side of light, 
for she illuminates the world through her 
deeds.’”73  

The Shekinah is mentioned more than 1,000 
times in the Zohar.74 The Zohar asserts that 
“Malkuth is a body to the Shekinah.”75 As 
noted, “Shekinah” is often considered an alter-
native name for Malkuth. The feminine gender 
of the lowest sephirah is not surprising when we 
recognize that it receives the divine force from 
all higher sephiroth; receptivity is a primary 
feminine archetype. The Shekinah of Malkuth 
is the “lower Shekinah,” contrasting with, yet 
connected to, the transcendental, “supernal She-
kinah” of Binah.76 In her entirety, the Shekinah 
serves as a channel of feminine divinity—of di-
vine glory—reaching from the very highest 
level of reality to the plane of earthly existence.  

A common theme in Kabbalistic teaching was 
the Shekinah’s role during the Jews’ exile to 
Babylon in the sixth century BCE. According to 
the Zohar: “When the children of Israel were in 
exile ... the Shekinah was in exile with them.”77 
Elsewhere we find: “the angels escorted the 
Shekinah to Babylon, sat there and wept with 
Israel”—a reference to Psalm 137:1-2. 

The Shekinah is referred to in the Zohar as the 
“Mother of Israel.”78 As the Jews of Safed 
looked back over history, they began to weave 
the Shekinah into their own stories of diaspora 
and suffering. The Shekinah wandered with 
them and shared their suffering; but she also ex-
pressed the Jewish people’s unbreakable link 
with God and served as the guarantor of the 
Covenant.  

As the story of creation and redemption gath-
ered momentum, the Shekinah’s exile was asso-
ciated with the shattering of the vessels. Just as 
the vessels had been shattered and must be re-
stored, the Shekinah was lost and must be 
found. She was a bride, defiled before her 



 Fall 2020 

Copyright © The Esoteric Quarterly  75 

wedding, and her grieving bridegroom awaited 
her. She must be adorned once more in her fin-
ery and brought to the wedding.79 The Sheki-
nah’s bridegroom was “the Holy One,” son of 
Chokmah and Binah and identified with Ti-
phareth.80 Significantly, in the Christian Kabba-
lah, Tiphareth is identified with Christ the Son 
of God. 

The Zohar urged “we should to make a beauti-
ful canopy with beautiful decorations to invite 
the Supernal Bride, who is the Shekinah.”81 
Cordovero’s mentor, Solomon Alkabetz, en-
couraged Jews to “go forth to welcome the Sab-
bath Queen.”82 Every Sabbath becomes an op-
portunity for the wedding. Significantly, the 
Sabbath is the seventh day of the week, and the 
Shekinah/Malkuth is the seventh lower se-
phirah.   

The Feminine Face in 
Christianity 

hristianity embraced the patriarchal mono-
theism of Judaism. But it also absorbed 

Greek theological themes which produced the 
doctrine of the Trinity. The question then arose 
whether the Trinity might incorporate some ex-
pression of the Feminine Face of God. 

The Father and Son were readily identified as 
the first two hypostases (Greek singular: hypos-
tasis, or “person”) of the Trinity, but it was not 
immediately clear who should be the third. 
Asherah was ruled out, given her condemnation 
by the prophets and her association, real or im-
agined, with Baal. And the Shekinah lacked di-
rect scriptural roots. 

Chokmah/Sophia was a strong candidate; she 
had a rich scriptural pedigree and was already 
believed to be Yahweh’s consort. Theophilus, 
bishop of Antioch (d.183), who coined the term 
“Trinity,” suggested that the three persons 
should be Theos, Logos and Sophia.83 His suc-
cessor, Paul of Samosata (200–275), agreed. A 
feminine Third Person of the Trinity could serve 
as God the Mother; and the divine Father and 
Mother together could beget the Son. 

Instead, the nascent church chose ruach ha-ko-
desh, whose Greek form was pneuma hagion 
(literally “holy wind” or “holy spirit”). That 

choice presented two major challenges. One 
was to personify what, in Judaism, had been 
simply a divine force or activity; the other was 
to assign a gender and role to that person.  

Pneuma Hagion (“Holy Spirit,” or “Holy 
Ghost”), or simply Pneuma (“Spirit”), appears 
some ninety times in the New Testament, im-
plying that personification had already taken 
place. In a few cases, the words are attributed to 
Jesus himself, as in John 14:26. But Jesus spoke 
Aramaic, a variant of Hebrew. The New Testa-
ment was written in Greek between 70 and 110 
CE, and the earliest manuscript fragments date 
from the late second century. We do not know 
whether Jesus personified ruach ha-kodesh, or 
even whether the original authors of the New 
Testament books personified its Greek equiva-
lent.  

Personification may have crept in over a period 
of centuries, as manuscripts were copied and re-
copied in an environment of developing Trini-
tarian doctrine.84 The results were not always 
consistent. John records Christ’s promise to 
send a personalized “Comforter [Parakletos], 
which is the Holy Ghost [Pneuma], whom the 
Father will send in my name.”85 Yet in Acts, the 
Paraclete arrived in impersonal form: “a sound 
from heaven as of a rushing mighty wind” and 
“cloven tongues like as of fire.”86 Interestingly, 
the word translated therein as “wind” was not 
even pneuma but pnoe.87 

Then there was the issue of gender. Ruach ha-
kodesh was at least grammatically feminine and 
could, upon personification, have become a di-
vine mother. Unfortunately, Pneuma Hagion 
was neuter, and its Latin equivalent Spiritus 
Sanctus masculine. The result was a Trinity 
without any trace of femininity, grammatical or 
otherwise, and the church fathers seemed com-
fortable with that outcome.  

The development of Trinitarian doctrine for-
mally ended with the First Council of Constan-
tinople in 381. The council affirmed that God 
the Son was “begotten of the Father before all 
worlds” but did not give him a mother. Sepa-
rately it affirmed belief “in the Holy Spirit, the 
Lord and Giver of life, who proceeds from the 
Father, who with the Father and the Son to-
gether is worshiped and glorified.”88 To this day 
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theologians struggle to explain the precise na-
ture and function of the Holy Spirit. 

Not everyone saw the matter as settled. In the 
sixth or seventh century “Mariamite” sects in 
Arabia allegedly believed in a trinity of God, Je-
sus, and Mary. Muhammad may have come into 
contact with them, leading to a rebuke in the 
Qur’an: “And beware the Day when Allah will 
say, ‘O Jesus, Son of Mary, did you say to the 
people: Take me and my mother as deities be-
sides Allah ?’”89 

Attempts were made to project feminine quali-
ties onto Christ or even God the Father. Anselm 
of Canterbury (1033–1109) prayed to Christ: 
“like a mother you gather your people to 
you; you are gentle with us as a mother with her 
children.”90 Anchorite Julian of Norwich 
(1342–c.1416) famously proclaimed: “[A]s 
truly as God is our Father, so truly is God our 
Mother.”91 We recall that late-biblical Judaism 
tried to project feminine qualities onto Yahweh. 

Renaissance physician and alchemist Paracel-
sus (c.1493–1541) suggested that the First Per-
son of the Trinity was actually a male–female 
duality: “God made from himself from his per-
son a woman.” But this was no ordinary 
woman, she was a goddess (German: ein Göt-
tin), “a Queen.” In turn the Son and Holy Spirit 
proceeded from this divine duality: “[T]he Son 
is born of two persons, namely from God and 
the goddess, the Holy Spirit from God the Fa-
ther and from the Son.”92 The most recent at-
tempts to add a female element to the Trinity 
involved Sophia, and we shall discuss them 
later in the article. 

A more cautious approach was to leave the 
Trinity intact and simply recast the Third Person 
as feminine. A twelfth-century fresco of the 
Trinity in the Chapel of St James, Urschalling, 
Upper Bavaria, depicts the Holy Spirit as fe-
male. In our own time, Bede Griffiths (1906–
1993) boldly identified the Holy Spirit as a fem-
inine aspect of Deity: 

It is in the Holy Spirit that the feminine as-
pect of the Godhead can be most clearly 
seen. She is the Shakti, the power, immanent 
in all creation, the receptive power of the 
Godhead. The world comes forth from the 

Father, the eternal Ground of Being, in his 
Word.... In him the ideas and archetypes of 
all created beings are hidden, he is the exem-
plar of all creation. But it is the Spirit who 
conceives these “ideas” in her maternal 
womb and brings them forth in creation. She 
is the Great Mother ... who nourishes the 
seeds of all beings and makes them grow. 
Still more, she is the mothering Spirit in hu-
mankind, who receives the Word, the Wis-
dom of God, in her heart, of whom in the 
Christian tradition Mary is the figure, receiv-
ing the Word of God in her heart and bring-
ing him forth in his earthly manifestation.93 

Griffiths, a British-born Benedictine monk, set-
tled in India and adopted the life of a Swami; 
his work showed the potential for incorporating 
South Asian religious concepts into Christian 
teachings.94 Ingeniously, he managed to iden-
tify the Holy Spirit as the Divine Mother with-
out needing to reorder the persons of the Trinity 
to “Father, Mother, Son.” Bede also related the 
Mother directly to Mary, “receiving the Word 
of God in her heart.”  

Christianity came closest to unveiling the Fem-
inine Face of God in its devotion to Sophia and 
Mary. We now turn our attention to these two 
important personages. 

Sophia 
hrist made one reference to Sophia: “[W]is-
dom is justified of all her children.”95 The 

feminine pronoun seems to confirm that he was 
using the name in the tradition of Chokmah/So-
phia. Also, that was one of the rare instances in 
antiquity in which Sophia was assigned a ma-
ternal role, more specific than serving as co-cre-
ator of the world. Subsequently, Sophia ac-
quired great importance in Gnosticism, the 
Eastern Orthodox churches, and elsewhere. 

Sophia in Gnosticism 
Sophia was greatly revered among Gnostic 
Christians in the early centuries of the Common 
Era.96 Like Philo, Gnostics affirmed Sophia’s 
status as a divine personage and her role in cre-
ation. The author of Eugnostos the Blessed, one 
of the Nag Hammadi texts, called her “Mother 
of the Universe, whom some call ‘Love.’”97 She  
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is also mentioned in the Book of Enoch (1 
Enoch) and the Book of the Secrets of Enoch (2 
Enoch).98  
The prominent Gnostic Basilides (d.140 CE) re-
jected Philo’s conflation of Sophia and the 
Logos. Rather, he proposed that the masculine 
Logos and the feminine Sophia were paired in a 
gender polarity residing in the Pleroma, or 
heaven world.99 Basilides identified the Logos 
with Christ, as the fourth gospel does.  
The Book of the Secrets of Enoch presents a cre-
ation story in which God proclaimed: “On the 
sixth day I ordered My Wisdom [Sophia] to 
make man of seven substances… and I made 
[Sophia] a ruler to rule upon the earth, and to 
have My wisdom.”100 According to 1 Enoch, 
Sophia sought “to make her dwelling among the 
children of men;” but, rejected by sinful human-
ity, she “found no dwelling-place” and “re-
turned to her place and took her seat among the 
angels.”101 The Sophia of 1 Enoch may have 
been able to return to “her place” by choice, but 
in other accounts Sophia fell from grace and 
was rescued only after much suffering.  
The most elaborate account of Sophia’s fall and 
rescue is found in the Pistis Sophia, a text con-
ventionally dated to the third or fourth cen-
tury.102 According to the Pistis, Sophia fell into 
the depths and was held captive for a long time, 
tormented by evil spirits or archons. They 
stripped away her power and light, whereupon 
Sophia cried out for help, but “my voice did not 
penetrate the darkness. And I looked to the 
height, so that the Light in which I had believed 
might help me.”103 Sophia’s plight eventually 
came to the notice of Christ, and after much ef-
fort the archangels Michael and Gabriel es-
corted her back to the Pleroma. There “she re-
joiced with a great joy.” “I will give thanks to 
thee, O Light,” she exclaimed, “for thou art a 
Savior…. I will speak this song of praise to the 
Light, for he has saved me from the height and 
depth of the chaos; and from the eons of the ar-
chons of the sphere.”104  
In the Pistis Sophia, the story of Sophia’s fall 
from grace and subsequent rescue emerges from 
a long series of allegorical dialogues between 
the            risen           Jesus           and            his          disciples.           Mary  

Magdalene featured prominently in the dia-
logues, and a strong connection seemed to exist 
between her and Sophia.105 Sophia’s fall and 
rescue may have formed a prototype for the ex-
ile and rescue of the Shekinah in Kabbalistic 
teachings. 

Gnostic Christianity thrived for some three cen-
turies before succumbing to its own organiza-
tional weaknesses and relentless repression by 
the mainstream church. Neo-Gnostic sects pre-
served some of its fundamental teachings 
throughout the centuries, but Sophia never re-
gained the position she enjoyed in the Gnosti-
cism of the early centuries. 

Sophia in Western Christianity 
Philo’s conflation of the Logos and Sophia in-
fluenced mainstream western Christianity. 
Church father Augustine of Hippo (354–430) 
argued that references to Chokmah/Sophia in 
the Wisdom literature of the Pentateuch were 
actually prophecies pertaining to Christ and the 
church. An example was the verse in Proverbs 
9: “Wisdom hath builded her house, she hath 
hewn out her seven pillars.”106 “Here,” Augus-
tine declared, “we perceive that the Wisdom of 
God [Sophia], that is, the Word [Logos] co-eter-
nal with the Father, hath builded Him an house, 
even a human body in the virgin womb, and 
hath subjoined the Church to it as members to a 
head.”107 The seven pillars were the seven 
churches of Revelation, or seven churches of 
Asia Minor. 

Yet, in another instance, Augustine spoke of So-
phia in her traditional feminine form. She 
served as co-creator and might even be eternal: 
“Wisdom [Sophia] by whom all these things are 
made, and what have been, and what shall be.... 
[S]he is not made, but is ... and so shall she be 
ever.”108 Augustine even shared his experience 
when reflecting on her: “[W]hile we were dis-
coursing and panting after her, we slightly 
touched on her with the whole effort of our 
heart; and we sighed, and there we leave bound 
the first fruits of the Spirit.”109 

In the Middle Ages, abbess and mystic Hilde-
gard of Bingen (1098–1179) wrote several po-
ems on Sophia, whom she referred to by her 
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Latin name Sapientia. One of the poems in-
cludes the following: 

O power of Wisdom [Sapientia]! 
You encompassed the cosmos, 
encircling and embracing all 
in one living orbit 
with your three wings: 
one soars on high, 
one distills the earth’s essence, 
and the third hovers everywhere. 
Praise to you Wisdom, fitting praise!110 

Elsewhere Hildegard wrote: 
She is Divine Wisdom. She watches over all 
people and all things in heaven and on earth, 
being of such radiance and brightness that, 
for the measureless splendor that shines in 
Her, you cannot gaze on Her face or on the 
garments She wears. For She is awesome in 
terror as the Thunderer’s lightening, and 
gentle in goodness as the sunshine. Hence, 
in Her terror and Her gentleness, She is in-
comprehensible to mortals, because of the 
dread radiance of divinity in Her face and the 
brightness that dwells in Her as the robe of 
Her beauty. She is like the Sun, which none 
can contemplate in its blazing face or in the 
glorious garment of its rays. For She is with 
all and in all, and of beauty so great in Her 
mystery that no one could know how 
sweetly She bears with people, and with 
what unfathomable mercy She spares 
them.111 

Whereas Philo and Basilides saw a polarity 
between the Logos and Sophia, Hildegard 
saw a close relationship between So-
phia/Sapientia and Caritas (Latin: “Love”); 
indeed she regarded Caritas as Sapientia’s 
“alter ego.”112 Hildegard’s perception of a 
union between love and wisdom anticipated 
by nearly a millennium the emergence of 
“Love-Wisdom” as the descriptor of the 
Second Aspect of Deity in trans-Himalayan 
teachings.113 
Lutheran mystic Jakob Böhme (1575–
1624) spoke of Sophia, using her Greek 
name.114 Echoing a theory usually at-
tributed to Aristophanes, Böhme asserted 

that Adam initially was androgynous and 
virginal. That virginity was embodied in 
Sophia: “not a female, but a chasteness and 
purity without a blemish.”115 Adam lost his 
primeval virginity through the fall, and So-
phia’s place was taken by his earthly com-
panion Eve. Here Sophia seems to be a pos-
itive version of Lilith!  
After the fall, Böhme declared, man re-
mained in an incomplete state, yearning for 
his primeval wholeness. But the solution 
did lay not in withdrawal into ascetic celi-
bacy, as the church urged. Rather, it lay in a 
spiritual reunion of the masculine and fem-
inine; through woman man could once 
again find his primeval Sophia.116 The mas-
culine-feminine tension might be the source 
of much suffering, but it provided an envi-
ronment in which our spiritual potential 
could be realized. 
Like Basilides, more than a millennium ear-
lier, Böhme explored the notion of a Logos–
Sophia polarity. He identified Sophia with 
the Trinity but saw a special relationship be-
tween her and Christ: “[T]he Virgin, the di-
vine Wisdom, has given me her promise not 
to leave me in any misery; she will come to 
help me in the Son of Wisdom.”117  
Böhme was denounced by Lutheran Church 
authorities. Nevertheless, he influenced the 
English mystic Jane Ward Lead (1624–
1704), who experienced visions over a pe-
riod of sixteen years. In one of them a fe-
male figure told her:  

Behold I am God’s Eternal Virgin-Wis-
dom, whom thou hast been enquiring af-
ter; I am to unseal the Treasures of God’s 
deep Wisdom unto thee, and will be as 
Rebecca was unto Jacob, a true Natural 
Mother; for out of my Womb thou shalt 
be brought forth after the manner of a 
Spirit, Conceived and Born again.... 
Now consider of my Saying till I return 
to thee again.”118  
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In a later vision, the same figure told Lead: 
“[B]e watchful, and to thy Mother Wis-
dom’s Counsel give good heed, and thou 
shalt greatly prosper, and succeed the 
Prophets and Apostles to perfect what was 
left behind, for com-
pleting as to Christ the 
Fullness of God’s great 
Mystery.” Unfortu-
nately, Lead did not de-
scribe the female figure 
she saw. Lead consid-
ered herself a “Bride of 
Christ” and went on to 
cofound the Philadel-
phian Society of Lon-
don, which served as 
conservator of her dia-
ries. 
Sophia in Eastern Or-
thodox Christianity 
In the eastern churches, 
the title Hagia Sophia 
(“Holy Wisdom”) was 
first masculinized and ap-
plied to Christ. Sophia eventually recovered her 
femininity to become an object of popular de-
votion, particularly in the Russian Orthodox 
Church. But her identity remained ill-defined. 
She became conflated with a mysterious St So-
phia of Rome who, along with her three daugh-
ters Faith, Hope, and Love, allegedly was mar-
tyred under the Emperor Hadrian (r.117–
138).119 Historians have had difficulty locating 
this latter Sophia and suggest that she may have 
been legendary rather than real. Be that as it 
may, Russian Orthodoxy portrays the compo-
site “St Sophia” as a figure transcending ordi-
nary saints.  
Numerous churches are dedicated to St. Sophia, 
and she is the subject of many icons.120 The 
Russian Orthodox liturgy for the feast of the 
Dormition of Mary, August 15, includes a ref-
erence to an icon of Sophia: “Let us behold the 
miraculous icon of the Wisdom of God.... I dare 
to sing in praise of the Patroness of the World, 
the   most    innocent   Bride    and  Virgin…  Sophia,  

the Wisdom of God.”121 The reference to Sophia 
on a Marian feast is one of many instances in 
which the two personages seem to be conflated.  

Sophia attracted the attention of several Russian 
Orthodox writers in the nineteenth and twenti-

eth centuries. Philosopher 
and poet Vladimir Solovyov 
(1853–1900), whose work 
was influenced by Böhme, 
had three visions of Sophia, 
the first when he was nine 
years old. He wrote a poem 
many years later recalling 
the experience: “Blue all 
around. Blue within my soul. 
Blue pierced with shafts of  
gold. In your hand a flower 
from other realms. You 
stood with radiant smile, 
Nodded to me and hidden in 
the mist.”122 

This description sounds very 
much like an apparition of 
Mary, and perhaps he also 
conflated the two.  In his sec-
ond encounter, the now-
adult Solovyov saw Sophia 

again in blue and gold: “Her face shone before 
me. But Her face alone. And that instant was a 
long happiness.”123 In the third encounter he 
awoke from sleep “To a scent of roses from air 
and earth… I saw all and all was one. One alone 
in the image of female beauty.”124 Solovyov’s 
poetry blended his devotion to Sophia with sen-
timents of unrequited love, some of it recalling 
the songs of the medieval troubadours or 
Dante’s yearning for Beatrice.  

Solovyov leaned toward Gnosticism in regard-
ing Sophia as the feminine complement of the 
masculine Logos. Together, he believed, they 
comprised the overshadowing cosmic Christ. 
Russian theologian and scientist Pavel Floren-
sky (1882–1937) was more cautious, hesitating 
to place Sophia on the same level as Christ. He 
saw Sophia as the Bride of the Logos; she rep-
resented God’s love for his creation, even 
providing the channel through which creation 
was accomplished. But that ability was not hers 
by       right:       “One       in      God,         she        is       multiple       in  

Both in prehistory and 
throughout Judeo-Christian 
history people have yearned 
for a divine queen and/or 
mother, and their yearnings 
generally have been 
rewarded. However, this 
does not necessarily mean 
that  goddesses—and gods—
are mere figments of 
primitive imagination. 
Divinity also seeks to reveal 
itself, and deities may 
emerge from the intersection 
of human aspiration and 
divine revelation. 
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creation and is perceived in creation in her con-
crete appearances as the ideal person of man, as 
his Guardian Angel.”125 

Early twentieth-century Russian Orthodox the-
ologians came closest, in Christianity, to con-
scripting a divine feminine personage to repre-
sent the corporate body of believers. They iden-
tified Sophia with the Ekklesia—not the church 
we actually know but an idealization of Christi-
anity, a kind of Platonic Form. Florensky de-
scribed the Ekklesia as “the unifying, preexist-
ent, heavenly, mystical form,” contrasted with 
the “historical church” that evolved over the 
centuries.  

Russian Orthodox priest Sergei Bulgakov 
(1871–1944) wrote: “The Church in the world 
is Sophia in process of becoming, according to 
the double impulse of creation and deification.” 
He added:  

The Church is… not only the body of Christ, 
but also the temple of the Holy Ghost…. 
[T]he conjoint revelation of the Son and the 
Spirit in the Church… is effected by the two-
fold mission of the two divine persons from 
the Father to the world. This is what makes 
the Church the revelation, in terms of created 
Wisdom, of the divine.126  

Bulgakov’s reference to “deification” of the 
church must be understood in terms of the East-
ern Orthodox doctrine of theosis.”127 Theosis, 
the spiritual goal of the great saints, is a process 
of enlightenment that enables the soul to “par-
take of the divine nature.”128 Christ’s transfig-
uration on Mount Tabor is regarded as the su-
preme example. Theosis normally is considered 
an individual goal. But Bulgakov envisioned 
the whole Ekklesia, even the whole of human-
ity, achieving theosis. That collective theosis 
would be the final manifestation of Sophia.  

Bulgakov also took an interest in an individual-
ized Sophia. He saw a close association be-
tween her and the Glory of God, perhaps estab-
lishing a link with the Shekinah of Judaic tradi-
tion. Sophia, he argued, “is the glory of God and 
either expression could be used indiscrimi-
nately of divine revelation within the Godhead, 
for they both refer to the same divine es-
sence.”129 Commenting on the passage in 

Proverbs in which Chokmah/Sophia was with 
God “from the beginning,” Bulgakov identified 
her as the “prototype of creation.”130 Corre-
spondingly, he saw creation—and particularly 
humanity—as the “creaturely Sophia,” the actu-
alization of that prototype.131 
Florensky took on the difficult task of trying to 
relate Sophia to the Trinity, without displacing 
the Holy Spirit. He identified Sophia as a “non-
consubstantial” fourth person of the Trinity, 
suggesting that she ”enters into the interior of 
the Trinity, and enters into communion with Di-
vine Love.”132 He added:  

From the point of view of the Hypostasis of 
the Father, Sophia is the ideal substance, or 
ground of creation…. From the point of view 
of the … Word, Sophia is the reason of cre-
ation…. From the point of view of the… 
Spirit, Sophia represents the spirituality of 
creation, its holiness, purity, and immacu-
lateness, i.e., its beauty.133  

Needless to say, church authorities reacted neg-
atively to Florensky’s suggestion of a fourth 
person of the “Trinity,” but he was executed in 
a Soviet purge before they could silence him. 

Bulgakov initially held views similar to Floren-
sky’s on Sophia’s relationship to the Trinity. He 
fled to the West to escape political repression, 
thereby also avoiding censure by the Russian 
church. However, the Orthodox Church in 
France forced him to retreat to a position that 
Sophia is the “nonhypostatic essence” of God. 
Since all three hypostases share the divine es-
sence, Sophia is neither a fourth hypostasis nor 
an expression of any one of them to the exclu-
sion of the others.134 Bulgakov acknowledged 
distinct manifestations of Sophia through the 
three Trinitarian persons, however. Her expres-
sion through the Son and Holy Spirit is “imme-
diate,” while the “relation of Sophia to the Fa-
ther is mediated through his relation to the other 
hypostases.”135 Interestingly, Bulgakov saw So-
phia as the mediator between God and the 
world, arguing that “the hypostasis of the Logos 
cannot provide such a unifying principle.”136 

Other Perspectives on Sophia 
Historians do not believe that Sophia was wor-
shipped in classical Greece. Nevertheless, 
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Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925), founder of the An-
throposophical Society, projected Sophia back 
into ancient Greece, as an embodiment of the 
consciousness of the time: 

[T]he Greeks confronted Sophia, or Wis-
dom, as a being, so to speak, whom they 
could encounter standing before them in a 
particular place, Two beings then—Sophia 
and the Greek—faced each other, as if So-
phia were a definite objective entity, to be 
looked at, with all the objectivity of the 
Greek’s way of seeing.137 

Elsewhere Steiner suggested that Sophia was 
the “esoteric name” of Mary the mother of Je-
sus.138 In another work, he declared that, in 
Egyptian mystery initiations, the “astral body 
was called “Virgin,” or “the Virgin Sophia.”139 

Robert Powell, who followed in the Anthropo-
sophical tradition, speculated that Sophia incar-
nated along with Christ: “She is truly repre-
sented on the one hand in the figure of the Vir-
gin Mary, and on the other hand by Mary Mag-
dalene and her sister Martha who were close 
companions of Jesus.”140 The reference to Mary 
Magdalene is interesting, considering her ap-
pearance in the Pistis Sophia. Powell went on to 
explain: “[T]he Virgin Mary [is] a complete em-
bodiment of Divine Sophia on a spiritual level, 
with Mary Magdalene on the soul level, and 
with Martha on the bodily level.”141 From Pow-
ell’s perspective, Mary, the mother of Jesus, 
was an avatara of Sophia. Avatars will be dis-
cussed later in the article. 
Sophia has attracted much attention among 
modern feminist theologians seeking a goddess 
to serve western religion. In their view, she has 
returned from obscurity to champion women’s 
empowerment. Some writers offer a history of 
Sophia, as we have done here. But in almost 
every case the outcome has been to turn her 
from an entity into an impersonal presence, 
even an abstraction. Susanne Schaup expressed 
it well: 

Her return has no traffic with theological 
hairsplitting. Whether created or uncreated, 
emanation or hypostasis, helpmate of crea-
tion or divine creatrix, projection of Jesus or 
the Virgin Mary or the Church—these intel-
lectual differentiations and theological 

niceties have lost all meaning. The deeply 
ambiguous terminology concerning the na-
ture of her divinity is of no interest any more. 
Sophia is here, a fully empowered pres-
ence.142 

No longer a being who could appear to Hilde-
gard, Jane Lead, or Florensky, Sophia has be-
come something resembling the Hebrew ruach 
ha-kodesh—perhaps to await re-personification 
as a future Holy Spirit. 

Mary 
ary is unique among the personages dis-
cussed, insofar as she was, most proba-

bly, an historical person. But within three cen-
turies of her death she had attained divine or 
near-divine status. How Mary acquired that sta-
tus so rapidly is unclear, but the primary im-
pulse may have come from ordinary people.143 
Theological opinion may have reacted to, rather 
than led, popular devotion. When it did, the re-
sult was to declare Mary close to, but not quite, 
divine. Esoteric teachings subsequently con-
firmed her deification, establishing that Mary 
was either a divine avatara or had progressed on 
the initiatory path to the point where she could 
serve as an expression of the Divine Feminine.  

Mary in Scripture 
The New Testament provides few details of 
Mary’s life in Palestine. She is mentioned by 
name twelve times in Luke, five times in Mat-
thew, once in Mark and once in Acts. John does 
not name Mary, though it describes three inci-
dents in which she was involved. The epistles 
never mention her.144  

Yet Mary, more than any other individual, 
spanned Judaism and Christianity. She was 
born and raised according to Jewish tradition, 
and fulfilled Judaic prophecy by giving birth to 
the Messiah. Christianity was established in the 
name of her son and, within 400 years, became 
the official religion of the Roman Empire; today 
it claims two billion members. 

What little attention Mary receives in the New 
Testament focuses almost entirely on her role in 
the Incarnation. In Luke, we find the story of the 
Annunciation, in which the Archangel Gabriel 
said:  

M 
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Hail, thou that art highly favored, the Lord is 
with thee: blessed art thou among women.... 
[T]hou hast found favor with God.... The 
Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and the 
power of the Highest shall overshadow thee: 
therefore also that holy thing which shall be 
born of thee shall be called the Son of 
God.145  

Matthew draws upon Isaiah 7:14 to declare: 
“ Behold, a virgin shall be with child, and shall 
bring forth a son, and they shall call his name 
Emmanuel.”146 The assertion that Mary was a 
virgin was based on a selective interpretation of 
the Hebrew word almah which could also mean 
simply “a young woman.” 

Mary raised Jesus to manhood and saw him take 
up his ministry. Scripture places Mary at the 
crucifixion but does not record that she saw the 
risen Christ.147 It concedes, however, that she 
was present when the Holy Spirit descended on 
the apostles at Pentecost.148 

Separate from the biographical narrative, Reve-
lation speaks of “a woman clothed with the sun, 
and the moon under her feet, and upon her head 
a crown of twelve stars.”149 The woman was in 
childbirth, threatened by “a great red dragon” 
bent on devouring her child. But the child, “who 
was to rule all nations with a rod of iron,” was 
taken up to the throne of God, and the woman 
was given the wings of an eagle and flew to 
safety in the wilderness.150 The dragon was 
driven out of heaven by Michael and “and went 
to make war with the remnant of her seed, 
which keep the commandments of God, and 
have the testimony of Jesus Christ.”151 

The woman clearly had celestial status, but Rev-
elation does not identify her. By the fourth cen-
tury Christian writers were associating her with 
Mary, and in due course the text would be cited 
as scriptural support for her glorification as 
Queen of Heaven. Yet the reference to “the rem-
nant of her seed” might suggest that the woman 
originally was intended to represent the Jewish 
people.152 Or she might have been Chok-
mah/Sophia. 

Extracanonical texts from the same general pe-
riod describe Mary’s life in greater detail. The 
Infancy Gospel of James, which dates from 

about 145 CE, describes her conception, birth, 
and childhood. Further emphasizing her Jewish 
roots, it asserts that Mary was presented to the 
temple at three years of age, to be raised as a 
temple virgin.153 The Gospel of Bartholomew, 
whose date is more uncertain, suggests that she 
played a leadership role among Jesus’ disciples 
after his death.”154 

Mary in the Early Church 
Mary may have been venerated by the Jewish-
Christian community in Jerusalem, but the com-
munity did not survive the destruction of the 
city by Roman forces in 70 CE. A few com-
ments were made by theologians in the second 
century CE; church fathers Justin Martyr and 
Irenaeus, bishop of Lyon, portrayed Mary as the 
Second Eve.155 By the mid-third century, a suf-
ficiently sophisticated Mariology existed to in-
spire an intercessory prayer in which Mary is 
addressed as Theotokos, or “Mother of God.”156 
Mary’s intercessory role is also hinted at in a 
hymn written by Ephrem the Syrian (306–373), 
where we detect tension between a judgmental 
God and a merciful Mary, recalling the Chesed–
Geburah polarity in the Kabbalah.157 
Epiphanius of Salamis (c.315–403) condemned 
a sect, “brought to Arabia from Thrace and up-
per Scythia.” On certain days of the year, he al-
leged, the sect’s priestesses performed a kind of 
eucharistic ritual in which small loaves or cakes 
(Greek: kollyris) were sacrificed to Mary. Ap-
propriately, he called them the Collyridians.158 
No other writer mentioned the Collyridians, and 
historians are unsure whether they really ex-
isted. They could probably be relegated to a 
footnote in history were it not that their customs 
closely mirrored those of the cult condemned by 
Jeremiah. In both cases, the cults were com-
prised, or at least led, by women. Within a few 
centuries of Epiphanius’ comments, Mary ac-
quired the title of “Queen of Heaven,” which 
appears in Jeremiah and may have referred to 
Asherah, Ashtoreth or Inanna. 
Nobody would suggest that the Collyridians 
were part of an unbroken lineage dating back 
one thousand years to the time of Jeremiah. But 
the two groups may have been linked by ongo-
ing patterns of ritual involving the sacrifice of 
cakes to a goddess. And it is entirely possible 
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that, with the spread of Christianity, members 
of certain goddess cults preserved their liturgi-
cal customs and simply allowed Mary to take 
the place of their former patrons. Thrace and up-
per Scythia were Celtic lands with a rich history 
of goddesses.159 Epiphanius wrote in the late 
fourth century, and if, as he claimed, the Collyr-
idians migrated all the way to Arabia, the sect 
may have been active in their original home-
lands a century or more earlier. 

Beginning at the end of the fourth century, a 
vast literature appeared—in languages ranging 
from Irish to Greek, to Ethiopic, to Old Geor-
gian—offering a wealth of information on 
Mary’s earthly life and death. It claims, for ex-
ample, that Mary had an ecstatic experience at 
the foot of the cross,160 and another on the night 
of the resurrection in which she saw the risen 
Christ: 

Christ Himself, when He rose from the dead 
and appeared to her and the other women at 
the tomb mounted on the chariot of the Fa-
ther of the Universe, cried out, saying ... “All 
Paradise rejoiceth in thee. I say unto thee, O 
My Mother, He who loveth thee loveth Life. 
Hail, thou who didst sustain the Life of the 
Universe in thy womb! .... I will give My 
peace, which I have received from My Holy 
Father, to My disciples, and to every one 
who shall believe in My Name and in 
Mary.”161  

The literature also asserts that Mary engaged in 
an active post-Pentecost ministry and played a 
leadership role in first-century Christianity: 
counseling Jesus’ disciples, baptizing converts, 
healing the sick, and performing sacred ritual.162 

Further testimony of Mary’s role in the nascent 
church is provided by artwork from the fourth 
century until well into the second millennium. 
When depicted in the company of others, like 
Jesus’ disciples, Mary occupies the central po-
sition, or is portrayed larger than them. She 
looks directly at the viewer, hands raised in 
blessing. Surviving images, some in the most 
important centers of Christian authority, like 
Rome, Ravenna, and Constantinople, show 
Mary in clerical robes.163 She is even shown 
wearing the attire of a bishop, or vested to cele-
brate the Eucharist.164 

Texts collectively referred to as the “Dormition 
literature,” from the Latin dormire “to sleep,” 
describe the circumstances of Mary’s death. Al-
legedly, as Mary neared the end of her earthly 
life, the disciples—alive and deceased—were 
miraculously summoned to her bedside to re-
ceive her last blessing. Then Christ himself 
came and carried her soul to paradise:  

[T]he Lord held forth his right hand, blessed 
his mother and said to her: “Let your heart 
rejoice and be glad, O Mary blessed among 
women, for every grace and gift has been 
given to you by my heavenly Father, and 
every soul that calls on your name with ho-
liness will not be put to shame but will find 
mercy and comfort both in this life and in the 
age to come. You, however, come forth to 
the eternal dwelling places, to unending 
peace and joy, to the treasure houses of my 
Father, so that you will see my glory and re-
joice by the grace of the Holy Spirit.”165   

The disciples laid Mary’s body in the tomb. 
Three days later, according to one source, they 
opened the tomb to find it empty: 

[W]hen they opened it, they did not find the 
glorious body of the holy mother of Christ, 
for it had been translated wherever her son 
and God wished.... They found only the bur-
ial wrappings and the shroud in which they 
had laid her to rest ... the body of the immac-
ulate Virgin was not there ... it had been 
raised up to her son and God.166 

The Transitus Mariae, a text dating from about 
500 CE, describes Mary’s assumption into “the 
heavenly Jerusalem.” The celestial city had 
twelve gates, named for the twelve apostles, and 
attended by cherubim and seraphim. “[A]t the 
outer gate,” we read, “all the prophets were 
standing and singing praises with their harps; 
Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, and David the 
Psalmist. And they worshipped before the King 
... and before his Mother.”167 As she progressed 
through the gates Mary was worshipped by an-
gels, archangels, cherubim and seraphim—and 
also by thunder, lightning and fire.168 

Much of this literature from the fifth century on-
ward attributed its records to earlier sources, 
sometimes to named persons, though we 
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suspect the liberal use of pseudepigraphy. As-
sessing the factual status of the content is not 
easy, but the remarkable degree of coherence 
among texts from across the Christian world 
testifies that Christian communities at great dis-
tances from one another were familiar with, and 
interacted with, a well-developed narrative of 
Mary’s life and death. The communities also 
shared ecstatic visions of Mary’s ascent into 
heaven and the reception she received there. 
Words like “worship” were not used lightly—
and testify to the level of Marian devotion that 
was developing. 

Marian Doctrine and Devotion 
The term Mariology, the branch of theology 
concerned with Mary, was coined in the nine-
teenth century. But the theological study of 
Mary began with the comments of Justin Martyr 
and Irenaeus in the second century, and became 
an established part of institutional Christianity 
in the fourth century. 
The First Councils of Nicaea (325) and Con-
stantinople (381) decreed that Mary was a vir-
gin when she conceived and gave birth to Jesus. 
They left open the question of whether she re-
mained a virgin. Subsequent discussion in-
cluded the issue of whether Jesus had siblings, 
as three scriptural passages might suggest.169 
No subsequent council issued a decree binding 
on the whole of Christianity, but the preponder-
ance of opinion is that Mary was “ever virgin,” 
and the “siblings” were either cousins or Jo-
seph’s children from a previous marriage.  
In 431 CE, the Council of Ephesus decreed that 
Mary was the Theotokos (Greek: “God-bearer” 
or “Birthgiver to God”). We have seen that the 
term was used as early as the third century, but 
its implications remained unclear until a theo-
logical debate—tinged by politics—arose be-
tween Cyril (c.378–444), Patriarch of Alexan-
dria, and Nestorius (c.386–450), Archbishop of 
Constantinople. The theological issue was 
whether the human and divine natures in Jesus 
Christ were joined in an hypostatic union, or un-
ion within a single hypostasis, or “person.” 
Cyril believed that they were, and in conse-
quence, Mary, who gave birth to Jesus, must be 
the Theotokos. Nestorius believed that Mary 
only gave birth to Jesus in his human nature. 

The Council of Ephesus was convened to re-
solve the matter. It sided with Cyril, and Nesto-
rius was deposed and sent into exile. 

Mary officially became Theotokos, a term used 
to this day in the Eastern churches. In the West, 
it was translated into the Latin Mater Dei, and 
eventually into “Mother of God.” The Ephesus 
decree came closest to acknowledging the di-
vinity of Mary. Indeed, it is difficult to see how 
Mary could be the mother of God without her-
self being divine. Yet, the church stopped short 
of drawing that conclusion; the decree’s full im-
plications were never explored.  

The Council of Ephesus was held on the site of 
a temple of Artemis, and according to legend, a 
crowd gathered outside the building, during the 
proceedings, chanting “give us back our god-
dess!” Clearly, the bishops complied. Aside 
from their theological accomplishment, they 
satisfied people’s long-felt hunger for a Femi-
nine Face of God in Christianity. The masses 
now had permission to trade their pagan god-
desses, as the Collyridians may have done two 
centuries earlier, for Mary.170 

Mary acquired titles, like Queen of Heaven and 
Star of the Sea, previously bestowed on pre-
Christian goddesses. In the eleventh century, 
Peter of Damascus affirmed: “All generations 
proclaim you [Mary] blessed as the only Mother 
of God, more honored than the cherubim and 
incomparably more glorious than the 
seraphim.”171 A century later, Hildegard af-
firmed: “Mary, you are the bright matter 
through which the Word breathed all the virtues 
forth, as once he led forth, in the primal matter 
of the world, the whole of creation.”172  

Marian devotion reached its high-water mark in 
the thirteenth century. Churches and cathedrals 
were dedicated to Mary. People prayed to her. 
Hymns were sung, music composed, and art-
work created in her honor. Mary’s shrines be-
came favored pilgrimage destinations, some the 
sites of reported apparitions.173 England became 
known as “Mary’s Dowry.” Marian icons 
graced the churches of the East. Fifteenth-cen-
tury mystic Thomas à Kempis, author of The 
Imitation of Christ, urged people to bow at the 
name of Mary, as well as of Jesus.174  
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Officially Mary was just less than a goddess; 
she was still a creature, but one in a category 
distinct from all other creatures. The Second 
Council of Constantinople (787) affirmed that 
Mary was “higher than every creature whether 
visible or invisible.”175 It also created a special 
level of reverence for her. Termed hyperdulia 
(literally, “above the level shown by slaves to 
their masters”), it was distinguished from dulia, 
owed to ordinary saints, and from latria (“ser-
vice” or “worship”), owed to Christ and God. 

One of the clearest expositions of Mary’s offi-
cial status was offered by the Spanish abbess 
María de Ágreda (1602–1665). In her Mystical 
City of God, published posthumously, she iden-
tified six “instants” in the manifestation of God. 
The first three were concerned with the mani-
festation of the Trinity. The fourth instant 
brought forth “the Mother of the Divine Word 
incarnate”:  

Thus, before all other creatures, was She 
conceived in the divine mind, in such man-
ner and such state as befitted and became the 
dignity, excellence and gifts of the humanity 
of her most holy Son. To Her flowed over, 
at once and immediately, the river of the Di-
vinity and its attributes with all its impetuos-
ity, in as far as a mere creature is capable and 
as is due to the dignity of the Mother of 
God.176 

The fifth instant brought forth the angels, and 
the sixth, humanity. Abbess Maria emphasized 
that “this most holy and pure Creature,” Mary, 
was “formed and conceived in the divine mind 
from the beginning and before all the ages.”177 
This statement is so similar to Proverbs 8:22-23 
to suggest another conflation of Mary with 
Chokmah/Sophia. The statement is also notable 
because it affirms the preexistence of Mary’s 
soul: that is, its existence before the conception 
of her physical body. The church has never 
ruled definitively against belief in the preexist-
ence of human souls, but Thomas Aquinas’ op-
position to such belief is generally regarded as 
definitive. 

The ecumenical councils not only propelled 
Mary toward deification, they also shaped what 
kind of goddess she would become. They did 
so, not so much by what they said about Mary 

herself, but by what they said about Christ. The 
Nicene Creed, product of the First Councils of 
Nicaea and Constantinople, affirmed that Jesus 
Christ was “the only-begotten Son of God, be-
gotten of the Father before all worlds, Light of 
Light, very God of very God, begotten, not 
made, consubstantial with the Father.”178 That 
statement may have rebutted the Arian heresy, 
which claimed that Christ was created in time, 
but it meant nothing to ordinary Christians. Ra-
ther, it turned the Jesus who walked the 
backroads of Galilee, chose simple fishermen 
for his disciples, talked to the woman at the 
well, and laid his hands on little children into a 
theological abstraction.  

Deprived of the Jesus people thought they 
knew, people turned to Mary. Cyril was the first 
to speak for them. In his homily to the Council 
of Ephesus, he declared: “[I]t is you [Mary] 
through whom the Holy Trinity is glorified and 
adored throughout the earth; through whom the 
heavens exult; through whom the angels and 
archangels rejoice.”179 Bernard of Clairvaux 
(1090–1153), renowned for the great volume of 
his Marian devotional works, commented: “So 
great a Mediator is Christ that we need another 
to mediate between Him and us.”180 As noted, 
Sergei Bulgakov made a similar claim about So-
phia eight centuries later. 

Like God himself, Mary was both transcendent 
and immanent. She might be a goddess, but she 
was also accessible, compassionate, and sympa-
thetic to human weakness. Christ had died for 
our sins and would return to “sit upon the throne 
of his glory,”181 but Mary was our mother now. 
She was on the people’s side and could protect 
them from an angry God—as well as from other 
hostile powers. To quote a modern writer: 

For the people of the Middle Ages, devotion 
to the Blessed Virgin offered an experience 
of a female figure intrinsically related to 
God, along with an experience of the power 
of love to blot away sin and the power of 
mercy to ameliorate deserved justice, 
experiences that were not otherwise readily 
available in the situation of the times.182 

Not only was Mary sympathetic to those who 
prayed to her, she was believed to have a meas-
ure of power over Christ to grant favors to those 
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who sought her intercession. The Second Coun-
cil of Constantinople affirmed those who “with 
sincere faith seek her [Mary’s] intercessions” 
can have “confidence in her access to our God, 
since she bare him.”183 Appeal was made to 
Luke 2:51 to argue that Jesus was still in some 
way obedient to his mother. It was also noted 
that Mary had persuaded Jesus to perform his 
first miracle. 

More than a millennium after the Collyridians, 
people in the Scottish highlands baked barley 
cakes, or bannocks, for Mary’s feast on August 
15. The man of the house handed out portions 
of the bannock to family and neighbors, while 
all sang the hymn Iolach Mhoire Mháthair 
(Gaelic: “The Paean of Mary Mother”): 

On the feast day of Mary the fragrant, 
Mother of the Shepherd of the flocks, I cut 
me a handful of new corn, I dried it gently in 
the sun.... I toasted it to a fire of rowan, And 
I shared it round my people.... In the name 
of Mary Mother, Who promised to preserve 
me.... In peace, in flocks, In righteousness of 
heart.184 

The custom may have developed from the 
Celtic tradition of “Beltane cakes,”185 and we 
note that the pagan festival of Beltane evolved 
into May Day, or “Mary’s Day.” Jeremiah, who 
condemned a cake ritual in his own time, would 
immediately have recognized the maypole as 
Asherah’s cult symbol. It is also worth noting 
that the Collyridians may have been ethnic 
Celts. 

Marian devotion was never universally em-
braced. A few individuals treated her with indif-
ference, even outright disrespect. As early as the 
eighth century, the Byzantine emperor Constan-
tine V declared: “When she bore Christ within 
her womb, Mary was like a purse filled with 
gold. But after giving birth, she was no more 
than the empty purse.”186 Others used even less 
complimentary metaphors.  

The Reformation took its toll. Marian devotion 
continued in the Roman and Orthodox 
churches. And Martin Luther and Swiss re-
former Ulrich Zwingli retained their personal 
devotion to Mary. But elsewhere in western 
Christianity, a shadow fell across the Feminine 

Face of God. Later generations of Lutherans, as 
well as Calvinists, and most Anglicans sought 
to strip away all beliefs and practices that lacked 
direct scriptural support. Marian devotion and 
intercession were stigmatized as “Mariolatry.” 
Mary also became a casualty of anti-Roman 
sentiment. Today, most Protestants simply ig-
nore Mary—except at Christmas, when she ap-
pears as a plaster figure in the manger scene.  

Mary in Modern Christianity 
The Church of Rome defined two Marian dog-
mas in recent centuries: the Immaculate Con-
ception and the Assumption. The former, af-
firming that Mary was conceived without origi-
nal sin, received tangential support from the In-
fancy Gospel of James, which asserts that her 
conception was the result of divine intervention 
because of her mother Hannah’s age. Various 
scriptural passages were also cited as prophetic, 
such as: “Thou art all fair, my love; there is no 
spot in thee.”187 The church never commented 
on whether other imagery from the Song of Sol-
omon might be applicable to Mary. 
The doctrine of the Immaculate Conception was 
fashioned primarily by theological speculation, 
beginning with the work of the ninth-century 
Paschasius Radbertus and the eleventh-century 
Anselm of Canterbury.188 Pope Pius IX finally 
decreed in 1854 that: “the most Blessed Virgin 
Mary, in the first instance of her conception, by 
a singular grace and privilege granted by Al-
mighty God, in view of the merits of Jesus 
Christ ... was preserved free from all stain of 
original sin.”189 
The assertion that Mary was conceived without 
original sin, in anticipation of her giving birth 
to the Redeemer, raises questions concerning 
her free will at the time of the Annunciation. If 
Mary had said “no,” would she still have been 
conceived without sin? Was the Immaculate 
Conception somehow retroactive? Or had 
Mary, in some way, already made the decision 
before she was conceived, in which case her 
consent at the Annunciation was just a formal-
ity? Not necessarily; even if Mary was “formed 
and conceived in the divine mind from the be-
ginning and before all the ages,” her consent 
might still have been necessary at the personal-
ity level. 
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The doctrine of the Assumption—the assertion 
that Mary was taken up body and soul into 
heaven—received limited support from the 
Dormition literature, though the texts do not all 
agree that her body vanished from the tomb, and 
still fewer assert that her body and soul were 
united and taken up to heaven. The impulse to 
declare the dogma came primarily from popular 
piety; people wanted to spare Mary the igno-
miny of death. In response, Pope Pius XII de-
creed in 1950 that “the Immaculate Mother of 
God, the ever Virgin Mary, having completed 
the course of her earthly life, was assumed body 
and soul into heavenly glory.”190 The Eastern 
Orthodox churches continue to follow the nar-
rative that Mary died a natural death, but allow 
their members to believe in the Assumption ac-
cording to personal judgment. 

Theological speculation on other matters con-
tinues, with the potential for new dogmatic de-
crees. In 1894 Pope Leo XIII mused: “The re-
course we have to Mary in prayer follows upon 
the office she continuously fills by the side of 
the throne of God as Mediatrix of Divine grace; 
being by worthiness and by merit most accepta-
ble to Him, and, therefore, surpassing in power 
all the angels and saints in Heaven.”191 Leo went 
on to call Mary “our co-Redemptress.” A cam-
paign developed during the pontificate of Pope 
John Paul II (r.1978–2005) pressing for a decree 
asserting that Mary is “Co-Redemptrix with 
Christ, Mediatrix of all Graces, and Advocate of 
Humanity.” John Paul is believed to have sup-
ported the initiative, but no action was taken.  

The Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) put 
the brakes on traditional veneration of Mary. It 
spoke of her with “affection and piety as a most 
beloved mother,” and approved of “the liturgi-
cal cult of the Blessed Virgin,” but it also 
warned of “Marian excess” that might impede 
ecumenical outreach to other western denomi-
nations.192 The council exhorted “theologians 
and preachers of the divine word to abstain zeal-
ously both from all gross exaggerations as well 
as from petty narrow-mindedness in consider-
ing the singular dignity of the Mother of God.” 
“Let them,” it continued, “assiduously keep 
away from whatever, either by word or deed, 
could lead separated brethren or any other into 
error regarding the true doctrine of the Church,” 

adding that “true devotion consists neither in 
sterile or transitory affection, nor in a certain 
vain credulity.”193 

Neither the council nor its spokesman, Pope 
Paul VI, cited examples of what might lead sep-
arated brethren into error, or might constitute 
gross exaggerations, sterile affection, or vain 
credulity. But numerous statues and pictures 
were removed from Roman Catholic churches 
or moved to less conspicuous locations.194 Mar-
ian devotional practices were curtailed. Ironi-
cally, the new policy came at the very time 
when many Anglicans, Lutherans, and others 
were paying new attention to Mary and incor-
porating Marian devotions into their own reli-
gious practices. 

Another irony came twelve years after Vatican 
II with the election of John Paul II, one of the 
most pro-Marian popes in recent times. In 1987 
John Paul echoed the thoughts of María de 
Ágreda, writing that Mary was “present even 
‘before the creation of the world,’ as the one 
whom the Father ‘has chosen’ as Mother of his 
Son.”195 The statement raised eyebrows because 
not everyone, even in his own communion, 
agreed that Mary was predestined to be the 
mother of Jesus. Separately, the statement bears 
such a close resemblance to Proverbs 8:22-23 
to suggest yet another conflation between Mary 
and Sophia. 

Praying before an icon in Rome, three years 
later, John Paul declared: “You [Mary] who 
serve as Mother of the whole family of the chil-
dren of God, obtain for the Church that, en-
riched by the Holy Spirit with the fullness of hi-
erarchical and charismatic gifts, she [the 
Church] may continue with constancy towards 
the future.”196 His words came close to embrac-
ing the concept of Mary as World Mother. As 
noted earlier, Benedictine monk Bede Griffiths 
referred to the Holy Spirit as “the Great 
Mother” and identified Mary as her earthly “fig-
ure” or representative. 

Although the highest honors were conferred on 
Mary, from the Renaissance onward she was 
portrayed in devotional artwork with head cov-
ered, eyes lowered in humility, and hands 
clasped in prayer: the epitome of obedient, self-
sacrificial piety. Because of that submissive 
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demeanor, Mary was rejected by feminist theo-
logians seeking a role model for empowered 
women. As Susanne Schaup wrote: “The figure 
of Mary, the blessed virgin and obedient servant 
of God, however gracious and comforting she 
may appear to many has become a problem. 
Women are no longer willing to identify with 
Mary’s disembodied humanity.”197  

Schaup may not have realized that other schol-
ars were examining the ancient texts and arti-
facts, mentioned earlier, that reveal a very dif-
ferent picture.198 They found that much of the 
literature describing Mary’s post-Pentecostal 
ministry had been suppressed or redacted over 
time to diminish her importance. Artwork 
showing her priestly activity had been defaced, 
covered over, or explained away; a common ex-
planation was that the figure in the images was 
not Mary but represented the church.199  

Rediscovery of the early portrayal of Mary led 
Ally Kateusz to declare that Mary’s true story 
“has long been repressed.”200 She and other 
scholars concluded that the self-sacrificial im-
age was the church’s own creation, designed to 
inspire female subordination. By contrast, the 
real Mary was an assertive woman, exercising 
leadership responsibility in first-century Chris-
tianity—one with whom Schaup’s modern 
women might readily identify. 

Mary in Esoteric Teachings 
Mary was essentially ignored in the western es-
oteric tradition until the late nineteenth century. 
The first esotericist to take an active interest 
was Anna Kingsford (1846–1888), a Hermeti-
cist, Theosophist, and Roman Catholic.201 She 
was also a feminist, and in her view Mary, 
would play a role in a new world order in which 
women would have political power: 

For the woman is the crown of man, and the 
final manifestation of humanity. She is the 
nearest to the throne of God, when she shall 
be revealed. But the creation of woman is 
not yet complete: but it shall be complete in 
the time which is at hand. All things are 
thine, O Mother of God: all things are thine, 
O Thou who risest from the sea; and Thou 
shalt have dominion over all the worlds.202 

Kingsford influenced Annie Besant (1847–
1933), whose landmark book Esoteric Christi-
anity or the Lesser Mysteries (1901/1905) 
launched the Christianization movement within 
the Theosophical Society; hitherto the society 
had leaned heavily toward the religions of South 
Asia. Besant identified Mary with the World 
Mother,203 an individuality with a long tradition 
in Hinduism and who would feature in Theo-
sophical writings over the next several decades. 
Helena Roerich (1879–1955) also wrote exten-
sively about the World Mother, but not in a 
Christian context.  

Theosophists conceptualized the World Mother 
as a divine entity who had sent a sequence of 
avataras (using that form to denote the femi-
nine) to Earth. Kuan Yin and Isis were such av-
ataras, and Mary might be one too. As the Chris-
tianization movement gathered momentum in 
the 1920s and beyond, Besant and fellow The-
osophists Charles Leadbeater (1854–1934) and 
Geoffrey Hodson (1886–1983) became con-
vinced that Mary was the latest and most im-
portant of the avataras. Besant saw Mary as a 
mother to every child being born: 

Hers is the tender mercy that presides at the 
birth of every child, whatever the rank or 
place of the mother. The sacredness of 
Motherhood brings Her beside the bed of 
suffering. Her compassion and Her tender-
ness, Her all-embracing Motherhood, know 
no differences of caste, color or rank. All, to 
Her, are Her children—the tenderest of all 
human movements and, because the most 
compassionate, the greatest power in the civ-
ilization.204 

Hodson eventually took a different perspective, 
viewing the World Mother as an office in the 
Planetary Hierarchy: “That Official is the 
World Mother for a planet and a period.... There 
is such a Being, there is such an official.”205 
Hodson added: “Mary the mother of Jesus now 
holds that Office, as Isis held it in earlier 
days.”206 Other mother-goddesses may have 
held the office before Isis. 

Hodson also focused attention on Mary’s 
earthly life  in  Palestine.  He  declared  that  Mary  
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attained the fifth initiation during that lifetime, 
overcoming unusual challenges to do so: 

Having been ... the Mother of Jesus in the 
reality of His appearance amongst men and 
His attainment of Adeptship whilst using 
that body, She did Herself attain to 
Adeptship, took the Fifth Initiation in the 
Egyptian Mysteries, having also been 
trained in their Chaldean form, as a woman, 
meaning in a female body. The tests were 
very severe in those days, especially for be-
ginners, even for males, but She passed 
through them all successfully, almost over-
riding them as it were, instead of being sub-
jected to them. She was then one of earth’s 
Adepts.207 

Hodson did not comment on when Mary might 
have attained the fourth initiation. But her par-
ticipation in the Crucifixion, and the ecstatic ex-
perience she allegedly had there, point to that 
time. It would not be unusual for an individual 
to attain two major initiations in the same life-
time. Mary probably came into her Palestinian 
lifetime as a third-degree initiate, primed over 
the course of several lifetimes to serve as the 
mother of Jesus. 

That possibility that Mary “came up through the 
ranks of humanity” does not disqualify her from 
being considered an avatara. Esotericist Alice 
Bailey (1880–1949) defined an avatar as: 

a Being Who—having first developed His 
Own nature, human and divine, and then 
transcended it—is capable of reflecting 
some cosmic Principle or divine quality and 
energy which will produce the desired effect 
upon humanity, evoking a reaction, produc-
ing a needed stimulation and, as it is esoter-
ically called, “leading to the rending of a veil 
and the permeation of light.”208 

She added: “The response or reaction of hu-
manity ... establishes in due time the recogni-
tion of something transcendent, something to be 
desired and striven for, something which indi-
cates a vision which is first a possibility and 
later an achievement.”209  

Mary’s mission to serve as the mother of Jesus 
reflected “divine quality and energy.” Few 
would question that her mission “produced the 

desired effect upon humanity,” rent a veil and 
permeated light, and evoked “the recognition of 
something transcendent ... a possibility and later 
an achievement.” In due course she developed 
and transcended her human nature in attaining 
adeptship; she also demonstrated her ability to 
reflect the cosmic Principle of motherhood in 
her role as World Mother.  

In addition to serving as the World Mother, 
Mary serves—apparently in more than a devo-
tional sense—as Queen of the Angels. As early 
as 1928, Theosophist Charles Leadbeater de-
clared that, at the end of that life, Mary made 
the rare transition from the human kingdom to 
the deva evolution: “finding the seven paths 
open before her, she [Mary] chose to enter the 
glorious Deva evolution and was received into 
it with great honor and distinction.”210 Corinne 
Heline, whose background lay in Rosicrucian-
ism as well as Theosophy, concurred: “Upon 
the completion of her earth mission, the holy 
Virgin was lifted out of the human stream and 
translated into the angelic evolution.”211 In 
1975, Hodson affirmed Mary’s transition, stat-
ing that, after her death, she “left the human 
kingdom altogether and entered the Angelic Hi-
erarchy, being naturally moved to do so, know-
ing that with Her nature She could best help on-
ward the evolution of human beings and ani-
mals as a Member of the Angelic Hosts.”212 

Hodson reflected on the feminine archetype, 
“the Eternal Woman,” which he asserted is a 
Cosmic Principle. All women have the poten-
tial to develop a relationship with that Princi-
ple, but in Mary the relationship is fully real-
ized: 

In the holder of the divine Office of World 
Mother, a conscious union occurs between 
the archetypal woman fully manifest in the 
woman Adept and the cosmic principle of 
womanhood. This constitutes a descent, 
fiery, pentecostal, of the Eternal Woman 
into its own purified and exalted superhu-
man manifestation in time and space.213 

Precisely what qualities does the feminine ar-
chetype represent? The author of the Song of 
Solomon sought answers in erotic poetry. Insti-
tutional Christianity suggested immaculate vir-
ginity. Jungian psychologists speak of seven 
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forms: the maiden, mother, queen, huntress, 
wise woman, mystic, and lover.214 Hodson 
chose the ideals of compassion, graciousness, 
“joyous radiant girlhood” and “transforming 
motherhood.”215 

Hodson described Mary as an “Embodiment on 
earth of the Feminine Aspect of the Deity ... in 
whom all the highest qualities of womanhood 
and motherhood shine forth in their fullest per-
fection.”216 Anglo-Indian scholar and mystic 
Andrew Harvey affirmed that Mary serves as 
“the bridge between heaven and earth, between 
the human and the divine worlds.”217 Bede Grif-
fiths declared that the Holy Spirit “is the moth-
ering Spirit in humankind ... receiving the Word 
of God in her heart and bringing him forth in his 
earthly manifestation.”218 

Nearly a century before Hodson shared his in-
sights, Helena Blavatsky drew upon the Shakti 
tradition of Hinduism to assert that the first 
manifestation of the Godhead is the “Celestial 
Virgin,” “the immaculate Virgin-Mother, who 
is overshadowed, not impregnated, by the Uni-
versal Mystery [the Godhead].”219 Elsewhere, 
Blavatsky declared: “The first emanation be-
comes the immaculate Mother from whom pro-
ceed all the gods, or the anthropomorphized cre-
ative forces.”220 Blavatsky was referring to a 
cosmic Feminine Principle, but the correspond-
ences were obvious, leading to the conclusion 
that Mary, hailed as the Virgin Mother of our 
age, is an expression of that mighty principle or 
entity. 

Contrasting with the Theosophists’ confident 
portrayal of the World Mother, Alice Bailey of-
fered a more sobering message. Writing for the 
Tibetan Master Djwhal Khul, Bailey dismissed 
notions of a World Mother as purely symbolic, 
adding:  

Such an individual has never existed in our 
particular planetary life, though the avatars 
of a previous solar system, expressing itself 
through planetary life, always took this 
form. But not in this solar system.... This 
symbolism has come down from the far-off 
period of the Matriarchate, which had a reli-
gion that recalled the ancient ways of the 
earlier system and in which period of time 

Lilith symbolized the World Mother, until 
Eve took her place.221  

Bailey’s comments might not apply to the 
World Mother viewed as an office or position. 
But reconciling her understanding with that of 
the Theosophists remains an outstanding chal-
lenge. Meanwhile, the references to Lilith and 
Eve are interesting in light of the discussion ear-
lier in this article. 

Esotericists recognize that the intense devotion 
bestowed on Mary throughout the centuries has 
created a powerful thoughtform. Many people 
who believe they are communicating with Mary 
are probably interacting with the thoughtform. 
A similar situation exists with respect to Jesus 
and the Christ. We do not know how prominent 
members of the Planetary Hierarchy deal with 
the problem, but it does seem possible that they 
can make use of the thoughtforms in some way 
to further their work.  

An interesting comment with potential rele-
vance to that issue appears in a work attributed 
to Hermeticist and one-time student of Rudolf 
Steiner’s, Valentin Tomberg: “One meets the 
Blessed Virgin inevitably when one attains a 
certain intensity of spiritual aspiration, when 
this aspiration is authentic and pure.” In order to 
pass through the “sphere of mirages” or the 
“zone of illusion”—presumably the astral 
plane—one requires the protection of the Man-
tle of the Holy Theotokos.222 This is a reference 
to a tradition in the Eastern Orthodox churches 
in which Mary is revered as the protectress of 
the Byzantine and Slavic people. The work’s 
author goes on to anticipate a new feast in the 
liturgical calendar: “the festival of coronation of 
the Virgin on earth.” “For then,” he says, “the 
principle of opposition will be replaced on earth 
by that of collaboration.... And intellectuality 
will then bow before Wisdom (SOPHIA) and 
will unite with her.”223 

Synthesis and Conclusions 
udeo-Christianity assigned masculine attrib-
utes to its Deity, but hunger for a glimpse of 

the Feminine Face of God persisted throughout 
the ages. A succession of divine and semi-di-
vine personages emerged, often sharing similar  

J 



 Fall 2020 

Copyright © The Esoteric Quarterly  91 

characteristics and serving similar human 
needs. Conspicuous needs were for a divine 
mother and a queen. Interestingly, where insti-
tutional Judaism and Christianity tolerated such 
personages they usually imposed virginity on 
them. 

The Old Testament prophets constantly railed 
against the worship of “foreign” goddesses, in-
cluding Asherah, consort 
of Abraham’s god El 
Shadai. Asherah and her 
Sumerian forerunner 
Inanna were both 
revered as “Queen of 
Heaven.” The wrath un-
leashed by the Jewish 
leaders against Asherah 
and the frequent destruc-
tion of her sacred sym-
bols suggest that she had 
a large, loyal following. 
Jeremiah identified 
women, including some 
of high social status, as Asherah’s principal 
devotees and blamed their “idolatry” for his na-
tion’s misfortunes.  

Judaism created the evil Lilith, “the Screech 
Owl” and “Goddess of the Night,” and eventu-
ally identified her as Adam’s rebellious first 
wife. Long feared as the slayer of infants, Lilith 
has more recently become an object of fascina-
tion. Some modern writers have portrayed her 
as an embodiment of the shadow, “unre-
deemed,” side of the female psyche, even as an 
early champion of women’s rights. To quote 
one writer: “Lilith is a younger aspect of the 
Goddess and does not have to wrest the power 
of the word from the father Gods. She already 
knows it.”224 

Chokmah may have roots extending back to 
King Solomon. But more likely, she was per-
sonified during Judaism’s Hellenic period, pos-
sibly taking Asherah’s place but also absorbing 
characteristics of Egyptian or Greek goddesses. 
Chokmah was hailed as a divine being, co-cre-
ator, and Yahweh’s consort. In her Hebrew 
form, she went on to play a major role in the 
Kabbalah; in her Greek form, Sophia, she would 
play a significant role in Gnostic and 

mainstream Christianity. Interestingly, she 
would be masculinized at times in both forms. 
The Judaic theoretical Kabbalah incorporated 
some of the feminine personages of biblical Ju-
daism into its cosmological schema. It trans-
formed Chokmah into the primeval masculine 
archetype and restored gender polarity by iden-
tifying Binah (“Understanding”) as the femi-

nine archetype. The 
Kabbalah provided a 
clear picture of gender 
emerging from an an-
drogynous divine ances-
tor. It also gave promi-
nence to the Shekinah, 
the indwelling glory of 
God discussed in rab-
binic Judaism. A crea-
tion story depicts Sheki-
nah/Malkuth as a lost 
bride who must be found 
and reunited with the 
Holy One. 

Sophia attracted much attention in Gnosticism. 
In the epic Pistis Sophia she fell into the abyss 
and was rescued after much effort by Christ and 
his archangels. Sophia’s fall—echoing the 
words of Revelation: “Babylon the great is 
fallen”225—suggests a sexist agenda. Signifi-
cantly, Mary Magdalene, whom mainstream 
Christianity would associate with the “woman 
in the city” of Luke 7:37, was allied with her. 
Both may have been cast as “second Eves,” 
without the favorable contrast implied when 
Justin Martyr bestowed the same title on Mary, 
the mother of Jesus.  
Sophia was a strong candidate for Third Person 
of the Christian Trinity. Instead the church 
chose the ruach ha-kodesh, or holy spirit, which 
had been an impersonal force or activity in bib-
lical Judaism. In addition to hypostasizing the 
Holy Spirit, the church erased her gender to cre-
ate a Trinity without a feminine element.  
Sophia continued to be revered in Eastern Or-
thodox Christianity, though she was never 
clearly defined. The late nineteenth century saw 
an explosion of interest in “Sophiology” among 
leading theologians in the Russian Orthodox 
Church. Ecclesiastical authorities supported the 

Today there is growing 
awareness of the Feminine Face 
as expressed by Sophia and 
Mary, either separately or 
understood as a single entity. 
The “return of Sophia” and what 
seems to be Mary’s initiative to 
reveal herself are seen as 
consequences of, but also as 
driving forces behind, the 
empowerment of women. 
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use of Sophia as a metaphor for the universal 
church but rejected speculation on Sophia’s 
place in, or relationship to, the Trinity. Never-
theless, efforts to restore the Third Person to a 
feminine form may finally be bearing fruit. We 
may even discover that ruach ha-kodesh and 
Chokmah/Sophia were one and the same.  

Sophia caught the attention of feminist theolo-
gians looking for a goddess, but their efforts 
have not clarified who or what Sophia is. By na-
ture the Feminine may resist rigid dogmatic def-
inition, but we are mental beings and we insist 
on some understanding of the Divine. At the 
least we need to know whether Sophia exists be-
yond human aspiration. In many feminist writ-
ings she seems to have degenerated into a met-
aphor for female spirituality—as though that 
were categorically different from male spiritu-
ality.  
Mary was an historical figure, raised to near-di-
vine status in Christianity. The historical Mary 
received limited but significant attention in the 
New Testament. Then, after being largely ig-
nored for three centuries, she became the focus 
of a vast biographical literature, formulation of 
doctrine, and most importantly, devotion by the 
masses of the faithful. Literature and related art-
work retroactively depicted Mary as a promi-
nent figure in the first-century church, pursuing 
an active ministry that included the enactment 
of sacred ritual. The strong, assertive Mary de-
picted therein contrasts sharply with the de-
mure, pious, self-sacrificial images of later 
times. Charges that the church intentionally 
constructed the latter persona to support its sup-
pression of women are not unwarranted.  
Scripture went to considerable lengths to pre-
sent Mary as a virgin, and the first Marian 
dogma affirmed her virginity. The motivation 
may have been to connect her with the “virgin 
daughter of Zion” in Isaiah, or the “virgin of Is-
rael” in Amos and Jeremiah. Notions of the 
“Virgin Mother” also connect Mary with many 
other personages of the ancient world as well as 
with the astrological sign of Virgo; her nativity 
is celebrated September 8. In esoteric astrology, 
Virgo is considered “the emanator of energies 
which nourish and aid the growth of the Christ 
consciousness.”226  

The second, and more significant, dogma pro-
claimed Mary to be the Theotokos, or “Mother 
of God.” Although the Ephesus dogma lacked 
theological clarity, ordinary people saw it as 
permission to worship Mary. In a real sense, it 
launched the “cult of Mary.” The masses turned 
to Mary as queen and mother, seeking an advo-
cate to intercede with a stern God—and in some 
cases even investing her with coercive power 
over Christ or the Father.  
The masses also saw Mary as a worthy succes-
sor to their pre-Christian goddesses, who lin-
gered below the surface despite nominal con-
version to Christianity. As one commentator 
wryly observed: “God has the people one day a 
week; the pagan deities still have them the other 
six!” The ritual offering of cakes, in one in-
stance to Asherah, and in two instances to Mary, 
have interesting connections, and all three prob-
ably evolved from pagan precedents. 
Devotion to Mary rose to a crescendo in the 
high Middle Ages and continued in the Roman 
and Orthodox churches. Church leaders tried to 
limit Marian devotion to something less than 
worship—ignoring the testimony of the Dormi-
tion literature that the prophets, apostles, and 
even the seraphim worshipped her. Interest-
ingly, the church leaders’ pleas found a more re-
ceptive audience among Protestants than among 
their own followers.  
Even then, Protestantism reacted against “Mar-
ian excess” or saw Mary as a symbol of Roman 
iniquity. Its rejection of Mary and of any trace 
of the Divine Feminine dealt a crippling blow to 
western civilization, in addition to impoverish-
ing its own theology and liturgy. Today, Chris-
tians are sharply divided in their attitudes to-
ward Mary, and in the 1960s, even Rome wa-
vered in its traditional loyalty. Indifference or 
hostility toward her remains a major obstacle to 
recognition of the Feminine Face of God in 
Christianity. 
The divine feminine personages in Judaism and 
Christianity are often portrayed as elements in a 
polarity,     for    example,    we    find    Chokmah     and  

Binah, the Logos and Sophia, Christ and Mary. 
But they were not accorded equal status. In the 
Kabbalah,     (the masculinized)    Chokmah     is    the  
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second emanation from the Ain Soph, and Bi-
nah the third. The Shekinah was lost in the wil-
derness, but not the Holy One. The Logos was 
eternally begotten of the Father, while Sophia 
was created in time. Sophia fell into the abyss 
and needed to be rescued by Christ. Mary was 
the Mother of God, but not herself divine; she 
might be Queen of Heaven, but was crowned by 
her son.  

If we suspect gender asymmetry in these rela-
tionships, in other areas we find evidence of 
outright misogyny. Lilith was the epitome of 
evil, feared in Judaism more than Satan. Yah-
weh was the true God, while Asherah/Ashtoreth 
was a false, “foreign” goddess. It was women 
who worshipped Asherah and sacrificed cakes 
to her and Mary. Women were blamed for 
bringing sin into the world,227 for the woes of 
Pre-Exilic Israel, and for men’s concupiscence 
in Pauline–Augustinian Christianity.  

Judaism and Christianity never hesitated to shed 
the blood of enemies or their own martyrs, but 
they recoiled from the naturally flowing blood 
of menstruating women. As late as the twentieth 
century, new mothers required “purification” 
before readmission to the life of the synagogue 
or church. Major segments of Judaism and 
Christianity still exclude women from the 
clergy—consciously or unconsciously follow-
ing a tradition that their blood might defile sa-
cred worship spaces.228  

A fear of women may well account for Judeo-
Christianity’s reluctance to recognize the Fem-
inine Face of God. The ancient Mother Goddess 
may have been overthrown by frightened, mis-
ogynistic priests rather than by invading Aryan 
armies. The Feminine was permitted only in the 
Daughter of Jerusalem, in the immaculate, ever-
virgin Mother of God, and in the corporate 
“Bride of Christ,” the church—whose most im-
portant members were celibate males.229  

Institutional Christianity earned its patriarchal 
stereotypes during the Middle Ages and did lit-
tle to dispel them until the mid-twentieth cen-
tury.230 Since then, major segments of Christi-
anity have committed themselves to gender in-
clusiveness, welcome female clergy, and are re-
moving masculine pronouns in their references 
to God. These are important steps toward 

recognizing the Feminine Face of God, but 
more remains to be done. Other major segments 
adhere to patriarchal tradition. Even in the more 
progressive denominations little progress has 
been made toward representing Mary in devo-
tional artwork as an assertive, liturgically rele-
vant figure. 
Despite its shortcomings the medieval church 
did raise Mary to near-divine status, second 
only to Christ. Modern esoteric teachings af-
firmed Mary’s divinity and offered new insights 
into her ongoing global ministry. Traditional 
Christians and esotericists may diverge sharply 
in their understanding of other issues, but they 
display remarkable agreement in their descrip-
tions of Mary.  
Neither esotericists nor traditional Christians 
offer a definitive answer to the question of 
whether the historical Mary was an “ordinary” 
member of the human family who made ex-
traordinary progress on the spiritual path, or 
should be placed in a separate category—the in-
carnation of a divine being, or the mother of 
God, to whom flowed “at once and immedi-
ately, the river of the Divinity.”  
As a member of the human family Mary would 
still be an individualized monad, a unique frag-
ment of divine essence. Her deification or divi-
nization would rest on the expression of that in-
herent divinity to an exceptional degree. Eastern 
Orthodox theologians’ assertion that she at-
tained theosis, and the assertion by esotericists 
that she attained the fifth initiation, point in that 
direction.231 
Even as a member of the human family Mary 
can legitimately be considered an avatara. She 
was probably groomed over multiple lifetimes 
for her Palestinian mission. Her birth seems to 
have been auspicious, and as a child she re-
ceived special training in the temple. After giv-
ing birth to Jesus, Mary watched him grow to 
adulthood and take up his ministry, overshad-
owed by the Christ. She shared in the sacrifice 
of the cross, experienced a personal revelation 
of the Resurrection, and then went on to pursue 
her own ministry in the early church.  
The Nicene Creed insists that Mary conceived 
“by the power of the Holy Spirit.” The Neopla-
tonists viewed the Third Aspect of the Trinity 
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as the link between the divine and physical 
worlds; modern esotericists do likewise. The 
very word “mother” (Latin: mater) has etymo-
logical connections to “matter” (materia). Ac-
cordingly, it was fitting for Mother Mary to fa-
cilitate Christ’s descent to Earth. Perhaps it is 
no coincidence that many Marian apparitions 
take place in natural settings like mountainsides 
or grottos and involve phenomena like healing 
springs. Marian devotion takes its cue from 
those settings to place statues in beautiful gar-
dens. Mary’s devic hosts no doubt appreciate it. 

Several esoteric writers claimed that Mary 
made the rare transition to the deva evolution, 
to become—as Marian devotion had long styled 
her—“Queen of the Angels.” They also asserted 
that she assumed the role of World Mother. 
Mary serves as a living archetype, an 
“[e]mbodiment on earth of the Feminine Aspect 
of the Deity ... in whom all the highest qualities 
of womanhood and motherhood shine forth in 
their fullest perfection.” Summarizing Hilde-
gard of Bingen’s understanding of the arche-
type, religious historian Barbara Newman de-
clared: “Woman’s primary significance in the 
divine scheme of things is to reveal the hidden 
God by giving him birth. In the meantime, she 
gives birth to his image in every child that she 
bears.”232 
To return to the issue of gender disparity in the 
Logos–Sophia, it is interesting to note 
Blavastky’s assertion that the first manifesta-
tion from the Godhead is feminine; clearly she 
would disagree with Augustine. Regardless of 
who is right, it seems evident that a Feminine 
Principle emerges at the very earliest “moment” 
and the highest level. We recall the words of the 
Psalmist: “[F]rom the womb of the morning: 
thou hast the dew of thy youth”—often rendered 
more poetically as “I bore you from the womb 
before the morning star.”233 
As it descends into manifestation, the Feminine 
Principle expresses herself as beings or entities 
at successively lower levels. All are linked by a 
channel of energy that communicates the es-
sence and qualities of the Divine Feminine to 
our level of consciousness. In parallel, the 
Christ communicates the qualities of the Divine 
Masculine. 

Sophia remains an enigma, and her portrayal by 
different constituencies has been fragmentary, 
even inconsistent. She has received little atten-
tion among esotericists, except in Anthropo-
sophical circles. Perhaps Sophia is the World 
Mother, though Besant’s and Roerich’s exten-
sive discussion of the World Mother never men-
tioned her. Yet the World Mother sent avataras 
to Earth, and Robert Powell suggested that 
Mary was an avatara of “Divine Sophia.”  

The Russian theologians’ work on Sophia was 
important, but Hildegard may have shared the 
best insights. Hildegard’s writings may have 
been inspired twelfth-century miniature, which 
depicts Sophia/Sapientia surrounded by patri-
archs and prophets and holding a medallion of 
Christ. Newman commented on the image: 
“This Sapientia ... is a mysterious persona pre-
figuring Christ and Mary but distinct from both; 
she embodies God’s decision to create a uni-
verse in order than he might enter it as a 
man.”234 The critical question is how distinct? 
Newman quoted from another medieval source: 
“[H]ow could the Mother not preexist with the 
Son, whose conception and birth opened the 
way for the whole rational creation to be sancti-
fied, unified, and restored to peace?”235 

The precise relationship between Sophia and 
Mary remains a mystery. But a case can be 
made, based on the testimony examined herein, 
that Chokmah/Sophia/Sapientia is the entity 
that overshadowed, or incarnated as, the histor-
ical Mary.236 Or perhaps in some sense, Mary 
was always an integral part of that entity.  

The possibility that Sophia/Mary existed “from 
the beginning” allows us to revisit the tradition 
of Mary’s perpetual virginity. The Hebrew 
word almah, on which the claim of Mary’s 
earthly virginity rested, more generally meant 
“a young woman.” Accordingly, we might sug-
gest that Sophia/Mary enjoys perpetual youth. 
For context, Sanat Kumara, Lord of the World, 
is described in Hindu, Buddhist, and trans-Him-
alayan teachings as the “Eternal Youth” or 
“Youth of Endless Summers.”237 

Upon completion of her earthly mission, and at-
tainment of theosis/adeptship, Mary may have 
merged   or   remerged   with     the    entity,    bringing  
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her human experience and human nature with 
her. Not surprisingly descriptions of Sophia and 
Mary overlapped, and multiple commentators 
intentionally or unintentionally conflated them. 
Yet, Christianity promoted Mary rather than 
Sophia, through devotion and intercession, the 
arts, and theological speculation. Apparitions 
overwhelmingly      involved        Mary.        We          gained 
additional insights into Mary’s ongoing minis-
try through esoteric teachings as well as through 
communications to selected individuals, like 
Bridget of Sweden and Geoffrey Hodson.238 If 
indeed Sophia/Mary is a single entity, evidently 
she has allowed herself to be known primarily 
as Mary and to be associated with her Palestin-
ian incarnation. In other cultures and religions, 
Sophia/Mary is known by other names, and at-
tributes and titles are freely exchanged. 
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