When I was a little girl: Memories of the sacred

Ute Seibert*
Remembering one's childhood religion often brings back bitter, even scary memories of God as an extension of parents and teachers—that great eye always alert, that far-reaching arm always ready to punish: images that created a fierce God who was terribly real in the childhood of many women.  But there was also another side: memories that when put into words today can only be described as a search for the sacred.  It seems that many women remember having experiences as children that—now as adults—they would say were religious or mystical. 

I am fascinated by this topic. Reading about other women's religious experiences1 keenly resonates with me, connecting me to my own experiences and to other little noticed experiences shared among women.  To my mind, recovering these experiences form part of our spiritual empowerment as women. Reflection on their meaning seems to me to be an important step in our ongoing theological literacy. 

I was raised by a pepper tree 
Surprise, certainty, fulfillment: Words repeated over and over in the testimonies of many different women who as children found that hole in the wall allowing them to have the courage to cross to another world, to experiencing being one with all, to melt into the raspberry bush, to dissolve into the ocean waves and feel part of their movement—that mixture of feelings of happiness and death and fullness, of belonging to the earth and listening to the sounds of worms and insects inside a hole dug on the bank of a river.

One woman relates how, upon being abandoned in the street when she was a little girl, she took refuge in a tree:  "It was the pepper tree that raised me." With these words, Choqosh Auh-Ho-Ho, an indigenous storyteller from the Chumash tribe, describes how contact with a tree was key to her emotional survival: "There is not a single photo of me as a little girl smiling.  I was so desperately unhappy that I took to sitting in my closet with the door shut and asking God to take me.  I didn't want to be part of this world." Choqosh was only six then.  Her father had left her when she was a year old. She sensed that "my mother carried a great bitterness".  She remembers having been left in the street as a very young child and feeling terribly alone.  "I tried to imagine how there could be a God if life appeared so painfully unjust."  When she was asked who raised her, she categorically replied, "I did".  A torrent of memories overtakes her—painful, repressed memories of fear and confusion.  Then suddenly her face changes.  She smiles ironically and challenges us: "Do you really want to know who raised me?  It was the pepper tree at the end of our building that raised me—a tree with a short trunk that looked something like this…." And she opens her arms widely.  "It had a huge nest inside, like a womb. Its branches went in different directions and went down toward the ground like a weeping willow. I could sit in that space, my womb, and look out at the world without the world seeing me.  And when nobody was watching I could sleep there inside.  I felt safe and loved and protected by that tree.  It was my connection to God and to creation.  Years later I returned to pay homage to that mother tree.  It had been cut down and there wasn't even a trace that it had ever existed."2
In numerous women's stories, childhood memories appear when plants and trees, insects and animals, crystals and rocks, the sky and the sea seemed to speak to them and they in turn replied. Simple acts—walking barefoot over cool grass, smelling the fragrance of the earth when lying face down as you follow the journey of an insect, catching raindrops on your tongue during a summer storm—are transformed into experiences of intimate connection with the natural world. 

These experiences reveal an intimate connection with mystery.  "One night when I was ten years old, it began to rain.  Water has always been something very powerful for me. I could smell it in the air and feel it all around me.  I was writing at my desk and suddenly I knew what I had to do: I took off all my clothes. Totally nude, I went outside into the warm rain and I lay down with my face and body plunged into the soil. Thank heavens my mother never saw me because she probably would have shut me inside.  But I wasn't afraid of the dark or of the cold or of being naked. I don't remember how long the experience lasted, but I felt so full, so wise and so certain that I was loved… I had the sensation that I had a mission, and that I was to communicate with others this same sensation of fullness, this same certainty that life is a gift, and that all of us are one."3
It would appear that childhood mystical experiences in nature happen very early: they are very precious but are often kept secret and are remembered for many years, writes Danish feminist theologian Lene Sjorup.4

The hole in the wall to another world

The experience of being one with nature, of losing one's own boundaries, gives a feeling of fullness where the limit between life and death also seem to disappear: "From a very young age, I had experiences in nature that I felt were spiritual. Swimming in the ocean sometimes made me feel as if I was suspended outside time, totally one with the universe.  I felt I could die there.  When I imagined dying in that moment, it was a feeling of ecstasy, peace, fullness and union with the universe. I wasn't seeking death, neither was I afraid of the waves."5

It is in these moments of deep contact with nature where the sense of time and space dissolve and a door is opened to another reality: "During one summer I lived in the country surrounded by nature and many forests. I had the custom of saying I was going to look for raspberries and I would go off.  I didn't arrive home for meals and my mother would cry, thinking that something awful had happened to me.  But I simply lost track of space and time. There were certain places in the forest where there was a hole in the wall to another world.  It had no time. And there was no difference between the raspberry grove and me."6

The body, nature, forests, oceans, hills, death—in the mystical experiences of childhood, these experiences form a whole and for a moment boundaries are erased; and these are religious experiences that will later facilitate an opening to the reality of interrelatedness, of interdependency. During childhood, nature appears as the most important space for having religious experiences. 

For Twylah Nitsch, a Seneca elder who lives in her ancestral lands in upstate New York, this connection happened at a very young age and was firmly reinforced by the Native American tradition.  "I still wasn't old enough to go to school, so probably I wasn't five yet, when I spent one whole summer digging a hole with a large spoon on the riverbank that ran by my house. I had to dig and dig because the soil was full of roots and my goal was to make a huge hole where I could sit down—like a cave. And this was hard work.  It was hard to dig through all those roots.  What I most remember about that experience was something my grandmother said: 'when you take out the earth, make sure you leave a space for it,' she warned me. 'Because the earth is from that particular spot and she is at home there. Don't take out anything that is part of something else and simply throw it away.  Remember you are disturbing the home of worms and insects.  You are moving them from the place they have been living and you must make sure that they are content where you plan to put them.'  So I put the earth in a little basket and went around to different places asking, 'do you like it here?' And when the answer was 'yes', I put the earth there.  If the answer was 'no', I'd pick up my basket and go another place and ask the same question.  Finally, when I made my hole large enough for me to sit in, I really could hear the earth talk.  I could hear the worms, insects and other living sounds. They were my friends. The same thing happened with stones.  I had a small apron and I collected stones, which I took and placed before my grandfather, who was a medicine man.  He would read them for me.  The stones talked to me—they still do.  That summer I had one of my first experiences of connecting to the sacred.  I remember it as if it were yesterday."7

God was someone who spoke to me in my freest moments

The sacred spaces of young girls—a tree, a grassy meadow, a stream, a forest—often only remain a memory. And as adults, when they want to visit these places, they have disappeared: the tree cut down without a trace, an apartment complex built on the meadow, the stream now redirected into water pipes. What happens then, to the connection? According to Twlah Nitsch, "I was taught that our place is sacred and we are responsible for what happens to it.  From my grandfather I learned that I have a place where I tie my rope and no matter who tries to separate me from it, I can always return to my center.  Each person has a rope, but the ropes of most folks are hanging loose because they don't know where to tie them.  Your rope is tied to something inside you, but in my tradition it is also tied to the place where we were born.  When you travel or you have to move from your birthplace, you take your sacred place with you.  If this sense of security is developed from the beginning and reinforced through the years, you can take it with you wherever you go.  All of us carry our sacred place with us, and our challenge is to live out of that place throughout life's journey, throughout our time on earth.8

Lene Sjorup writes at the beginning of Oneness, her work on women's religious experiences: "As a teenager, I made a promise to myself that I would never, never forget what it meant to be a child—to be alive, sensitive, alert.  Since I wasn't confident that I would remember this promise when I became an adult, I decided to study theology and become a pastor.  Thus, I hoped I'd be assured of never forgetting what was essential. My own search would not stop me, as apparently had happened to most of the adults I knew who saw God as some kind of source for existential happiness.  I was going to learn how to communicate my discoveries by learning how to preach. I wanted to force myself to speak about fundamental things—not the trivial matters that adults seemed to talk about all the time during my girlhood.  I wanted to speak of the truth. When I was a girl, God was freedom.  God was something that spoke to me in my freest moments.  God had to do with deep reality, a different truth there in the forest or on the beach, another world full of unexpressed, unnamed possibilities.  Joy, excitement, truth. Something inexpressible that I wanted to express.  Something very different from what I observed in most people's lives."9

Spiritual experiences are difficult to put into words

Reading these testimonies, listening to these deeply intimate experiences of women, I discover imprints of a journey that today lead many women toward a more autonomous search for a less dogmatic faith, one more open to a spirituality that is uniquely theirs. 

I know that childhood experiences and questions about spirituality, seen now through the lens of adulthood, are important and have a place in women's spiritual lives.  However, I don't want to propose that these are the most important, unique, beautiful experiences a human can have.  I simply want to explore them as one branch, one possibility among others that appear in the lives of some women when as children they connected to nature. 

I read these testimonies without wanting to affirm absolute truths. I want to connect and dialogue with these experiences in a way that frees, experiments, freely associates.  I soar with these chaotic ideas, sensations; perceptions with no need put them into some sort of systemic order. This is how we construct ideas, I believe: little by little, gathering impressions, feelings in our skin, insights, dream images. Then suddenly, something appears, something is finally clear. Then again, they sink into the shadows, leaving vague footprints, a sign, a mark; this is how we enter into contact with the sacred. 

Spiritual experiences are not easy to put into words. Harmony, peace, fullness, union, center, truth, and totality—these are some of the words that most often surface when speaking of these experiences. I have used similar words to communicate that instant when all becomes one, when I feel whole, full, when I experience meaning and certainty.  At the same time, I ask myself about the opposite kind of experiences—those we discard when we refer to experiences connected with spirituality: disequilibrium, conflict, emptiness, dispersion, marginality, uncertainty, fragmentation.  I start to question this construction of a world of opposites (emptiness-fullness; fragmentation-union; conflict-peace).  I tread cautiously with these intuitions: on the one hand, I recognize that I too am terrified by the sensation of nothingness, of abandonment, of meaninglessness and of the dark night. But on the other hand, I think that I would not want to build my spiritual life on opposites, on dualisms where there is always a clear, luminous, good and sure side in contrast to a more threatening, chaotic, dark and murky side. 

To embrace the void, explore the shadow, enjoy the questions—has also become part of my spiritual practice. From this vantage point I can explore the experiences cited here as well as my own experiences
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