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Levels of Reality According to 
Nondual Shaiva Tantraism

Corresponding 
Human State

1. PARAMASHIVA Supreme Auspiciousness
Absolute Consciousness —With absolute freedom to be 
conscious, to love, to will, to know, and to do

SUPERCAUSAL 
BODY 
Turiya, state of 
enlightened awareness2. SHIVA/SHAKTI Awareness/Love —Shiva is within all

as the pure witness—Shakti becomes everything that exists
pervading all forms and holding them within herself

3. SADASHIVA/MAHADEVI Creative will to manifest

4. ISHWARA Cosmic Lordship —Cosmic Trinity of high gods 
and goddesses

Masculine Deities
Brahma—Creator 
Vishnu—Sustainer of Worlds 
and Upholder of Dharma
Rama
Krishna
Shiva—Cosmic Yogi and 
Destroyer of Worlds

Feminine Deities
Saraswati 
Lakshmi
Sita
Radha
Durga
Parvati (Gauri, Uma, Girija)
Kali (Shyama, Chandi)
Amba (Ten Wisdom 
Goddesses: Lalita Tripura 
Sundari, Tara, Chinnamasta, 
Bhuvaneshwari, etc.)

5. SHUDDHA VIDYA The Archetypal Universe—
With forms but still perceived as inside the absolute:
the pattern of all that will come into manifestation

FIGURE 1: CHART OF THE COSMIC HIERARCHY

Shiva and Shakti permeate all
life forms, from the highest 

and subtlest to the most 
contracted and dense
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FIGURE 1: CHART OF THE COSMIC HIERARCHY cont.

Levels of Reality According to 
Nondual Shaiva Tantraism

Corresponding 
Human State

6. MAYA Veils the Creation from Its Source, produces
differentiation

CAUSAL BODY
Deep sleep state

7. WORLD SOUL
Purusha—Pure consciousness without form or agency, also 
manifesting as individual soul

8. CREATIVE MATRIx Prakriti—Subtle source of all form 
and energy

9. SUBTLE WORLDS AND THEIR INHABITANTS SUBTLE BODY 
Dream state9a. Devas—Elemental deities 

with their Shaktis
Indra (Thunder)
Chandra (Moon)
Surya (Sun)
Ashwin twins
Vayu (Wind)
Varuna (Waters)
Agni (Fire)
Prithvi (Earth)
Yamaraj (Death and Dharma)
Ganesha (Lord of Obstacles)
Hanuman (Unwavering 
Strength)
Skanda (Cosmic commander)

Asuras—Power gods
Bali
Hiranya Kashipu
Prahlanda and others

Rakshasas—Demons
Ravana
Shumbha/Nishumbha
Chanda, Munda, and others

9b. Upper Astral Worlds
Celestial nymphs
Gandharvas (musicians)
Snake deities
Demons
Forms of the goddesses 
worshipped as local deities 
and deities of places

9c. Lower Astral Worlds 
Ghosts, spirits

10. EARTH PLANE
Human beings
Animals, birds, fish, insects, 
and other terrestrial creatures  
The Physical Universe
Made of the five elements in 
combination: earth, water, fire, 
air, and space

WAKING STATE
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FIGURE 2: TWO FACES OF THE GODDESS

CONCEALMENT

Disguising oneness 
and revealing only  

multiplicity

GRACE

Awakening us to the  
fundamental oneness 
within multiplicity
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FIGURE 3: THE GODDESS DURGA
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FIGURE 4: THE GODDESS LAKSHMI
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FIGURE 5: VISHNU AND LAKSHMI
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FIGURE 6: DANCING KALI
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FIGURE 7: PARVATI/SHIVA AS ARDHANARISHWARA—THE ANDROGYNE
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FIGURE 8: THE GODDESS PARVATI
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FIGURE 9: PARVATI AS A MAIDEN YOGINI
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FIGURE 10: SHIVA AND PARVATI WITH THEIR SONS, GANESHA AND KARTIKKEYA
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FIGURE 11: THE GODDESS SARASWATI

14



FIGURE 12: RAMA AND SITA
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FIGURE 13: SITA SITTING IN THE FIRE
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FIGURE 14: THE GODDESS DHUMAVATI
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FIGURE 15: RADHA AND KRISHNA ENTWINED
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FIGURE 16: THE GODDESS CHINNAMASTA
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FIGURE 17: LALITA SITTING ON A BED SUPPORTED BY FOUR MALE GODS
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FIGURE 18: LALITA AND SHIVA IN UNION
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FIGURE 19: BHUVANESHWARI WITH THE COSMOS IN HER BODY
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appendix i

The Goddess Families and Their Consorts

FIGURE 20: THE GOD AND GODDESS FAMILY TREE

KALI

BHUVANESHVARI
CHINNAMASTA

RADHA-KRISHNA

LAKSHMI

SITA-RAMA

LAKSHMI-VISHNU

LALITA

DURGA

PARVATI-SHIVA

MAHASHAKTI

SARASWATI-BRAHMA
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appendix i i

Calling Out the Power in Mantra
overview and Pronounciation Guide

In the Tantric view, mantra is the subtlest, the most powerful, and the most
essential of the three forms (image, mantra, and yantra). That’s because the 

process of manifestation takes place through vibration, or sound. Mantras are 
inherently creative, because at their heart is the spanda, the vibratory essence of 
the primordial Shakti. Spanda (creative vibration) is the creative power itself. So 
in Tantra, the teaching that “In the beginning was the word” is not a metaphor, 
but a core mystical truth. The subtle vibrations that emanate from the primordial 
creative vibration take articulated form as the bija mantras. Bija is usually trans-
lated as “seed.” Just as a tiny uranium atom releases vast energy when we split it, 
so too when you concentrate deeply on the seed mantra form of the Goddess; 
it releases energy through your body and mind. The bija mantras—hrim, (pro-
nounced hreem), aim (pronounced aye-eem), krim (pronounced kreem), shrim 
(pronounced shreem), hum (pronounced hoom) and others—are the Goddess 
in sound form. So, by reciting the mantra, you are revealing, making manifest, 
the deity herself. To get the full benefit of a mantra, it needs to be activated or 

“awakened.” This is traditionally done by a process of initiation, but you can also 
awaken a mantra through your own mindful repetition, as we’ll be doing here. 

One secret of tapping into the hidden energy in a mantra is to pay very close 
attention to the energetic touch of the mantra as you repeat it. Focus on the way 
the syllables “feel” in your mind, whether you are thinking them, letting them 
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flow with the breath, or paying attention to how the mantra vibrates in one of 
the inner centers of the body. See if you can practice with the feeling that you 

“touch” or “taste” the goddess energy with your tongue and speech. When you 
repeat the mantra with awareness of its energetic “feel,” it doesn’t take long to 
awaken it, though you should expect to repeat it several thousand times before 
you fully experience its power.1

PRONUNCIATION

In Sanskrit, vowels can be either short or long. In the original Devanagari script, 
they are written as different letters.

Throughout this book I’ve offered pronunciation guides for Sanskrit names, 
mantras, and seed syllables. I have rendered the vowels as follows:

Short “a” is rendered as uh
Long “a” as ah
Short “u” as u
Long “u” as oo
Short “i” is rendered as i (as in “bit”)
Long “i” as ee
The vowel “e” (as in the Sanskrit word devi) is pronounced ay as in “day” and 

has been rendered as ey. 
The diphthong “ai” is pronounced like the British English word aye.
The Sanskrit “c” is always pronounced ch. I have rendered it as ch throughout.

All this aside, people who love the Goddess will often simply call out to her as 
Ma. That simple syllable, the word for mother in nearly every Indo-European 
language, can be sounded as a sigh, a call for help, an expression of love, a simple 
invocation. You’ll hear singers crying out “Maaaa!” in ecstasy when their chant-
ing reaches its climax. As you lose your inhibitions about invoking her, you may 
find yourself crying out to Ma with unexpected intensity in all sorts of moments! 
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appendix i i i

Quiz: Goddess Power in Action

If one of the goddesses in this book met a mugger on the street, how would she
handle it? 

1. Command him to leave (and he would).
2. Point out that she has nothing worth stealing, then lay a curse

on him.
3. Pull a knife and leave him bleeding on the street.
4. Give him a karate kick to make him run away.
5. Give him all her money, then call the cops and have him busted.
6. Give him her money, then charm him into giving it back.
7. Make herself disappear.
8. Explain rationally why he should let her go, then analyze how she

could have let this happen to her.
9. Repeat powerful mantras that stop him cold.
10. Look at him with complete disbelief, melting him with her smile,

then walk away.

answer key:

1.Lalita Tripura Sundari; 2. Dhumavati; 3. Kali; 4. Durga; 5. Sita; 6. Lakshmi;
7.Chinnamasta; 8. Saraswati; 9. Parvati; 10. Radha
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appendix iV

Which Goddesses Are You?

Most of us hold the energies of several different goddesses. But often, one or
two of them predominate. Below, you’ll find some revealing questions that 

might help you recognize your goddess affinities and which ones tend to pre-
dominate in your personality. 

Please approach this questionnaire playfully! The more playful you are with 
it, the more you are likely to discover about your connection to each goddess. 
Certain goddesses will undoubtedly resonate with you more recognizably than 
others, but look for yourself in all of the goddesses. All of them are within you.

Durga
• Do	you	have	a	strong	desire	to	protect	others?
• Do	you	feel	acutely	the	wrongness	of	social	injustice?
• Are	you	impatient	and	sometimes	hot	tempered?
• Do	your	friends	and	family	sometimes	call	you	bossy?
• Are	you	often	the	person	others	turn	to	to	head	the	committee	or

lead the campaign?
• Are	you	a	natural	fighter?
• Do	you	like	to	be	in	charge?
• Do	you	believe	that	you’re	usually	right?
• Are	you	capable	of	doing	several	things	at	once?
• Are	you	the	head	of	a	large	family,	company,	or	circle	of	friends?
• Are	you	a	leader?
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Lakshmi
• Are	you	very	physically	attractive?
• Do	people	fall	in	love	with	you	easily?
• Do	you	have	a	strong	interest	in	fashion,	decoration,	and	design?
• Are	you	good	at	spotting	trends?
• Do	you	prefer	the	people	in	your	life	to	be	outstanding	in	some	way?
• Does	money	tend	to	fall	into	your	hands?
• Do	you	have	an	almost	physical	need	to	have	beauty	around	you?
• Do	you	prefer	to	avoid	anything	unpleasant?
• Do	you	love	a	good	time?
• Do	you	secretly	believe	that	you	can	never	be	too	rich?
• Do	people	around	you	feel	more	joyous	because	you	are	there?
• Are	you	supremely	confident	that	you’ll	be	taken	care	of	because

you deserve the abundance of life?
• Are	you	generous?
• Do	you	surround	yourself	with	beautiful	things?
• Do	you	feel	negatively	impacted	by	any	form	of	disharmony?
• Are	you	a	gifted	business	coach?
• Do	you	have	a	natural	talent	for	making	money?
• Do	you	have	a	green	thumb?
• Have	your	friends	and	lovers	noticed	that	their	material	lives

improve when you’re with them?
• Do	you	prefer	being	around	good-looking,	successful,	and

refined people?
• Are	you	kind?
• Do	you	pride	yourself	on	your	taste?

kali
• Do	you	sometimes	feel	that	there	is	a	battle	cry	wanting	to	get	out?
• Is	your	sexuality	wild?	Does	it	sometimes	feel	out	of	control?
• Do	you	sometimes	frighten	people	(or	yourself )	with	your	intensity?
• Do	you	have	so	much	raw	power	that	you	can	accomplish	anything

you set your mind to?
• Have	you	ever	felt	so	repressed	that	you	turned	your	energy

on yourself?
• Do	you	love	fiercely?
• Do	you	have	more	energy	than	anyone	you	know?
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• Do	you	sometimes	wonder	if	you	are	a	rage-aholic?
• Are	you	decisive?
• Do	people	ever	tell	you	that	since	you’ve	come	into	their	lives	they

feel transformed?
• Do	you	often	feel	you	have	to	hold	back?
• Do	you	identify	with	outsiders	and	outlaws?

Parvati
• Are	you	in	a	powerful	yet	combative	relationship	in	which	there	is	a

strong drive for equality?
• Are	you	in	a	creative	partnership	of	some	kind	in	which	your

partner is in a leadership role and you handle the relationships?
• Are	you	an	athlete	or	dancer?
• Do	you	practice	intense	yoga	or	meditation?
• Are	you	a	loving	but	relaxed	mother?
• Are	you	quirky,	independent,	and	able	to	stand	up	to	any	sort

of opposition?
• Are	you	a	man’s	woman,	who	has	had	important	male	mentors?
• Have	you	ever	set	your	sights	on	a	lover	or	a	career	goal	and	stopped

at nothing to attain it?

Saraswati
• As	a	child,	did	you	tend	to	fall	in	love	with	words?
• Do	you	forget	about	the	outside	world	when	you’re	reading	or

problem solving?
• Do	you	have	a	gift	for	eloquence,	even	if	you’re	naturally

introverted?
• Are	you	a	gifted	communicator?
• Are	you	a	compulsive communicator?
• Do	people	tell	you	that	you	talk	too	much?
• Can	you	sway	people	with	words?
• Are	you	picky	about	the	words	you	use?
• Are	you	careful	and	detail	oriented	in	your	work?
• Is	clarity	particularly	important	to	you?
• Are	you	a	nitpicker?
• Are	you	musically	gifted?
• Do	you	naturally	understand	technology?
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• Do	ideas	and	inspirations	come	to	you	out	of	the	blue?
• Do	you	have	a	beautiful	voice?

Sita
• Do	you	tend	to	be	loyal	and	self-sacrificing?
• Are	you	in	grieving	over	a	recent	loss?
• Has	your	husband	or	lover	left	you?
• Do	you	feel	that	your	role	in	life	is	to	support	others?
• Do	you	tend	to	be	a	caretaker?
• Are	you	pregnant?
• Are	you	a	devoted	wife	or	lover,	or	do	you	tend	to	become

consumed by the people close to you?
• Are	you	able	to	endure	a	lot	of	physical	pain	or	misfortune

without complaint?
• Do	you	have	quiet	moral	force?
• Are	you	the	center	of	your	family?
• Have	you	ever	been	raped	or	sexually	abused?

Dhumavati
• Do	you	generally	feel	somewhat	alienated	from	the	social	order?
• Are	you	reclusive?
• Do	you	have	great	empathy	for	the	poor,	the	marginalized,

and the aged?
• Are	you	elderly,	frail,	or	sick?
• Do	you	have	a	chronic	condition	that	keeps	you	from	ordinary

functioning?
• Are	you	lonely	or	depressed?
• Have	you	been	out	of	work	for	a	while?

radha
• Are	you	in	love	and	passionate	about	your	lover?
• Do	you	enjoy	flirtation,	playful	lovemaking?
• If	you	are	not	in	love,	do	you	long	for	it?
• Are	you	a	romantic?
• Do	you	still	hold	onto	the	thought	of	a	lost	high	school	lover?
• Are	you	the	girlfriend	of	a	man	who	is	irresistible	to	other	women—

but loves you best?
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• Are	you	passionately	devoted	to	the	divine?
• Are	you	a	married	person	in	love	with	someone	who	is	not

your husband?

Chinnamasta
• Do	you	tend	to	be	radically	experimental?
• Are	you	a	cutting-edge	teacher,	therapist,	or	workshop	leader?
• Are	you	deeply	committed	to	truthfulness,	even	at	the	expense	of

keeping friends?
• Do	you	like	to	push	the	edge?
• Have	you	ever	self-mutilated?
• Are	you	able	to	turn	your	own	wounds	into	ways	to	help	others?
• Are	you	easily	able	to	let	go	of	your	egoic	self?
• Do	the	people	close	to	you	tend	to	turn	to	you	for	support?
• Are	people	energized	by	being	in	your	presence?
• Are	you	committed	to	democratic	enlightenment	and	willing	to	give

your own energy for the sake of a group?
• Do	you	regularly	spend	time	in	a	thought-free	meditative	state?

Lalita tripura Sundari
• Does	every	man	who	meets	you	fall	in	love	with	you?
• Are	you	beautiful?
• Do	you	love	sex?
• Are	you	deeply	happy	with	yourself?	Are	you	confident	in	your	own

feminine power?
• Do	you	have	an	unusually	good	relationship	with	your	husband

or partner?
• Do	you	tend	to	be	easily	successful	at	most	things	you	undertake?
• Do	you	gravitate	toward	circles	of	power?
• Are	you	comfortable	with	power?

bhuvaneshwari
• Do	you	have	a	natural	capacity	to	create	welcoming	energy	or	hold

space for others?
• Do	people	want	to	congregate	in	your	home?
• Do	you	have	a	green	thumb?
• Are	you	the	favorite	hostess,	mom,	or	teacher	in	your	circle?
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• Do	you	remain	friends	with	everyone	you	ever	knew,	including
ex-lovers and ex-spouses, because you don’t let anyone out of
your heart?

• Do	people	naturally	gravitate	toward	you	because	everyone	around
you seems to flourish?

• Are	you	a	therapist,	yoga	studio	manager,	or	dedicated	mentor
or coach?

• Do	you	seem	to	have	a	natural	healing	energy?
• Is	your	love	somewhat	impersonal?
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Reader’s Group Guide

There are many ways to work with Awakening Shakti in a group. My suggestion
is that you use the group as a platform for discussing the book and the issues 

it raises, and also as an opportunity to practice together with some of the medita-
tions and contemplations. 

You can use the following questions as the basis for discussion about each 
of the goddesses. You can also work with any of the exercises in the book in a 
group setting. 

If you are reading this book over a period of weeks, you might want to read 
one chapter each week, practice individually with that goddess, then come back 
together to discuss the chapter and do some of the exercises together. 

opening Questions

Name a few qualities that you would call specifically feminine. 
Consider your image of the divine feminine. How were you brought 
up to think about the divine feminine? About feminine power? 
Do you feel that there is a type of creativity that is specifically feminine? 
How does that show up in you or in the people you know?

Durga: warrior Goddess of Protection and inner Strength

Describe some of the qualities of Durga that you see in yourself or 
in people you know. What do you like about these Durga qualities? 
What do you not like about Durga in yourself and others?
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Who are some famous Durga women? How do you recognize Durga 
in others?
How does your inner Durga manifest at work? In relationships?
In your life, how do you recognize the divine Durga impulse to 
stand up for truth? To protect others? How do you feel that you have 
succeeded in acting as a protector to yourself or others?
How is the Durga quality in the feminine seen in our society? What aspects 
of Durga are appreciated? What aspects are denied or seen as unfeminine?

Group Exercise

Choose someone to read the instructions.  

Everyone should have paper and pen handy.

Close your eyes, sit comfortably upright, and spend a few minutes focusing 

your attention on the natural rhythm of your breath. Silently say, “I invoke the 

presence of the Goddess in the form of Durga.”

Feel the presence of the Durga Shakti as a shimmering energy around 

you. You can visualize her lion, or simply intuit her presence. Imagine her with 

dark hair streaming over her shoulders, with a golden crown, a scarlet silk sari, 

and golden necklaces, rings, and bracelets. 

See her magnificent arms, strong and bristling with weapons: the bow, 

the sword, the trident, the mace, the discus. See the lotus she carries.

She is watching you with an intent gaze. Her eyes are large and dark. 

Silently offer your salutations to her.

Ask her, “What is the major inner obstacle I have to face now? What do I 

need to let go of? What should I pay more attention to?”

Close your eyes and turn to your heart. Ask the questions in your heart.

Begin to write. Let the writing come naturally, without thought. Keep writ-

ing until you feel that there is no more to say.

Look over what you have written.

Now, close your eyes and imagine yourself turning all these obstacles 

over to the universal power of grace. Offer the obstacles to Durga, saying, “I 

offer all this to the Durga Shakti, asking that your grace dissolve all obstacles, 

inner and outer.” 

Afterward, share what you experienced.
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Lakshmi: Goddess of abundance and Good Fortune

Describe your secret feelings about the goddess Lakshmi as described 
in this chapter. 
What is the role of beauty in your life? How do you feel about your 
own beauty? How could contemplation of Lakshmi change your 
relationship to your own body?
What are your Lakshmi-like qualities? How do you avoid Lakshmi? 
What do you do to honor or attract Lakshmi?
What areas of your life feel abundant? Where do you feel a lack?

Group Meditation

With pen and paper handy, close your eyes and recite nine times “Aum shrim 

lakshmyai namaha” (ohm shreem luhk-shmee-ai nuh-muh-huh).

Ask, “What do I need to know about abundance in my life?”

When you are ready, begin to write, feeling that Lakshmi is writing.

kali: Goddess of revolution

Are you comfortable with the fierce feminine as embodied in Kali? 
How do you express fierceness? What is your reaction to fierceness 
in others? 
What do you see as the shadow Kali in yourself, in the people you 
know, in our society?
How has Kali been suppressed?

Group Meditation

With pen and paper handy, close your eyes and repeat “Aum hum krim hrim” 

(ohm hoom kreem hreem) nine times, feeling the mantra resonate in your heart. 

Ask: “How would Kali like to express herself now?” Then write down what 

comes up.

Now, ask for a physical expression of Kali to flow through you. It could 

be a strong “Ahh.” It could be sticking out your tongue. It could be a dance.
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Share with the group—either what you write, or the gesture that 

expresses Kali.

Parvati: Goddess of the Sacred Marriage

How does Parvati achieve her goals? How have you used inner 
intention combined with practice to achieve desired outcomes in your 
work or relationships?
How can Parvati’s story suggest ways to achieve balance in work, 
partnership, and practice? 
What in the Parvati stories resonates with your own ideal of partnership? 
How does the Shiva-Parvati marriage echo contemporary marriages or 
partnerships you know of or live in?
What do you see as the difference between Parvati and Durga?

Group Meditation: Parvati and Shiva as the Two Halves of Your Body 
(Finding the Masculine and Feminine within Your Own Body)

Find a comfortable seated position for this meditation, and be sure 

to have your journal and something to write with. Read aloud the 

introduction to the exercise and then practice the meditation.

This meditation can surprise you because it allows you to tune into the pres-

ence of the divine masculine and feminine within yourself. As mentioned earlier, 

the interdependence of spirit and matter, masculine and feminine, intellect 

and feeling, is epitomized by the figure of Ardhanarishvara, God as Half Man-

Half Woman. The right side of this androgynous being wears a tiger skin, has 

matted locks, and carries a trident. The left side has a bared breast and a 

delicate skirt; her hands dance in mudras. In the tradition, the left side of the 

body is considered feminine, while the right side is masculine. (Refer to figure 

8 on page 11 for a representation of this figure.)

Begin by making a list of the qualities and behaviors in yourself that you 

consider feminine. Then, list the qualities you consider masculine.

Now list the qualities of the divine that you consider feminine and the 

qualities you consider masculine.
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Now, imagine that the left half of your body is filled by the divine feminine 

as the goddess Parvati. Sense the qualities of the goddess in that half of your 

body: beauty, devotion, playfulness, charm, sweetness, nourishing love, erotic 

tenderness, gracefulness, feminine strength. 

Imagine that the right side of your body is occupied by the divine mas-

culine in the form of Shiva. Feel his energy in your body. Sense his qualities: 

stability, steadiness, penetrating intellect, clarity of vision, peace, vastness, 

ruthless swiftness, masculine strength.

Let your attention move from the feminine side of your body to the mascu-

line side of your body. Notice the differences. Feel these two sides of the divine 

nature held within you. Sense them held in balance in your own body. 

Afterwards, journal and share your experience. 

Saraswati: Goddess who Flows as Language, insight, and Sound

Before you begin, the facilitator can ask everyone to close their eyes and decide 
that, for the next five minutes, you’ll speak with the feeling that the goddess 
Saraswati is sitting on your tongue. Then, each of you can inwardly ask her to 
speak through you. Do you notice a difference in the way your words come out?

As you discuss the first question, see if you can notice how the words come 
out when you’ve invoked the goddess.

Discuss the ways you experience flow and intuition flowing through 
your own words. Have you ever felt that you were channeling? That 
intuition was arising from elsewhere? 
Do you use words cautiously or freely? Does your speech feel blocked, 
or do people tell you you talk too much? 
What negative effects have you noticed in your own life from negative 
gossip or harsh speech? 
How do you experience flow and rhythm in music and dance?

Group Writing Exercise

With pen and paper handy, spend a few minutes 

with closed eyes, focusing on the breath.
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Repeat together nine times “Aum aim saraswatyai namaha” (ohm aye-eem 

sa-ra-swah-tyai nuh-muh-huh). 

Sit for a moment or two, asking the goddess of speech and wisdom to 

write through your pen.

Starting with the sentence, “The goddess dances as . . . ” write a short 

paragraph about the goddess of wisdom, speech, and music as you experi-

ence her in your life.

Sita: Goddess of Devotion and Mystical Submission

Have you ever been in a relationship where you felt submissive or protected? 
Would you like to be? 
How have you reacted when unjustly treated? 
Have you ever felt trapped or captive in a situation? 
What do you feel about the Sita story? 
How did it affect you emotionally?
Have you known women like this?

Group Meditation: Feeling the Sorrow of the Earth

This is a powerful meditation that can bring up grief as well as compassion. 

Give yourself at least half an hour to do it; leave enough time to share 

and discuss what arose for you as you did the contemplation. 

Sitting quietly, breathe in and out through your heart as if there were a nose in 

your chest wall. Let the breath touch your heart center and soften any hard-

ness or armor around your heart.

Imagine yourself in a forest. You are sitting on a bed of moss, breathing 

in the scents of the trees and flowers. Breathing in, take in the feeling of Sita’s 

love. Feel that you absorb her sweet, encompassing love through your heart. 

Now imagine that around you are some of the creatures of the forest and 

streams, creatures whose survival as a species is threatened, species who are 

disappearing or have disappeared from the earth. Each of you might call to 

mind a different type of animal or bird. Sense their presence, and let yourself 

feel the uniqueness of all of them.
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Perhaps you might find yourself in the presence of the gray wolf, the leopard, 

the ocelot, the brown bear, the tiger, the chimpanzee, the Indian elephant, or another 

of the species of animals and birds that are endangered or have already disappeared.

Now consider the places on earth where there has been damage due to 

human carelessness or exploitation. Consider the oil on the sea floor of the 

Gulf of Mexico, the melting polar ice caps, the droughts across the American 

West, the trees and plants no longer living. 

What emotions come up when you consider these things? Rather than trying 

to name the emotion as anger, fear, or grief, notice where you feel it in your body. 

What is the emotion saying to you? 

Now, feel the presence of Sita in those feelings. Ask her to speak to 

you through the feelings in your body. How can you hold the pain unfolding 

daily in this world, with love, without despair? How can Sita reveal to you the 

mystery of loving acceptance of what is, the “full catastrophe” of life, and your 

response to it? Stay with the feelings and the question as long as you need to.

Imagine all this being embraced by the vast, compassionate, sorrowing 

heart of the goddess Sita. Feel the vast spaciousness of her love and her 

understanding encompass your grief and feeling of having been abandoned. 

Feel the grace that comes to you through this. 

When you are done, share and discuss what came up for you.

Dhumavati: Crone Goddess of Disappointment and Letting Go

How do you feel about elderly people? About your own aging process? 
What happens inside you when you face homeless or other street people?
How have you experienced growth through disappointment? 
What disappointments or apparent failures have you had to process 
recently? How have you done it? 
How can the way in which you let go help you process the inevitable 
disappointments of life? Is it easy for you to let go? If not, what do 
you think is in the way?

Group Practice: Meditation on Letting Go

Sit quietly for meditation. 

Focus on the breath. 
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Breathing in, let your attention flow into the heart.

Breathing out, have the thought, “Let Go.” Your entire intention is to let 

go. Softly, let the breath become relaxed through the thought, “Let go.” Let go 

of worries, thoughts, or whatever else arises through the breath. 

Recognize that the capacity to let go of thoughts and ideas is one of the 

gifts of the Dhumavati Shakti. Tune in to the inner spaciousness that arises 

when you let go. 

Breathe with the feeling that you are breathing in peacefulness and 

breathing out peacefulness.

radha: Goddess of romantic Longing

Can you identify with Radha’s passionate love and longing? Have you 
ever felt this way about another person? 
What are some modern examples of the Radha-Krishna love affair? 
Have there been moments in your life when you felt romantic devotion 
for another person? Have you ever passionately longed for the divine or 
for another person? How did that passion affect you? 
How has longing functioned in your life? What, if anything, do you 
long for now?
What do you feel when you read descriptions of devotion or of bliss?

Group Practice: Invoking Radha

One person can read the meditation out loud, while the others practice. 

Sit comfortably. You are going to invoke Radha and ask for her help to 

bring more love to a particular area of your life. Consider what it will be. 

Do you want help with a romance? Do you want to invoke more or deeper 

love with a partner, a parent, or a friend? Do you want to understand divine 

love itself? 

Gather your intention, and write down your needs, desires, and requests. 

Place your journal before you.

Together, repeat the following mantra five times: “jai shri Radhe namaha” 

(jai shree rad-hey nu-muh-huh), which means “victory to the auspicious Radha.” 
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With your eyes closed, imagine yourself seated in a garden on a warm, 

scented night. A sweet breeze blows, caressing your skin. There is a bright 

moon overhead. 

Ask that Radha, beloved of Krishna, be present with you.

Now, imagine that she walks into the garden. She is golden skinned, 

with the face of a fourteen-year-old girl. She has long, wavy hair bound with 

fragrant white flowers, and she wears a short blouse that bares her midriff and 

a long skirt. Her breasts are lush. Her rosy toes, with silver toe rings, peek 

out from beneath her skirt. She is smiling playfully—half girl, half woman. She 

seats herself on the grass in front of you, and gazes into your eyes.

Looking into Radha’s eyes, you see them overflowing with love and mis-

chief. She looks at you questioningly, inviting you to speak to her.

Now, begin to pour out your heart to Radha. Ask her for help in finding love, 

in finding joy. Ask her to untie a knot in your relationship. Ask her for whatever 

you seek in love. As you speak to her, feel that your requests are received.

If it feels right, ask her that your human relationships be touched with her 

divine love. Ask that you find the divine through your human loves.

Rest in the knowledge that you have received Radha’s blessing.

Afterwards, discuss what you have experienced.

Chinnamasta: Goddess of radical Self-transcendence

In this session, we’ll begin with a group practice to get in touch with the feel-
ing of headlessness. Then, see if you can have the conversation from the place 
of “headlessness.” Notice how it feels to look out at the room with the sense that 
you have no head. Do you feel more free? Are there fewer thoughts? What other 
effects do you notice? 

Group Practice: Meditation on Headlessness

With your eyes closed, imagine yourself with no head. Sit for a while with your 

eyes closed, then open them and look around at the room and each other, as 

if you had no head. What is the difference in how you see the world?

Try to have a conversation, speaking from the place of headlessness. 
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How do you feel when you contemplate the image or description of 
this goddess? 
What inner spiritual state does the image of headlessness suggest?
How do you experience Chinnamasta’s energy? 
Contemplate the times in your life when you have channeled energy 
or given energy to others. What part of that felt healthy and satisfying? 
What part felt like you were being drained?
What in yourself have you cut off that now needs to be restored?
What would you say is the main gift that someone might experience 
by meditating on this goddess?

Throughout the conversation, periodically stop and refresh your feeling of head-
lessness. Share the insights or emotions that come up for you as a result.

Lalita tripura Sundari: Goddess of erotic Spirituality

Are you comfortable with women who exhibit great power combined 
with sexual charm? How do you feel about your own sexual power? 
In what way does the Goddess Lalita express your own fantasies about 
beauty and power? 
Have you had experiences of deep pleasure or bliss in meditation? In 
creative activities? In other parts of your life? Where and how? 
In what parts of your life do you express Lalita’s energy? Decide 
together which action each of you might perform this week that 
would express Lalita within your own lives.

Group Practice: Channeling Lalita’s Heart Energy with a Partner

Sit in pairs, and close your eyes for a few moments. 

Each of you, place your attention in the heart. You can place your right hand 

over the center of the chest. Feel the warmth of your hand against your chest. 

Breathe into the inner body behind your breastbone. 

With each in-breath, have the thought “I offer blessings.” With each exha-

lation have the thought, “I receive blessings.”

Open your eyes and gaze into the other person’s left eye. Keep your 

center in the heart, and with each breath offer and receive blessing. Sense 
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the thread of energy running between you both. Stay with this for at least 

three minutes.

Afterward, share your experience with the other person and with the group.

bhuvaneshwari: Goddess of infinite Space, 
She whose body is the world

What is your felt sense of the Goddess Bhuvaneshwari? Do you 
experience her energy as compassionate? 
What happens to your view of the world when you contemplate the 
fact that we are all part of the goddess’s body?
How do you understand the concept of “holding space”? Based on the 
chapter in the book, discuss how you have held space for others and/
or how others have held space for you. 

Group Practice: Meditation on Bhuvaneshwari

Have one person read the following paragraph, then 

follow the instructions and contemplate together.

We are all made of the same elements as the stars, the rocks, and the plants 

and animals. All these elements, and our own bodies and minds, are held 

within the body of the goddess.

Close your eyes and consider an issue that is of concern to you, either in 

your personal life or the world at large. Then, together chant the mantra “hrim” 

(hreem) and summon the energy of Bhuvaneshwari as a space that holds you 

and your question. Feel what it is like to hold this issue in the space of the god-

dess. Ask this question: How can my life change if I consider that everything I 

see and do is happening within the goddess? 

Now, take pen and paper and write any insight that arises about the issue 

you chose.

Share and discuss the experience and insight that arose through the 

contemplation.
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