Coven of the Ancient Mother

Shadow Ritual – “Mourning with Erishkegal”
Altar Needs:
Deep blue altar cloth

Clay dish of dust

Chalice of pomegranate juice

Skull or bones

Iron hook

Lapis beads

Dark blue or black candles

Incense w/burner (myrrh or other ‘funeral’ incense)

Erishkegal statue (optional; Sleeping Goddess of Malta is a good choice)

Other Items:

Rain stick

Doumbek or other drum

Boombox

“Moroccan Spirit” CD (Track 7: “Narcisse Noire”)

Box of tissues

NOTE:  Participants should wear black robes, with a hood if possible.  They can also bring offerings if desired; these should be representative of some kind of ‘thankless task’.

Sources:
Barrette, Elizabeth.  “Erishkegal: Goddess of Thankless Tasks” (SageWoman #31).

Jezibell.  “Erishkegal: Meeting the Darkness” (SageWoman #55).

Loba.  “Wild Grief: Ritualizing & Being Enriched By Our Pain” (Beltane Papers, #28).

Cast circle.  

Call quarters.  [Have someone play ‘heartbeat’ rhythm on doumbek and someone else play the rainstick while HPS silently calls the quarters as follows:]

West:
HPS holds chalice up in salute, silently calling Water.

South:
HPS holds lit candle up in salute, silently calling Fire.

East:
HPS holds incense up in salute, silently calling Air.

North:
HPS holds clay dish up in salute, silently calling Earth.

Invocation of Erishkegal:
HPS:
Erishkegal, Queen of the Darkness,


Lonely and angry,


We hear your sorrow


And are come to mourn with you.


We ask only that You to give us passage to your hall,


And allow us afterward to return to the light.


[HPS lights candles.] 

HPS:
[Reads first page of “Thankless Tasks”. Discussion of Erishkegal’s roles as

“Goddess of Thankless Tasks” and “She Who Complains”.  Preparation for descent.]
Descent Meditation:   [Play “Narcisse Noire” during first part, ending with arrival

                                      in Erishkegal’s palace.]
HPS:
You are in the darkness, moving through the darkness, walking in the darkness, 


for darkness is comfortable now, and around you is the night and the wind, and

you are answering the call of the Great Below, you are following the sound of the

Underworld, and you are traveling, traversing the ground, and your feet find the

first clue, for you step on something hard, something that is more than the ground,

and you begin to explore it, sense it, discover its shape and substance, perhaps

touch it, for this is the first gate, the first step of your descent.

Faintly in the distance, you can hear the screams of Erishkegal.  Are you willing

to enter?  When you are ready, knock gently upon this gate.  The gatekeeper will

open it a crack and ask you who you are, and why you are here.  Answer the 

gatekeeper with whatever is in your heart.  [Pause to allow the voice on the CD

to speak, then continue.]  The gatekeeper will take your message to Erishkegal,

and if and when She chooses to admit you, the gate will open beneath you and 

you will enter the tunnel that takes you further and further down.  The second

gate opens beneath you, and you go lower and deeper into the decline, and the

third gate opens and you continue your descent even lower and deeper.  The 

fourth gate opens beneath you, and the tunnel is getting narrower, but you keep

moving and the fifth gate opens beneath you.  You are dropping, dropping,

dropping, and the sixth gate opens beneath you.  Down and still down you

plunge, until you are under the world, and the seventh gate opens beneath you, 

and you fall into the throne room of Erishkegal.  

[Allow the song to finish, then turn off the music and continue.]
HPS:
Rest and breathe for a moment, for your journey was long.  She is not used to

visitors, so approach Her with care and respect.  Be mindful as you regard Her,

pay attention to Her – how do you perceive Her?  Is She a vision, a sound, a

smell, a touch, a taste?  Breathe and see Her, sense Her, let yourself be totally

aware of Her – is She angry, quiet, sad, lonely, frightened, bitter?  Accept Her

however She appears, allow yourself to be Her mirror and Her echo, for She is

holding everything you need to express, and Hers is the paradox of deprivation

and release.


[Allow time for everyone to experience Erishkegal, probably a few minutes.]

HPS:
Erishkegal, Queen of the Dead and the Darkness, we have come to mourn with 

You.  We hear Your sorrow, and we share your grief, for we are the wild women…

[HPS reads from Loba’s “Wild Grief.”  Allow everyone to mourn for Erishkegal and for themselves for a few minutes, in whatever way they choose, talking, crying, whatever.  When things start to calm down, HPS continues.]

HPS:
Now it is time to open our eyes and calm ourselves, sharing our experience of

Erishkegal.  I will pass the goblet of pomegranate juice, and we will each drink

and share, then pass the goblet to the next person.


[HPS passes goblet and each person drinks and shares.]
HPS:
Now we will return to our own world.  Close your eyes, and place both palms on 


your lower belly.  Breathe deeply and feel the swell and release.  With each breath

you rise higher, further and further up, back into our own world, into this time and

this place.  When you have returned, open your eyes and ground yourself.

[When all have returned and grounded, HPS continues.]
Thank the Goddess:

HPS:
O Great Queen Erishkegal, we thank You for allowing us to share your grief.  We

will always remember You, and remember to take nothing for granted that is

gained through the service or the sacrifice of others.

Thank the Quarters:

HPS:
We thank the Stones of the North,


The Waters of the West,


The Fires of the South,


And the Winds of the East


For guarding us through this ritual.


Go if you must, stay if you will.


Hail and farewell!

Open circle.
ERISHKEGAL: Goddess of Thankless Tasks

By now, most of you have heard "The Descent of Inanna." This ancient Sumerian myth appears in many forms; you may have heard someone tell it, through oral tradition, or you may have read it in a book. I honor Inanna and I love to listen when a storyteller recites her journey. But have you ever considered the other side of the story? Have you ever wondered about Inanna's sister-Goddess, Erishkegal? Listen, then, to Her side of the story...

In the Before Time, soon after the world was made, Erishkegal ran naked with the animals, queen of the weeds and the wilds. The rest of the gods divided up the world and all within it amongst themselves; then they went to Erishkegal and said, "You take the Underworld. We don't want it." And so She did. In the Underworld She found a palace of lapis, but it was cold and empty and She had no clothes. She had only clay to eat, and only dirty water to drink.

After a time, the gods above found Gugalanna, the Great Bull of Heaven, guilty of rape and other violence, so they banished him to the Underworld. There Erishkegal took him in, taught him the ways of women, and made him Her husband. Gugalanna learned from his mistakes, and his love for Her helped him change.

As humankind multiplied and spread, the numberless dead poured down into the realm of Erishkegal. She swallowed them, and mourned, for they were Her children. Her belly grew great as She gorged unwillingly on the dead, and She cried out Her misery to the uncaring stones.

One year, Gugalanna died. Erishkegal, Queen of the Dead, swallowed Her husband with the others. Then She wept, for now She was truly alone. When Her sister Inanna, Queen of Earth and Heaven, proposed to use Gugalanna's death as a pretext to enter the Underworld, Erishkegal flew into a rage.

She commanded Her chief gatekeeper, Neti, to challenge Her sister at each of the seven gates, and to strip Inanna of her symbols of power. Though Inanna submitted to this indignity, when she came before Erishkegal, she did not bow down to acknowledge her sister's sovereignty here. She did not sympathize with Erishkegal's pain, nor even offer condolences for Gugalanna's death. Angered still further, Erishkegal struck Inanna down, and she fell dead to the floor. Then Erishkegal ordered the corpse to be hung from a hook on the wall. She wanted Her proud sister to learn what it feels like to be left out, to be ignored and taken for granted and treated as worthless.

[stop here for reading during ritual, but use the rest in discussion as indicated]

Yet soon after, two strange creatures appeared at the lapis palace. They were neither man nor woman, but neuter. When they heard Erishkegal's cries, they ran to Her at once and wailed along with Her lament. Startled by their sympathy, Erishkegal ceased Her complaint. She asked the two asexual beings if there was anything they wanted, because they had shown Her such compassion. Humble before Her, they asked only for the corpse hanging on the hook. Erishkegal knew that Her sister would now understand Her situation, and so She granted their request. The two creatures gave Inanna the Food of Life and the Water of Life.

Then they took Inanna back to the surface world. Erishkegal felt better knowing that someone understood Her and knew of Her service below. Indeed, Inanna counseled peace in the world above, so as to lessen the flood of dead that swelled her sister's belly.

The story sounds quite different told from Erishkegal's point of view, doesn't it? She didn't get to choose Her sphere of influence. The gods decided without Her, and gave Her a nasty, messy, miserable job that no one wanted. They left Her alone in the dark, without comfort or company. Then they exiled a rapist into Her realm, someone they deemed unfit for their exalted presence.

Yet even in Her own distress, Erishkegal reached out to Gugalanna, and when he grew into a better person She made him Her husband. When he died, no one really cared about Her sorrow; Inanna saw the funeral only as an excuse to venture into Erishkegal's realm. She was proud, but worse, she showed no compassion for her sister's plight. Erishkegal, tired of being ignored and mistreated, finally lost Her temper. She took Her retribution, but She did so in a way that would teach Inanna an important lesson about understanding. Afterwards, Erishkegal allowed Herself to be swayed by the compassion of the two asexual beings; She forgave Inanna and let her go.

Erishkegal's actions show us the strange dichotomy of Her nature. She is at once the Goddess of Thankless Tasks and She Who Complains. She can be cruel, but She can also be compassionate, and She always responds well to sympathy. She offers the hope of change -- but She also forces change on those who enter Her domain with arrogance. She holds the power of death, yet groans at all the death in the world.

First, as the Goddess of Thankless Tasks, Erishkegal looks out for women who hold similar positions: jobs with miserable working conditions, unfair terms, lousy wages; jobs that nobody wants to do but which nevertheless must be done; jobs that are taken for granted by those who don't have to do them. She watches over the women who clean toilets, wrap bloody meat in neat plastic, and slave over greasy machines in hot factories. Because of this, a good way to gain Her favor is to volunteer: stay to clean up after an event, pick up litter, or fold newsletters.

As She Who Complains, Erishkegal reminds us that sometimes, "Enough is enough!" It's okay to lose your temper under intolerable conditions, especially when someone barges in when you're working but doesn't offer to help. It's okay to say, "No! This is too much." By thinking of Erishkegal, we remember to set limits, to speak up when we aren't happy. She breaks the silence with her howls. Erishkegal also teaches us how to make our complaints effective.

Pure vengeance doesn't improve the situation; only understanding can do that. When rowdy teenagers carelessly track mud all over a clean floor, Erishkegal is the one who tells them to go get some toothbrushes and start scrubbing! When you have a legitimate complaint, turn to Erishkegal for support. She will help you get your point across.

Sympathy always attracts Her attention. If you want to include Erishkegal in a ritual, let Her know that you have heard Her side of the story. Show Her what you have learned: when a friend claims that no one ever listens, commiserate. Lend an ear, and a shoulder if need be. Volunteers who work crisis lines (for suicide prevention, rape crisis support, or other emergency services) draw her especial care, because they combine understanding with actions which can save lives.

Call on Erishkegal if you need to explore your inner shadows, if you crave change but feel stuck. Don't ask for Her assistance unless you truly mean it, though; She doesn't pull Her punches. She'll get you unstuck, all right, but you won't enjoy the process. Be prepared to have your nose rubbed in everything you've been hiding, or hiding from. On the other hand, if you believe in playing hardball when people seriously abuse their power, invoke Erishkegal. She's good at giving big shots a lesson in compassion. When it comes to change, Erishkegal plays rough.

Still, She does everything in Her power to lessen death in this world, because it causes so much pain. She understands pain very, very well. Although an Underworld goddess, Erishkegal champions the cause of peace. Thus, another excellent way to please Her is to help reduce war and death: write letters protesting dangerous weaponry, participate in a march against violence, or join a peace-oriented group such as Amnesty International. If you don't have the time or skills to volunteer, perhaps you could send a small donation to a charity or other organization. Even telling the story helps.

The story of Erishkegal and Inanna comes from what is now the Middle East and the surrounding area, near the Euphrates river. Once, ancient Sumer supported a lush agriculture and vast green wilds; now, most of the land has fallen into desert. You may hear different names: Irkalla for Erishkegal, Nergal for Gugalanna. Still the story survives, changing with the needs of the changing times. Now I tell the story of Erishkegal because we need the Goddess of Thankless Tasks, She Who Complains. We need to learn how to balance "Is there anything I can do to help?" with "Enough is enough!" We need to remember to listen to each other, to give thanks, to appreciate work done and service given. Erishkegal, Queen of the Dead, can teach us much if only we listen to Her.

~Elizabeth Barrette

Wild Grief: Ritualizing & Being Enriched By Our Pain by Loba 

A little each day, the wild woman grieves.  She mourns what has prematurely been taken away, and what may never be…  She knows that pain is not punishment for her shortcomings, but instead, that the ability to feel is the proof of her worthiness.  She feels the suffering of the world—first as the angst of her own loneliness, of her twisted or stolen youth, her unsatisfied hungers or unfulfilled dreams.  And then her heart expands, to experience the suffering of others: the neglected or abused wife, the suppressed child, the disheartened waitress, the discouraged activist feeling beaten and crushed.  In time it stretches to include the anguish of other species being driven to extinction… the claustrophobia of grasses buried beneath concrete and pavement… and the sensation of giant chainsaws biting into the trunks of the last old growth trees.  She grieves the beach where she once swam and played, now filled with condos and tee shirt stands.  She mourns the never-to-be-born, those who have died, and any children that have gone and left her.  She grieves for lost loves, or for the perfect love that has yet to come.  She suffers the loss of innocence, the corruption of paradise, and the attacks on trust and belief.


The wild woman is at home in the dark as in the light.  She is thrilled by the balance of extremes.  And she balances the weight of empathy and responsibility with light-hearted humor and play.  While she has no attachment to her suffering, neither does she try to avoid or deny it.  She knows that pain and grief are doorways, opening us up to the fullest experiencing of our lives.  Her capacity for sensitivity and emotion, joy and bliss, increases equal to her capacity for pain.  Her tears are holy.  Her blood consecrates.  With each great caring, her intentions are washed clean… and in turn, our kind is redeemed.


So cry out!  Cry out for the little girl in you who may have forgotten how to play.  For the wife or lover who longs for the romance of a handwritten poem and the touch of a gentle hand.  For the mothers who set aside their dreams and needs in order to make their marriages “work” – when it should have been “play.”  Cry out – for the true home that you left behind, or that you have yet to find.  For the starving poor, and the muffins which diners swallow without bothering to taste.  Cry out for the so-called “anorexic” or “large-framed” woman who no longer enjoys what she eats.  For the bone-cold bag lady looking for a place to sleep.  For the career woman who succeeds in business at the cost of her happiness.  For the dancer with MS, who may never spin and twirl again.  For all the 18-year-olds sent to fight in distant wars.  For everyone who has forgotten how to love themselves – and how to show their love for the natural world that sustains them.  And for the prophets no one believes.  Cry out – for plants and animals genetically altered or cloned, the salmon dying at the foot of giant dams… 


Our honest pain is the sacred fertile ground from which all hope and celebration grow.  Our grieving is the tangle of clinging roots that bond us to the earth, even as we’re bent by shifting winds.  Join in, then, with the chorus of cries and pleadings of spirit.  Cry out to do right.  Cry out for reunion… cry out to be whole.

