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Valuing a Culture of Women

By Colette Hoff

I’m making my shoulders strong for the young to stand upon 
Stepping lightly on the backs of those who hold me up

It’s a chain of life unending ever new and ever bending                    

Grateful is the heart for the chance to be alive . . .




(from the song, “Chain of Life”  by Susan Osborne)
The sound of women singing fills the room as twenty women (members and non-members of the Goodenough Community) come together in a circle on a Saturday morning. Irene, the song leader, turns leadership to Joan who orients the women present to the theme for the day, Ages and Stages: A Celebration of Women’s Lives.  Joan asks the group to pair up and share a story from the last month that most illustrates an issue they are wrestling with. Susan and Jane, who just met, are overheard talking about problems they are each having with sons, ages 11 and 12, who are not cooperating, and they talk about feeling powerless. Betty and Claire, old friends, are heard sharing the enjoyment they have in watching some of the younger women learn and grow. Over 70, they appreciate being in an intergenerational group of women. Hollis is sharing her passion about Planned Parenthood and a fund-raising walk she just participated in. The women are called back into the circle by Mary who invites the women to share what they learned about their partner.

Mary then asks the women to close their eyes and listen to her describe four groups and choose one to join:  

Maiden is the group for you young women and women who want to deal with issues relating to emotional maturity, sexuality, family of origin, and ego development (strengthening the inner core or self). The second group, led by Irene is for mothers, and is appropriate for women who are grieving the loss of their mother, parenting issues, creative women who are birthing a project, anyone who is feeling needy, and women considering having a child. Hollis is leading a group of mostly middle-age women between 40 something and 60 and they will be addressing issues of maintaining balance while serving others, deepening spiritual perspectives, inner work like dealing with negative self talk or anxiety, and reclaiming your voice. Joan is offering leadership to the older women to share their experiences of aging—accepting limitations and deepening interdependence (“I can’t do it all myself anymore”). Joan welcomes  anyone who wants to talk to women her mother’s age. I’d like you to open your eyes, look around the circle and choose a group. We’ll be in our small group for one hour when we will return to lunch and then share together what we have discovered. 
You have been reading about a program offered by the women’s culture of the Goodenough Community. The women meet monthly eight times a year and have at least one weekend retreat. A team of six have provided leadership for over eight years. As understood in our community, culture suggests both a medium for growth and a common-sense support for the human development of women. Culture, crafted by leadership, permeates the spoken word with songs and music, themes, art, movement and ritual of all kinds. The culture of the Goodenough Community has been developing for over 25 years and has become increasingly important to us as members, while also making a significant contribution to our friends. The women’s culture is making a noteworthy contribution to women’s maturity and spiritual discovery. 

As illustrated above, central among the teaching concepts adopted by our women’s culture are the archetypal stages of a woman’s life—Maiden, Mother, Guardian, and Crone. These archetypes, which are present in each woman no matter her age, teach the value of all aspects of femininity. While universal, some archetypes are gender specific and help us better understand our behavior, our deepest longings, our psychological development, our response to certain situations in life, our spiritual journey.. In addition to maiden, mother and crone we have added a stage that respects the way we become worldly-wise in mid-life. We call it the Guardian, borrowing from the work of Joan Borysenko in her book, A Woman’s Book of Life: 

“Those of us who have accomplished enough of our personal healing to reach emotional maturity by the end of the first half of life, enter the second half with a remarkable burst of new energy, a protectiveness both of our own rights and those of others. For this reason, I have chosen to call the midlife woman the Guardian. Perceiving injustices and willing to call people and institutions to their higher purposes and best expressions, the woman who steps fully into the Guardian archetype has the ability to encourage the best in herself and others. . . .”

The following story illustrates how the archetypal frame works for Hollis:

I was in my early fifties when my stepdaughter, age 13, came to live with us. Less than two years later, my son, age 33, was diagnosed with brain cancer. Abruptly, I left the settled ways of my empty nest, which I had enjoyed for 15 years, and began taking care of offspring again.

The experience was very different from my years as a young mother, however. I was just as loving, just as protective, just as committed, but somehow my motivation and my goals were different. 

And then our women’s culture discovered Joan Borysenko’s concept of Guardian which we adopted as a fourth archetype, in recognition of a phase of development that longer lives bring to modern women. Immediately, I understood why, despite having my life revolve around my children, I was no longer Mother.

I was responding to more than the individual needs of my children. I was acting from the responsibility that springs from living with loving intention. I was caring for them and advocating for them, not from a maternal instinct (although that was certainly active in me), but from a driving social responsibility. In this case, the larger social calling was the needs of my extended family. Another Guardian might be responding to the needs of a community, a corporation, a movement, or an even larger entity.

I am now in my sixties. My stepdaughter has successfully established her own life, and my son is living on his own, too. A few years ago I began to feel an increasing urgency to shed the skin of Guardian and grow into yet another phase of life. I feel myself growing older, and my focus, while still on family and our larger culture, is re-centering on my own life and its meaning. What remains to be done in my life? What do I need to do to prepare for a wholesome old age?

And, so, I feel myself moving from Guardian and beginning to embrace Crone. Unlike the other phases, Crone cries out to be claimed with intention. In the women’s culture of the Goodenough Community, we are developing a means to intentionally pass from Guardian to Crone, and I am engaging that process of looking back and looking forward.
Immersion in a culture of women who care for each other’s well-being, who establish agreed-upon standards of behavior, and who offer many layered opportunities for participation, growth, and self study provides important role models and brings about profound change. Irene’s story is about her experience of raising her family in the midst of the Goodenough Community.

Through our network of couples and families, I am always learning about myself and about how to relate better with my family and my friends, how to be a better partner in marriage, and how to help my husband be a more confident and engaged father. Living in community, I realize that friends see me, and the desire to be a better woman is stronger because I am seen. My friends are also invested in seeing me look good as a parent so they work with me to do a good job for my family.  I am offered encouragement, real skills development, and compassion for the truly human experience and adventure of parenting.

Within the women’s culture, I am engaged as a woman with children and I am seen as both a maiden and as a mother.  I am reminded of my own history of youthfulness as a way to remember the journey my daughter, age 17,  is on and then as a mother I am a student of archetypal mother figures.  I have found models in the study of women such as Mary, mother of Jesus, Mother Teresa, Quan Yin, Brigit the triple goddess of the Celtic tradition as well as modern feminists, songwriters, psychologists, and sages, all introduced to me through our women’s culture.  But more importantly, I have a collective representation of mother and woman when I allow the fullness of my women friends to become a living demonstration of archetypal woman to which each woman brings her version of divine feminine.
Among the gifts of learning about motherhood within the context of the Goodenough Community, I have learned about relaxing and belonging with my children. 

· Our multi-generational community provides a spectrum of human experience.  Consciously and unconsciously, every participant gets the benefit of being a part of a web of relationships that represents human life at all the stages.  The experiences of anyone older create a pathway for wisdom gained through life experience to be passed on.

· Community life contains several sub-cultures which inform and enrich my life, my husband’s life and that of my children. Not only do we gather as women but also our men enjoy their rich culture as do our couples and families.  
· We care for one another in practical ways such as offering childcare, transportation, help with homework, music lessons, consultation on health matters, meals when we are sick.
· We plan events together so we can celebrate and ritualize birthdays, go on vacations together, observe the changing seasons. 
And, one more story, this from a wise crone, Joan, who has blossomed and matured as a leader in our midst:

As a student in a women’s college in the 1950s, I, along with my classmates, were chastised by women faculty for passivity and lack of ambition. Upon graduation, most of us had our sights on marriage and family—a romantic dream that, soon realized, was as soon found wanting. As the mother of three in the 1960s, another challenge came from an intense and growing feminist movement. Overnight, it seemed, the rules had changed: housewifery was out; career, sexual liberation, and activism were in. Without a strong sense of oneself, it was unsettling, and the fall-out as many women flailed about trying to “find” themselves adversely affected our children and families. 

In a wise and closely held community, a woman can develop mentally, emotionally, and spiritually in age-appropriate stages until she can say she is a mature adult. That, and companionship, was what I was seeking when in 1992 I sought out a women’s group sponsored by the Goodenough Community. Through this group I was introduced to the learning community which has been foundational in my life ever since.  The community encouraged my freedom to be myself (whatever that might be) and offered a curriculum for human development and a network of friends to help me grow myself.  The feminine archetypal stages have been especially important to my learning. For example, in 1995 when I turned 60, I asked to be recognized as a crone-in-training. I realized I wasn’t mature enough to be a full-blown crone and reasoned that I could learn and adopt the characteristics of that stage to help me act my age. So some friends put on a little ceremony for me and two women agreed to give me ongoing feedback on how I was doing. When I turned 65, I was finally initiated by the women’s culture as a crone and was the sole identified crone at our gatherings until this year when Colette Hoff, co-founder of our community and of the women’s culture, became a crone herself. (Note: In January 2009, Hollis Ryan was initiated as Crone by the women’s culture with additional leadership from Kristina Turner of the Women’s Red Lodge circle.)

Another aid to maturity that the women’s culture offered me was leadership. I had always been a reluctant leader. I was happy to serve on the women’s leadership team but didn’t want the responsibility for chairing it. In 1999 that responsibility was from necessity passed to me. Over the next few years, with Colette Hoff as trainer, and the help of the other women on the team, I learned about group process, about group energy, and about creating and shaping an event around a theme to meet the needs of the women attending. 

In addition to the archetypes, which are foundational to our women’s culture, we choose themes to frame what we call our curriculum. A recent example is our study of patriarchy and the impact it continues to have on both genders. Being feminine is learned culturally and socially and does not come to us in isolation. We found the study of feminine principles led us back time and again to the framework of patriarchy, which briefly defined, is the unequal distribution of power favoring the masculine. And while the women’s movement has made many gains for women, the cultural tension continues. Women continue to need encouragement to move beyond complaining about and reacting to patriarchy to discovering a way of life that benefits women, children, and men and develops what Riane Eisler calls relationship based on partnership and mutuality. While we have not eliminated patriarchal attitudes, we have raised our awareness of our own behaviors, and are bringing change in our shared lives—and we hope in the world around us. As Hollis puts it:

I am aware of changing my behavior and I am now less likely to give my power over to the men in my life as I had been taught by my military family. At the same time, I have grown in my compassion for the men in my life.

Beginning in 2008, a series of public dialogues between the women’s and men’s cultures of the Goodenough Community were held with the desire to come together in a partnership that honors our similarities and differences. 

For myself, I have spent the last 30 years living in community and enjoying its opportunities for personal development and service to others. Many women have helped me, some of whom I have known for most of these 30 years. As my sisters ritualized my becoming a crone, I became aware of what each of these phases of development contributed to me. And I notice that I now have an intuitive sense of where a woman is in her passage through developmental time zones and into her fullest beauty. I love how there is an absence of judgment and an enjoyment of each woman’s accomplishment and style of expression. I am appreciative to the team of women who shape the women’s culture with their lives—Hollis Ryan, Elizabeth Jarrett-Jefferson, Joan Valles, Laura Sweany, and Irene Perler.

For a companion article see “How to Form a Women’s Culture.” 
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