
READING: Hymn to Demeter, 700 BCE


Demeter rich-haired, awesome deity, I begin to sing —

herself and her trim-ankled daughter, she whom Hades

rapt away, but granted by heavy-thundering, all-seeing Zeus.

Apart from Demeter, gold-bladed, of glorious fruits— 

she was playing with the girls of Oceanus, deep-bosomed,

and flowers gathering: roses and crocuses, also lovely violets,

throughout the soft meadow, irises as well and hyacinth

and the narcissus—set as a snare, for the bloom-like girl,

by Gaia at the will of Zeus to please the Host of Many (Hades).

Marvelous, radiant—it was a thing of awe to see

whether for the deathless gods or for mortals.

And from its root grew a hundred blooms,

smelling most sweetly, so that all the wide heaven above 

and the whole Earth laughed for joy and the sea's salt swell. 


(translated by Hugh G. Evelyn-White) 


Back From the Depths


 


PROLOGUE


Imagine the scene: a steep green hillside. A bevy—how often do you see a “bevy,” 
right?— a bevy of young women running, laughing, picking flowers—violets, irises, 
hyacinth, and narcissus . . . the beautiful things that the goddess Gaia creates.


Suddenly, the earth quakes and a chasm yawns open. A shadowy form grabs one of 
the girls. And, as quickly as it appeared, the chasm closes and the girl is gone . . . 


Her friends stop laughing. They search, but she has disappeared. Weeping, they go tell 
her mother.


Such is the opening of the Persephone and Demeter story.




We all know the feeling: You have something you love and something or someone 
takes it away. 


The first emotion, perhaps, is disbelief. Then anger. Then grief. And perhaps you search 
. . . Trying to find what you have lost.    


That is core of the Greek myth of Persephone and her mother Demeter. 


Do an internet search for “the rape of Persephone.” The subject has fascinated and 
continues to fascinate artists. It is the subject of one of the Western World’s greatest 
sculptures, by the Baroque artist Bernini. 


Why the interest? For one, it is a story of one of the greatest of human tragedies: a 
young life snatched away in its prime. 


Persephone’s mother, Demeter, was the goddess of bread, grain, and the harvest. She 
was the sister of the greatest god, Zeus. Another brother, Hades, god of the 
underworld, fell in lust with Persephone, and one day as Persephone joined some 
friends out plucking flowers on a hillside, Hades kidnapped her and dragged her to his 
subterranean kingdom. 


Demeter grieved for her daughter, and searched and searched everywhere, and as 
Demeter grieved, the earth dried up and every green thing died—nothing survived on 
the earth. No fruit. No grain. Nothing but dust. (Kind of like what we see outside our 
window this morning.)


Demeter grieved, and grieved as she searched, and the earth and everything on it 
starved. First the vegetation died. Then the goats and cattle that eat the vegetation. 
And then the human beings began to starve. 


Eventually the immortal gods, whose health depends upon the sacrifices made by 
human beings, began to weaken as well. 


On one of her treks in search of her daughter, Demeter taught Triptolemus—the son of 
Gaia and Oceanus—the arts of agriculture. 


In her night wanderings Demeter was accompanied by Hecate bearing torches. 
Hecate, who would become the chief witch among Northern Europeans.


All had come to a breaking point, and it was then that Helios, the sun who sees 
everything done in the light of day, had mercy on Demeter and and told the secret: he 
had seen what had happened—had seen Persephone stolen away in broad daylight  
by none other than Hades himself. 




So Demeter, the daughter of Kronos—time himself—went to talk with her brother Zeus, 
who was loath to see Demeter’s grief and the starvation of the world, though he had to 
admit that he had smirked and said “go ahead!” when he had heard Hades tell of his 
plan. 


Zeus ordered Hades—“Set that girl free!” And no one is mighty enough

to disobey Zeus. 


So Hades complied, but meanwhile he had fallen in love with the gentle Persephone 
and couldn’t imagine life without her, and so, before he set her free, he handed 
Persephone some fruit, pomegranate, the food of the underworld, knowing full well that 
it is the law of the universe that whoever eats food in the underworld is doomed to stay 
there.


Even Zeus must obey the laws of the universe, and so he cut a deal with Hades: 
Persephone would spend half the year with Hades in the underworld and half the year 
at home on earth with her mother Demeter. 


And so it is, says the ancient myth, that we have six months of darkness and cold—a 
time when the fruits of the earth do not grow, when Persephone lives with her husband 
Hades in the underworld. 


And we have six months of warmth, a time that grain and fruit flourishes. This is the 
time that Demeter walks with her child.


We celebrate now the time when the daylight and the dark are equal, and the earth is 
calm. We can rest assured: Persephone will soon walk with her mother again and the 
earth will flower.


ONE


This is an origin story—a myth explaining why something happens as it does. This is 
one of the functions of religion: it explain the origins of things: of the earth; of life; of 
suffering and good and evil. Origin stories explain such things as rainbows and thunder 
and the seasons. Myths, and the rituals that grow around them, mark the passing of 
time and keep us going.


This is also a story of survival—Persephone’s mother Demeter survives her grief, just 
as we persist in the darkest days of winter and despair and loss, and, finally, life 
returns. Not as it was. Not as we wanted perhaps. But life returns. 


This story traces the great arc of  loss: descent into the darkness; desperate searching 
for some tiny sliver of hope; and, finally, ascent into a new reality in which we can go 
on.




These old interpretive traditions explain why reality is as it is and why human beings 
act as we act and even what we must do for all to be well. The monotheisms posit 
large, powerful, detached gods. Many polytheist traditions imagine smaller, more 
anthropomorphic gods; gods with very human motivations and actions. 


Why do the seasons turn? Why is there a time of growth, but also a time of death?  For 
the ancient Greeks, the turning of the seasons had to do with lust, kidnapping, loss, 
and compromise . . . 


TWO


Persephone is a vegetation goddess. Specifically, the sort of vegetation we call 
perennials: plants that thrive in the warm months, disappear in the cold weather, then 
appear again—as if by magic—in the spring. Resurrection!


Persephone's mother Demeter was the god of grain and harvest—all the ingredients in 
that Mediterranean diet.


One of Persephone’s children is Dionysus, the god of wine, who became Bacchus in 
Roman myth. In both Greece and Rome this god was worshipped in a frenzy, in Latin 
called a Bacchanalia. In Greek, Dionysus often received another defining term, 
eleutherios, "the liberator”. 


Dionysus was one of a number of gods whose mythology harkens back to the days of 
human sacrifice. In the spring, Dionysus is dismembered and buried, only to come 
back from the dead. Adonis is another god of this sort. And the Egyptian god Osiris. So 
was Mithra, whose followers were the chief rivals of the Christians early on. Not to be 
outdone, Christianity also adopted the sacrificed god of the spring. 


Why death and resurrection gods were so popular in late antiquity is the subject of 
many books and much speculation. It appears to have something to do with the 
popularity of the idea of an afterlife that developed around the BCE / CE shift. Why did 
that become popular? Some speculate that large numbers of people in the Roman 
Empire were pessimistic about the survival of Rome into the future. It was the end of 
the world as they knew it, and they didn’t feel fine. 


The most popular of these traditions going into that time was the Eleusinian Mysteries, 
which ritually reenacted the Persephone and Demeter story. The Mysteries were 
apparently about transcending the body—purifying the flesh and becoming spiritual to 
prepare for a happy afterlife. This included purification rituals in rivers—soon to be 
known as baptism. The Mysteries also included an all-night vigil in which participants 
drank a sacred drink—perhaps psychotropic. Participants reenacted the Persephone 
and Demeter story through a journey of descent, search, and assent. 




It should also be mentioned that the Eleusinian Mysteries were practiced longer than 
Christianity has existed. The rituals developed before 1500 BCE and were practiced 
until stopped by Christians sometime in the 500s CE. So, something over two 
thousand years. It should also be noted that some claim that the Eleusinian Mysteries 
merely went underground—as the Stations of the Cross reenacted by Christians on 
Good Friday. 


Parenthetically, the Eleusinian Mysteries also play a part in the history of skepticism. 
Diagoras, who acquired the title atheos, “atheist,” published details of the ritual, 
apparently to reveal how silly the whole thing was. Now, the Eleusinian Mysteries were 
supposed to stay a mystery, and so Diagoras the Atheist had to flee Athens, with a 
price on his head. His writings have disappeared.


THREE


Descent. Search. Assent. The Persephone and Demeter story—like those other 
resurrection stories—is about despair, survival, and overcoming.


One of my favorite writers on surviving the stresses and troubles of life is Pema 
Chodron, a Buddhist nun. One of the reasons that I find Chodron’s work so good is 
that she writes from a Buddhist perspective but doesn’t attempt to make Buddhist 
teachings sound exotic. Chodron was born Deirdre Blomfield-Brown. She was an 
English major in college and got a masters in childhood education. She married at age 
21 and embarked on the path that so many Americans see as “normal.” Then, her 
husband left her. Then, her second husband left her. There she was, having done 
everything right, yet her life had fallen apart. Despair.


What to do?


Deirdre became Pema. She remade herself. Unlike so many American Buddhist writers, 
who have that edge of the California coast about them, Pema Choden communicates 
Buddhist thought clearly and succinctly. Take for instance the words in your order of 
service this morning:  


We think that the point is to pass the test or overcome the problem, but the 
truth is that things don’t really get solved. They come together and they fall 
apart. Then they come together again and fall apart again. It’s just like that. The 
healing comes from letting there be room for all of this to happen: room for 
grief, for relief, for misery, for joy. 


Truer words were never spoken. We want life to be like the GED or SAT—you take the 
test; you get a score; you know where you stand. 




We want life to have a set of benchmarks—you earn this many credits, and you get 
your “good at life” certificate. Or you get a little grey in your hair, and you get your 
wisdom certificate: you’ve passed the test . . . 


And when we see that life isn’t like that; when we realize life is not only going to kick us 
in the head when we least expect it, but that life is going to continue to kick us in the 
head, that’s dismaying, to put it mildly. 


And we’re liable to fall for the fallacy that says that suffering builds character, because 
that’s too often the story in our self-help culture. 


That’s a lovely sentiment. But it leads to thinking that suffering is somehow good for 
us. That suffering somehow has a point to it. 


Yes, when you find yourself kicked in the head—or kidnapped by Hades—or gone to 
hell and back—one way out of it is to find hope somewhere. But suffering isn’t a test. 
You don’t fail or pass the suffering test. Thinking that it’s a test of your character can 
lead to a lot of unnecessary self-recrimination.


Suffering just is because the reality of existence just is. There’s no formula and no right 
way to do suffering. The best summary of the point comes from the Gospel According 
to Princess Bride: “Life is pain, highness. Anyone who says differently is selling 
something.”


As I’ve said before, this is why Humanism isn’t a big mega-hit. We don’t offer any quick 
fixes. But Humanism is not trying to sell you something. Humanist are realists: Life is 
hard work. 


Life builds us up; life beats us up. One minute we’re out picking flowers; the next, 
we’ve been dragged off to Hades. And around and around it goes. Like the seasons. 
And so we gather and celebrate. 


No religion or philosophy makes life entirely comprehensible. Unlike most religions and 
philosophies, humanism begins with that assumption. In life, we must always 
improvise. 


Still, life is good: This morning we can reasonably say that Persephone is returning to 
the upper world and Demeter is well pleased—the light grows stronger every day; soon 
the earth will come back to green and fruitful life. 


I hope the same thing is happening for you. If it isn’t—when its not—we’ve got each 
other. 


