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			For every woman whose story
 merited an examination it never received

		

	
		
			
				In a voiced community, we all flourish.

				—Terry Tempest Williams, When Women Were Birds

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			This book is a sheer accident—that is, if you believe in such things, which I’m not sure I do. History has never been my strong suit and, as far as my faith goes, medieval saints never carried much weight with me. I used to prefer my spiritual heroes more modern, more relatable. Give me the Dorothy Days, the Óscar Romeros, the Thomas Mertons. Give me the writings that don’t put me straight to sleep.

			When I first became Catholic a decade ago, I was particularly frustrated by the female saints who were offered to me as role models. These women were always presented as docile and meek, women who could teach me about speaking in humility but not about speaking truth to power. There were exceptions, of course: I knew Catherine of Siena and Teresa of Ávila had spicy reputations, but no one really talked about why. Joan of Arc stood out as shockingly different, but the pacifist in me struggled with complicated feelings about her violent role in history. Mostly, I was content to let the study of saints be other people’s thing and not my own.

			But fate took a turn when a copy of Mirabai Starr’s Wild Mercy: Living the Fierce and Tender Wisdom of the Women Mystics landed on my doorstep. At the time, I was freshly waking to a desire for a representation of the Divine feminine in my spiritual experience, so the premise of the book alone was enough to earn a click from my itchy online-ordering finger. Through Starr’s work I was introduced to women mystics from many different religious traditions and spiritualities. At the time I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to remain Christian, so I appreciated the wide scope. And yet, a bit to my surprise, the Christian mystics she pointed to were my favorites. The women I assumed I knew best surprised me the most. I found that when their thoughts were translated for me by a female (and an ethnically Jewish one, free from obligatory deference to Christian institutions and authorities, at that), these women became real, fascinating, layered, and, well, believable. It made me realize that the traditional presentation of the female saints and mystics had been funneled through and crafted for the male gaze. What’s more, I realized that in my snobbery of assuming they had nothing to teach me, I was complicit in our collective reduction of who these women were and what they had to say.

			The deal was sealed about a year later when I came across a quotation from a papal nuncio (a regional representative of the pope) about Teresa of Ávila during her lifetime. Good ol’ Archbishop Filippo Sega said, “She is a restless gadabout, a disobedient and contumacious woman who invented wicked doctrines and devotions, and…has gone about to teach others in contradiction to the teaching of St. Paul who had forbidden women to teach.”

			Well, all right then, sister. I’ll follow your ass off a cliff.

			And so began my spiritual love affair with these women. First Teresa, then Julian of Norwich, then Hildegard of Bingen, Margery Kempe, Catherine of Siena, and finally, after some resistance, Thérèse of Lisieux. Each time I found the writings of another one, I would declare her my new favorite. I still can’t pick. Because these women are the furthest thing from one-dimensional, despite how they have been portrayed. They are not irrelevant or demurring, nor are they fragile. (Okay, Thérèse of Lisieux might be a bit demurring and fragile, but you’ll see why she earns her spot in this book.) These are women who are self-determining, stubborn, opinionated, gutsy, and unapologetically themselves. Five out of the six featured in this book were nuns, and despite my earliest prejudices, their vocation was not because they were docile but precisely because they weren’t. I learned that convents were historically life rafts for women who eschewed the dutiful existence of marriage and motherhood—not to mention the high probability of death through childbirth. In the convent, a woman could retain her agency and bodily autonomy. She could devote herself to her theological passions. Often, she could receive an education. It is no coincidence that some of the strongest female voices in history have been those of professed religious sisters, which is still true in the Catholic Church today. The only laywoman in this book is Margery Kempe, a mother of fourteen who wrestled mightily with the tension between her vocation as wife and mother and her spiritual calling to prayer and teaching.

			The word mystic has an otherworldly quality about it; we tend to associate it with hermits levitating on a hillside more than with regular people living pretty regular lives—much less with ourselves. But a mystic is really just someone who has experienced a glimpse of the eternal and has chosen to pursue more. Mysticism is not reserved for a select few but is an invitation extended to each of us. Only one lifetime ago, the Jesuit theologian Karl Rahner said, “The Christian of the future will either be a mystic or will not exist.” For many of us, that choice feels eerily personal.

			Luckily, we have not been left without guides. The six women in these pages are more than able to lead us: they had great minds and fervent longings and have not been given adequate credit for their contributions to humankind’s spiritual progress across time, geography, and religion. Which brings us back to why this book accidentally exists.

			Once I discovered the treasure trove that is the wisdom of the female mystics, I came to see how relevant their insights continue to be for us today. I found myself shocked at how progressive their musings were and how timely they feel at this particular moment in history. Can we refer to God in the feminine? Ask Julian of Norwich. How does mental illness inform our spiritual experience? Margery Kempe would like a word. Should we keep politics out of church? Catherine of Siena has thoughts.

			When I told my theologian friend Ellie that I was writing this book, she said she sees the female mystics as ambassadors for Christianity. For those who avoid our religion for fear of its most radical iterations, their expansive theologies carve out rooms of welcome for the seeker. And for those of us who find ourselves on the margins of our own Church, unsure of whether or not we want to jump ship, the women in this book make us believe it’s possible to stay.

			One of the things I find most compelling about Christianity—and a big reason why I stick around, despite frequent disillusionment—is its width. The depth matters, too, of course, but in my observation, depth can be found in any or no religion, if one is committed to finding it. But it is the wideness of Christianity that both challenges and affirms me; the fact that such very different kinds of people could find a home under the same spiritual tent. James Joyce once famously said of the Catholic Church, “Here comes everybody.” Even if you’re not Catholic, it’s fair to say that Joyce’s assessment stands for all of us. If you identify as Christian, no matter your bent, I’d be willing to bet that you have often found yourself categorized with people who drive you nuts. And in the age of such globalism, such pluralism, it is easier than ever to simply walk away; it’s justifiable, even, given what we know now about the prevalence of abuse in our churches and the ways our missionary efforts advanced colonialism. Many people I love have ceased to identify as Christian, and I don’t fault them for it. I understand the trauma, grief, and disillusionment that led them out.

			And yet, I am still here. I value my religious tradition; its language, symbols, rituals, and culture are the portals that have taken me into an experience of God since I was a child, and I do not desire to leave them behind. So I’ve resolved to keep on digging the well of Christianity until I strike living water—again, and again, and again. But I have found this to be an impossible task without the companionship of like-minded friends, both living and dead.

			The six women in these pages are some of those friends, and my dearest hope is that they might become yours as well. As interest in feminine spirituality is piqued around the world, we would be remiss to ignore (or worse, water down) the guides we’ve already been given. We don’t have to reinvent the wheel. There is a reason the writings of these women have stood the test of time and reverberated across centuries. May we honor them as ancestors. May we have the maturity to recognize the timelessness of their wisdom, even as we build on and expand it so many years later.

			A few words about the content of this book are in order before you dive in. It pains me that there are no Blacks, Indigenous folks, or People of Color represented among these six mystics. Part of wrestling with the cold, hard truth of Christianity is that its historical mixing with European political power resulted in the near-total erasure of certain voices. White, middle- to upper-class narratives are the ones our particular religious tradition has preserved, much to its grievous detriment.

			I applied a list of criteria when deciding which women to include in these pages; I chose universally recognized female Christian mystics who had written at least one book for me to study and cite. While the Catholic Church has canonized multitudes of saints of all ethnicities from around the world, most did not write extensively, and little is known about their inner lives. Countless other women are deserving of the title of mystic beyond those included here, but these six are the ones who rose to the top.

			I also want to acknowledge that each of these women was writing in a specific time and place in human history—and history has shown us how harmful some of their assumptions and attitudes were. I won’t quote ideas I find repugnant in this book, but if you dig further into their works, you will find instances of anti-Semitism, xenophobia, misogyny, toxic asceticism, and more. While this is disappointing coming from our spiritual mentors, it gives us an opportunity to reflect on the privilege we have of living at this point in the evolution of human consciousness, perhaps especially as it relates to our view of God. Please also note that in Chapter 4 I address Margery Kempe’s history as a victim of marital rape because I find it a hugely important and almost entirely undiscussed part of her story. If this is a triggering topic for you, please take care of yourself while reading this section, or choose to skip it if necessary.

			Finally, I want to be clear that I am not a historian and, while heavily researched, this book is not an academic undertaking. Rather, my goal in these pages is spiritual: I hope this book enriches your contemplative prayer life, gives you permission to be curious and even change your mind, and rejuvenates your relationship with God. If it propels you to read the works of the mystics for yourself, I’d caution that translation matters, so choose wisely. You can never go wrong with Mirabai Starr.

			So now may we position ourselves under the wise spiritual motherhood of these six mystics to grapple with questions of faith and liberation in our modern world, believing that the One Who Is Divine Mystery will remain large enough to hold us all most lovingly under Their tent.

		

	
		
			Teresa of Ávila
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			Chapter One

			Trusting Yourself Doesn’t Make You a Heretic

			I read the words on the screen with a tightening in my chest. It wasn’t uncommon for me to get criticism from fundamentalists on my Instagram, but their words were usually at least coated in something resembling civility. On this day one particular woman had come with claws out. “Stop pretending to be Christian,” she rebuked me in the comments on my post. “You are purposefully deceiving people. It’s obvious to all of us that you are Wiccan.”

			Spoiler alert: Gentle reader, I am not Wiccan. I don’t think I even know any Wiccans. The extent of my familiarity with Wicca comes from the character Willow in the Buffy the Vampire Slayer television series that I watched as a teenager, which is to say, less than exhaustive but pretty witty.

			And yet, in that moment, my heart raced and my cheeks burned as though I had been found out. I felt publicly exposed and vulnerable, not because I was being correctly outed as a pagan but because, as incorrect as her diagnosis was, this commenter had picked up on something true: I had transgressed the laws of Christian womanhood.

			My crime? I had written a post that put language to the wild, raw, hungry spirits inside of women, the places in us that marvel at—and sometimes fear—the power of the mysteries within. The last sentence I wrote was “We will never be satisfied with a small God or a small inner flame. We know in our bodies there is more.”

			It was simple, this call to listen to and honor the deepest stirrings within. But the prospect of self-honesty, of attending to the desire to live untamed, terrified this woman. Her terror turned itself onto me, a conflict-averse person for whom that was difficult. But it wasn’t about me at all. It was about her consciousness and her cages warring against each other. From behind the bars of patriarchy, women can be downright cruel to those who wander free.

			This is an extreme example, of course. Most of us are not leaving hateful comments on other women’s social media posts. (If you are…please stop.) For most of us, the battle is internal. Do we acknowledge the rumbling in our guts or do we continue reading from the script we’ve been given?

			Too often, certain issues feel unwelcome in our faith spaces, while our faith might feel unwelcome in spaces of important social critique. When I say, for example, that I am Christian and feminist, I find the Christian part scares the feminists and the feminism part scares the Christians. Like many women today, I have felt pressured to choose between religious fidelity and progressive thinking. I have been there before—and I have no intention of going back.

			A handful of years ago I was a much-lauded writer for a prominent Catholic women’s ministry, where I enjoyed a sense of belonging and friendship. Community has always been an integral part of my spiritual life, and the women in this ministry were my primary community at the time; these were individuals with a spectrum of social, political, and theological beliefs but whose group identity leaned more conservative than my own. Still, I was convinced there was a place for me with them, especially since my writing was so well received. So I censored my more controversial opinions and convictions in order to fit in with the group. Worse, I performed serious mental gymnastics to lie to myself about being okay with some of the things said, done, and taught in the ministry. I didn’t feel full permission to trust myself, my own conscience, or the way I understood the Spirit inside me, so I deferred to others instead.

			Gradually, I began to wake up. Prompted by trials in my personal life that forced me to confront honestly the extent to which I had disconnected from my authentic self, I found the courage to return to my own instincts and voice. I employed small critiques of patriarchy in my writing and advocated for serious leadership positions, including ordination, for women in religious institutions. I criticized the blending of church and state for politicians’ personal gain. I spoke openly about my love of yoga and the Enneagram. Even though I expressed these opinions only on my personal blog and social media accounts, my status within the ministry began to crumble. Complaints were lodged against me by longtime readers, which felt as humiliating as it was infuriating. A priest and a bishop worked to shut me up, which opened my eyes to the subtleties of clericalism’s harm. When I was told by ministry leadership that I would be required to hide my personal convictions entirely if I wanted to stay on staff, I resigned in what I hoped would be a gracious and amicable fashion. To my shock, the vast majority of women I once counted as friends never spoke to me again. The feeling of having been used and then abandoned hurt more than the censorship.

			The grief went deep. I lost friendships I had assumed were real. I lost my largest writing platform. I lost my spiritual community and sense of belonging. I mourned this all for months—and, if I’m honest, a part of me still mourns it. And yet, I learned what it felt like to be true to myself. I learned that I could trust myself. It was more than worth it.

			I know I am not alone in having gone through an experience like this. When you consider how common these pressures are, it’s no wonder women are plagued by anxiety and depression. For the sake of maintaining our sense of belonging, we discipline ourselves into staying within the received boundaries of what we are allowed to think, believe, or practice rather than what we actually think, believe, or want to practice. We look to spouses, family members, pastors, and news anchors to tell us what parameters we ought to stay within. We trust the authority of outside voices far more than we trust the guidance of our own souls. In fact, the very idea of trusting ourselves elicits unease: isn’t that the very thing the Bible tells us not to do?

			It’s true, there are places in the Bible that discourage us from putting trust in ourselves. When I was a good Baptist kid growing up in Bible Drill competitions, one of the first verses I memorized was Proverbs 3:5–6: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths” (NRSV). I’m not saying this isn’t wisdom: trusting in ourselves apart from our union with God can indeed be a recipe for disaster. When we are not attuned to our Life Source, we tend to be pretty selfish and destructive people.

			But that doesn’t mean we throw away our inner compass. If we are sincerely seeking to live in union with the Spirit, then trusting in ourselves as portals of Divine life can be a way to move from spiritual childhood into spiritual maturity. Jesus himself said the kingdom of heaven is not to your left or to your right but is within you (Luke 17:21). If we’re honest, that’s a frightening prospect. It can feel safer to look for the kingdom of heaven outside of ourselves, to look for it in authority figures, religious culture, or the safety net of orthodoxy. There is a certain kind of felt security that comes with believing someone else knows more than we do, that somehow they have reached transcendent answers we are not even capable of touching. Jesus’ words are all well and good, but when it comes down to it, we are more convinced that what he wants is for us to outsource our spiritual lives to a select few.

			But what if, when Jesus said the kingdom of heaven is within you, what he meant was—and bear with me now—that the kingdom of heaven is within you? I know. Crazy. What if you actually do have a still, small voice to guide you? What if you actually do have everything you need for life and godliness? What if it’s not a matter of being taught what to believe but a matter of being taught how to listen deeply to what you already do believe?

			If you were taught to trust yourself, how might your experience of God be different? How might your entire existence be different? And if such a thing were possible, who would teach you?
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			Teresa of Ávila was born Teresa de Cepeda y Ahumada in 1515 in Spain. Her family lineage was Jewish, but rampant anti-Semitism and the force of the Christian empire compelled Teresa’s paternal grandfather to convert to Catholicism in the hope of a better future for his children. But the family was sniffed out by the Spanish Inquisition for suspicion of practicing Judaism in their home. (In her book Wild Mercy, Mirabai Starr points out that since the matriarch of the family leads the sacred weekly Shabbat dinners, it is likely that Teresa’s grandmother was the “guilty” party.) As punishment, the family was marched through the city streets for seven Fridays, clad in flamboyant costumes, and forced to kneel at every church and shrine while the townspeople jeered, spat, and threw stones. Had they not confessed, the punishment would have been far worse, perhaps even deadly.

			Teresa’s father was just a boy at this time and made an inner vow that neither he nor his own family would ever be subject to such public humiliation, becoming rigidly adherent to Catholic laws and customs. He got his wish, but not without close calls. For the latter half of her life, Teresa would be endlessly scrutinized and raked over by the Inquisition because of her ecstatic intimacy with God and her bold reformer’s spirit—but I’m getting ahead of myself.

			Teresa of Ávila was a handful right from the start. Imaginative and charming, intense and charismatic, she was a natural-born leader. As a child, she convinced her older brother to run away from home with her to evangelize the Moors and get beheaded so they could be martyrs. They made it as far as the city gates before getting caught and returned home. In her autobiography, Teresa admits that it wasn’t love for God or the Moors that motivated her, but rather the attractiveness of getting to bypass Purgatory and make a postmortem beeline straight to the savory delights of heaven. When that plan failed, the children tried to become hermits instead, building cells out of small stones in the family orchard and becoming increasingly frustrated when the structures would topple over. Whatever you might say about Teresa, one thing you must admit: she was a human pulsing with vision.

			Teresa’s preteen and teen years, however, were marked by a shallowness that would later embarrass her. Heavily influenced by a friend and buoyed by the intrigue of her mother’s romance novels, Teresa found herself caught up in gossip, vanity, and superficiality for several formative years, during which she also suffered the death of her beloved mother in childbirth. Then, somewhere around age sixteen, Teresa got caught in an indiscretion with a love interest. We don’t have details, but this could have been anything from unsupervised conversation to premarital sex. The fallout was immediate: her scrupulous widower father sent Teresa to live at a convent for a short period as both consequence and protection. Yet to everyone’s great surprise, including Teresa’s, she thrived there. After a time of discernment, she entered a Carmelite monastery at nineteen and made her vows two years later, taking the name Teresa of Jesus.

			Through the course of her consecrated life, Teresa wrote prolifically: she was a woman with something to say and the confidence to say it. Each of her four major works is considered invaluable to the evolution of the mystical tradition, but it is The Interior Castle, which she wrote near the end of her life, that is widely regarded as a spiritual masterpiece. In it she describes the soul as a castle with seven “dwellings” or “mansions” that spiral inward. The first mansion is the initial sincere step one takes toward God; the seventh is where a person experiences full unitive bliss with the Divine. And the five dwellings in between represent incremental stages of spiritual maturity and awakened consciousness along the journey. As we travel into spiritual maturity, she explains, we necessarily pass through each mansion of the interior castle, going deeper and deeper into ourselves—and all the while going deeper and deeper into God.

			The radical posture of this idea can’t be overstated, especially for a Spanish Catholic woman in the time of the Inquisition. Under the thumb of religious and political leaders hell-bent on retaining power, most people’s spirituality consisted of deference to authority and fear of the afterlife. The ecclesiastical authorities took note of how radical Teresa’s ideas were—and they tried to keep her from speaking. While Teresa had no desire to be rebellious for the sake of rebellion alone, she was also unapologetic about what she knew to be true. She stood steadfast before men with the power of the patriarchy behind them who
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			Questions for Prayer and Reflection
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