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            Introduction

         
         
            Demystifying Mysticism

            Welcome to the temple of your regular life. The garden of your days, the harbor where you catch your breath, the theater of
               your relationships. This is the terrain where you wake up and transform. The sometimes chaotic, frequently fraught, unexpectedly
               beautiful domain of the everyday. You do not need to trek to a remote shrine in the Himalayas, enroll in expensive seminars,
               or convert to a new religion to connect with spirit. Your life is holy ground. And you are a mystic.
            

            
            I know you are because all it means to be a mystic is to have a direct experience of the sacred. You have had zillions of
               those. You may be having one right now. Some resonance in your bones that whispers, Yes, I belong. I am intertwined with all that is.  A mystic is someone who skips over the intermediaries (ordained clergy, prescribed prayers, rigid belief systems) and goes straight to God. Meaning, someone who experiences the divine as an intimate encounter, rather than an article of faith. A mystical experience may or may not be connected to established spiritual traditions, theological structures, or faith communities. Mysticism is not about concepts; it is about communion with ultimate reality. And ultimate reality is not some faraway prize we claim when we have proved ourselves worthy to perceive it. Ultimate reality blooms at the heart of regular life. It shines through the cracks of our daily struggles and sings from the core of our deepest desires. 

            
            A mystic knows beyond ideas, feels deeper than emotions, is fundamentally changed by that which is unchanging. Mysticism is
               a way of seeing—beyond the turmoil, the rights and wrongs, the good guys and villains—to the radiant heart of things. The
               mystical gaze reveals the miracle in the summer thunderstorm and the bowl of ramen. It glimpses the face of the holy in the
               withered dahlias and blesses the sound of the siren in the middle of the night. It quickens the heart with yearning and soothes
               the soul with the felt presence of the sublime. A mystic gazes through the eyes of love, and love reveals itself as the only
               true thing.
            

            
            For most of us, mystical seeing does not happen all the time, but for all of us, it happens some of the time. And for more and more of us, it is happening more and more of the time. In proportion to current challenges of systemic inequity and climate catastrophe, the flowering of grassroots activism and the uncovering of ancestral trauma in our own family systems, old filters are burning away and we are granted renewed access to the numinous nature of reality. When you decide to walk the path of the mystic, the mundane shows up as miraculous, the boring becomes fascinating, and your own shortcomings turn out to be your greatest gifts. 

            
         
         
            Guess what? The god you don’t believe in is the same god I don’t believe in.

            There is a persistent rumor that mysticism is inextricably tangled up with religion. Let me dispel this. Organized religion
               can, in fact, be an obstacle to direct experience of the sacred. Most religious institutions insist that you purchase their
               brand of God and forsake all others. Not only do they demand exclusivity, but they require intermediaries for anyone to even
               hang out with the divine. Priests and gurus, with their rote prayers and circumscribed rituals. You have to pass through a
               series of churchy gates to gain access even to God’s suburbs. And once you do, there is to be no talk of actual intimacy with
               the Holy One. The function of most clergy and their customs is to get you to live whatever they deem to be a godly life, not
               to actually connect with God. Let alone to become one with God.
            

            
            Maybe God-talk makes you nervous. You equate the word with the suffocating little boxes of your childhood, being forced to go to Sunday school where you learned that God is old, white, male, and constantly pissed off. He floods the whole world when a few of his kids misbehave, smites cities and drowns armies, issues his orders on tablets of stone, making a big deal about the obvious. Of course you shouldn’t kill people (unless, of course, you’re God) or steal your neighbor’s horse or be rude to your mom and dad. It embarrasses you to even be included in the same breath as those nutty fundamentalists who take every word of the Bible literally and condemn queer people to hell. A true believer you are not. 

            
            And yet.

            
            There is a stirring in your soul not because of but rather in spite of religiosity. You sense the presence of something vast
               and loving when you reach the summit of a mountain or stand up on your surfboard or cup your hand to drink water from a stream.
               You recoil from the notion that a supreme being is keeping track of your lustful thoughts and yet cannot be bothered to prevent
               genocide or reverse climate change. If that’s what God is, you want no part of it. More atrocities have been committed in
               the name of God than you can bear to ponder. You have no use for a magical puppet master with a grudge.
            

            
            Guess what? The god you don’t believe in is the god I don’t believe in.

            
            My God is sometimes Goddess. She is often subversive, knocking over the furniture in the parlors of the privileged. My God
               rarely conforms to a fixed gender, embodying all the most life-giving qualities of both the feminine and the masculine, such
               as tenderness and mystery, discipline and confidence. My God both transcends anything I could conceive of and lives inside
               of everything I know and do and am.
            

            
            Even religion.

            
            God sometimes can be found in the temple and the mosque, the chapel and the ashram. For example, singing the ancient Hebrew prayers on Yom Kippur, pleading with the Holy One to bring your wandering heart back home, can be a powerful catalyst for a mystical experience. Or holding out your hand to receive the blessed sacrament and looking up to see the face of the priest gazing at you with kindness. Or silently uttering the name of Allah on each of your ninety-nine prayer beads, and then starting again, and again, until Allah is carried on your breath. Or lighting a stick of incense and waving it in front of a statue of Hanuman, the monkey god, who orchestrated the rescue of the goddess Sita from the clutches of the ten-headed demon and cleared the way for her return to her beloved Ram, reconciling the sundered masculine and feminine faces of the godhead and restoring balance to the universe. Reading the poetry of Lao Tzu can open a mystical state of consciousness: The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao; the name that can be named is not the eternal name. Or the Gnostic verse: Cleave a piece of wood, I am there; lift up the stone and you will find me there. Or a gospel song: There is a balm in Gilead.

            
            The trick is to recognize anything that dares to stand in for the Real Thing and let it go—anyone who claims that they alone
               hold the key to Truth, any community that compels conformity and denounces the Other. Mystical experience is an intimate connection
               with Love Itself. Mystics have no patience with proofs for the existence of God. They want only to find the holy ripening
               inside the berry patch, flaming forth from a broken marriage and depleted bank account, permeating the dry land of an aging
               body, and quieting a troubled mind in the darkest hours of the night.
            

            
            My friend James Finley—a living mystic if ever there was one—puts it like this: “If we are absolutely grounded in the absolute
               love of God that protects us from nothing even as it sustains us in all things, then we can face all things with courage and
               tenderness and touch the hurting places in others and in ourselves with love.”*

            
         
         
            Burning My Robes

            After decades on a spiritual path, I have found myself growing increasingly allergic to the codified beliefs espoused by organized
               religion. At the same time, my thirst for the sacred is deeper than ever. There is no aspect of my life now that is not about
               finding and sustaining a direct connection with the divine. This is not as serious as it sounds. The more I shed the trappings
               of faith, the brighter the light grows, and the greater my capacity for childlike wonder and spontaneous delight. A wild creativity
               has seeped into my responsibilities, infusing the most ordinary moments with magic. I am irreverently reverent now, and do
               not hesitate to make fun of that which once intimidated me—religious rules, the vocabularies and dress codes of spiritual
               communities, the checklists that imply there is some perfect order we must strive for. I am way more inclined to laugh at
               myself now.
            

            
            To be fair, religious skepticism was baked into the cake of my upbringing. My parents were both raised in secular Jewish families
               that were far more interested in contributing to social change than in worshipping an invisible deity. They noted that most
               of the atrocities in the world have been committed in the name of religion. My mom and dad did not limit their critiques to
               the Judeo-Christian faiths. They were quick to uproot the hypocrisy in the alternative paths that many members of our counterculture
               community adopted—Buddhist meditation and Hindu devotion, Sufi practices and Native American rituals—to replace the oppressive
               churches of their childhoods. Patriarchy nestled in the hierarchy, like a snake among wildflowers. Elitism disguised as enlightenment.
            

            
            This did not stop me from rushing into the arms of almost every spiritual tradition I encountered. During my early teens,
               I began meditating and practicing yoga. I cultivated my lifelong devotion to a guru from India, explored the ecstasy at the
               heart of Islam, read the aphorisms of Dogen and the Sermon on the Mount, and reclaimed the ancient wisdom at the core of my
               own Jewish heritage. Later, through multiple twists of fate, I became a translator of the Spanish mystics and wove Christian
               mysticism into the tapestry of my interfaith soul. Although I was never drawn to fundamentalism in any form, I was irresistibly
               attracted to any spiritual teachings that promised an experience of transcendence.
            

            
            Hoping to tie my camel as close as possible to the wellspring of the human spirit, I became a scholar of world religions and
               a professor of philosophy and religious studies. Outside the classroom, I continued to find belonging in multiple spiritual
               spaces: Hindu ashrams and Buddhist centers, Sufi dancing and women’s circles. The world’s wisdom ways have never stopped guiding
               and sustaining me, but I no longer endow them with any more power than the potential of a rainstorm to reveal the deepest
               secrets of the universe.
            

            
            A friend of mine who is an ordained Zen priest and has dedicated thousands of hours to contemplative practice admits with
               a sly smile that he has always known he would one day “burn his robes.” That day has not yet come, but he is not afraid of
               it. That’s how it is for me. The vestments I have acquired no longer interest me. It’s not so much that I have the urge to
               light them on fire. They are just slipping off, dropping to the floor. I’m stepping out of them and walking away.
            

            
         
         
            Seeded

            Ordinary Mysticism is the ripened fruit of a lifetime of study, practice, and teaching across and beyond the world’s great wisdom traditions.
               Every one of my books has been someone else’s idea, including this one. Which fits my personality: I’m not someone who is
               going to crash the party; I need to be invited. My translations of the Spanish mystics came from a conversation with a colleague
               in which I was kvetching that my students taking introductory philosophy and religious studies courses were finding the existing
               translations stuffy and dense, and he encouraged me to create a fresh version of my own. A natural outflow of translating
               the mystics was to write about them, which is what I was asked to do next. Then came the call to do a book about the common heart of the Abrahamic faiths.
               After that, I was persuaded to focus on the women mystics across all the spiritual traditions. Ordinary Mysticism was born out of a conversation with my friend Anne Lamott, who calls the process of beholding how the divine overflows the
               banks of everyday life “Mysticism 101.”
            

            
            Each chapter of this book invites you to reclaim the inherent sanctity of a different aspect of the human condition, as made manifest in unique and intricate you: from setting your intention to walk a mystical path to cultivating your capacity to perceive everything as sacred; to learning from the wise ones who have come before us and recognizing your own innate wisdom; to building and tending community and harvesting the sweet fruits that ripen in the dark nights of your soul; to relinquishing the notion that enlightenment is a one-shot deal and daring to live as a lighthouse of love in this stormy world. Through stories of the mystics of various spiritual traditions, anecdotes from my own life, and accounts of ordinary extraordinary people I know, I offer glimpses of what it could look like to claim your life as holy ground. At the end of each chapter, I suggest a practice to help you orient toward that sacred something I believe your soul really wants, and a writing prompt to explore the secrets your soul is dying to reveal. Truths that, when you uncover them, lift up the whole world. 

            
         
         
            My Prayer for You

            My prayer for you is that you will fearlessly look upon your life as holy and whole. That you will find meaning and wonder
               bubbling from the ground of your most ordinary moments—applying for a job as a barista or attending a parent-teacher conference,
               dating again after the end of a long marriage or pulling weeds in your urban garden. Maybe you attend Sunday services at a
               cathedral, or you prefer to praise the divine in the temple of nature. Perhaps you believe that Christ is the Son of God and
               Mary is God’s mom, or you dismiss all religious beliefs as artifacts of magical thinking. Agnostic or true believer, scientist
               or hospital chaplain, retired or building a career, this book is for you. It is a little bell to bring you back to yourself
               and remember how luminous you are—how connected and noble and miraculous.
            

            
            Here’s my prediction: As we propagate the world with wild mystics, the citadels of hate will naturally crumble and fall. Beauty will cascade from every crevice, and we will all find each other irresistible—even those we once would have canceled. We will see ourselves reflected in the still waters and we will like what we see. We will gather wisdom wherever we walk and share it with extravagant generosity. 

            
            
               Practice 

               Mindful Mind, Heartful Heart

            

            Mindfulness practice, rooted in ancient Buddhist philosophy and adapted to meet the psychological realities of our times,
               has had a meaningful impact across society, independent of spiritual belief systems. But in some ways the movement has stalled
               out with the head. In this guided meditation, we reclaim the loving heart behind the quiet mind.
            

            
            Please begin by taking three full breaths. Inhale deeply; exhale completely. Linger in the space between the inhalation and
               the exhalation. Become curious about the full arc of each breath. Feel the way that breathing with intention fills your body
               with well-being, revitalizing and calming at the same time.
            

            
            Now think of a personal situation that is troubling your heart, perhaps an argument with a friend, or the loss of a loved
               one. It could simply be disappointment about the outcome of a project at work, or a sense that you keep picking different
               versions of the same unavailable partner and can’t seem to figure out why. Maybe the hurt is fresh and hot, or maybe it’s
               something that happened long ago, but in this moment, you can easily connect with the ache of longing, the sting of betrayal,
               the wish for things to be other than they are.
            

            
            Stay right here. Gently open yourself to the pain. Unclench your fist. Soften. If someone you were close to has died, offer that being your complete attention. You are showing up for your grief not as a grim spiritual exercise designed to prove how spiritual you are. Rather, you are turning toward what is—in this case, a shattering loss—as an act of love. Love for the person you miss. Love for reality itself. 

            
            Allow this tenderness to spread like melted butter through your whole heart and seep into your bones. Let it pool in your
               belly and illumine your cells. Be willing to cultivate the fullness of your attention as an offering to your loved one. Welcome
               your particular version of the human condition with curiosity and kindness, taking your rightful place in an infinite network
               of mutual belonging. Praise this. Forgive reality. Love reality.
            

            
            Sit in stillness for a few moments, and when you are ready, fold your hands over your heart, utter a silent wish for the well-being
               of all, and go about the rest of your day.
            

            
            
               
                  Writing Prompt

                  For the prompts at the end of each chapter, I invite you to approach writing as spiritual practice, as prayer, as a portal
                     through which the sacred may come flowing, transfiguring your mind and heart in surprising ways.  Expect the unexpected. 
                     Welcome the edgy, the irreverent, the undomesticated you.
                  

                  
                  I recommend you set a timer for ten minutes and then blast off, writing without stopping, outrunning your judgy mind by keeping
                     your hand moving.  Let whatever arises spill onto the page.  You can use pen and paper or an electronic device.  Write in
                     a quiet, private place or a busy coffee shop, out in nature or at the kitchen table.
                  

                  
                  For the duration of this practice, banish your internal censor, that critical voice that is forever trying to bully you into obeying rules that make no soul-sense. Stay grounded in your body. Avoid abstract concepts and philosophical jargon in favor of specific sensory details. Transmute the lead of mental musings into the gold of living language. 

                  
                  When you are finished, share what you wrote with someone you trust.  Ask them not to analyze, critique, or praise it, but
                     rather to simply bear witness.  Consider leading a small group practice using the prompt and then reading to each other without
                     commentary, offering and receiving the gift of complete attention.
                  

                  
                  
                     I find the presence of the sacred hidden in . . .

                  

               

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One
Intention
Deciding to Be the Mystic You Already Are

         
         
            Your Messy Little Temple

            I think you get it: You don’t have to enter a monastery to be a mystic. You don’t have to renounce chocolate or forsake pop
               culture. It is not necessary to take formal vows and beat yourself up when you inevitably fail to uphold them. These are static
               notions of what it means to be committed to the life of the soul, and they probably have almost nothing to do with the warm
               and spicy sprawl of your days. To be a mystic in our times is not about renunciation; it is about intention.
            

            
            Living as a mystic means orienting the whole of yourself toward the sacred. It’s a matter of purposely looking through the lens of love. Contemporary wise woman Anne Lamott says (quoting Father Ed, the priest who helped Bill Wilson start up Alcoholics Anonymous) that “sometimes Heaven is a new pair of glasses.” You know what it looks like when you wipe a lens clean of smears and dust. And you also know how it feels to bump into the furniture when your vision is fuzzy. When you say yes to cultivating a mystical gaze, the ordinary world becomes more luminous, imbued with flashes of beauty and moments of meaning. The universe responds to your willingness to behold the holy by revealing almost everything as holy. A plate of rice and beans, the Dow Jones Industrial Average, your new baby, the latest political scoundrel, the scary diagnosis, the restless nights. 

            
            You can start right here, in the middle of your messy life. Your beautiful, imperfect, perfect life. There is no other time,
               and the exact place you find yourself is the best place to enter. Despite what they might have taught you at Bible Camp or
               in yoga class, you are probably not on your way to some immaculate state in which you will eventually be calm and kindly enough
               to be worthy of a direct encounter with the divine. Set your intention to uncover the jewels buried in the heart of what already
               is. Choose to see the face of God in the face of the bus driver and the moody teenager, in peeling a tangerine or feeding
               the cat. Decide. Mean it. Open your heart, and then do everything you can to keep it open. Light every candle in the room.
            

            
            I have an eclectic collection of “candles”—little lights that guide me back home to myself. I kindle them, they burn down
               or a stray breeze blows them out, I replace them and light them again. Sometimes I blow them out on purpose to take a break
               from luminosity.
            

            
            My candles include spiritual superstars like Mother Mary and the Dalai Lama, and unknown sages like the woman who sells newspapers at the intersection and delivers messages from the dead, and her autistic daughter who repeats my name over and over in a loud whisper so that she can get it right: MIR-A-BAI. Sacred scriptures from all the world’s religions are candles for me: the Hebrew psalms, which cultivate my holy awe; the
               Beatitudes, which reassure me that my gentleness is strength; the Tao Te Ching, which reminds me to behave like water and flow around perceived obstacles; the Upanishads, which dare to suggest that I
               am that which I seek; the hadith of the Prophet Muhammad, which, contrary to what popular media in the West leads us to suppose,
               declare that paradise lies at the feet of women; and the Buddha’s Deer Park sermon, which describes the sweet spot between
               overindulgence and artificial austerity. Every kind of music can be a candle for me: chanting the divine names in Sanskrit
               and Hebrew or listening to Middle Eastern women hip hop artists and Mozart’s Requiem, singing folk ballads in the bathtub
               or playing Lou Reed on my Bluetooth speaker as I chop vegetables for dinner. Political engagement is a candle, languid sex
               on a Saturday afternoon is a candle, climbing a mountain and feeling my legs and lungs heat up and grow strong or sitting
               very still with my back against a redwood tree are all candles I light.
            

            
            When we make a pact with ourselves to show up for reality just as it is, reality rewards us by revealing its hidden holiness, its ordinary wonder, its fruitful shadows and radiant wounds. Not always, not everywhere, but more and more often and in the places we least expect. Setting the intention to walk the way of love rescues us from the all-consuming preoccupation with what modern chant master Krishna Das calls “the movie of Me” in which we endlessly star, casting ourselves as both hero and villain, keeping up an endless flow of critical reviews.* Claiming the plot of our regular lives as sacred ground can dispel the clouds of self-absorption and calm the monkey mind
               that bounces from banana to banana, and steady our twitchy nerves. It takes effort to find the gold in what you once discounted:
               your own aging skin and ethnic nose, the grouchy grocery store clerk and the slow driver on the one-lane road, a stomach flu
               on your first day off in ages. But it gets easier. Your wonder-muscles grow more robust and your capacity for appreciation
               expands.
            

            
         
         
            Wait! What Just Happened?

            It is likely that you have not reached this stretch of your road unscathed. Tragic things have happened to you. And aggravating
               things, and scary things. Perhaps the travesty of an abusive childhood has finally started sinking in, or you find yourself
               making the same bad choices you have been making for decades. If you have suffered a recent loss, you are likely reeling right
               now, gasping for breath. It could be that the world itself, with its vast array of political and environmental catastrophes,
               leaves you feeling panicky and exhausted. Dare to believe that when firestorms ravage the landscape of your life, you are
               standing on holy ground.
            

            
            I know it doesn’t feel like that. Holy? It feels charred and askew. You are compelled to rush forth and clean up the mess, fix what is broken, and get on with your regular life. It’s not your fault that holiness is not the first or even second thing you perceive amid the wreckage of whatever terrible thing happened to you. Society has conditioned us all to fight impermanence, to resent reality, to wrest control from the clutches of crisis as quickly as possible, with minimal damage to our preconceived notions about how life is supposed to be. 

            
            Maybe your sister died last year. Your sister was the only person left in your life who shared your childhood memories—the
               sweet ones and the dark ones. She is the one you called when someone you loved died. Only now, you can’t call her because
               it is her. That feels all wrong, as if the helicopter of your life hit a power line and sent you spiraling into the alfalfa field
               far below. Who are you if you are not your sister’s sister?
            

            
            Maybe your boss used the COVID pandemic as an excuse to hand over your job to someone with a fancy new teaching certificate,
               and suddenly, all those times your classroom became a flash point of revelation for a previously apathetic kid, all the money
               you spent on your own education, all the hours at the kitchen table marking student essays when you would have much rather
               been skiing, feel like a complete waste. Who are you if you are not quoting Shakespeare to sixteen-year-olds?
            

            
            Maybe your younger husband fell in love with his even younger yoga teacher. You can’t stop imagining the way he looks at her, lustfully and worshipfully, the way you always wished he would have gazed at you but never did. Instead, he treated you a bit like his mother—affectionate, annoyed, indulgent. As if he always loved you anyway. Despite all the reasons not to. After all, his eyes told you, nobody is perfect. Except, apparently, the yoga teacher. Who
               are you if you are not desired?
            

            
            Maybe a routine mammogram revealed a lump you never detected while circling your breast in the shower with soapy hands. Weeks
               go by before they can schedule a lumpectomy, during which your mind serves up a never-ending stream of dire scenarios and
               you carry your anxiety like a bucket of gasoline everywhere you go and splash it on everyone who comes into proximity. Wait!
               You are not finished with your life! You have a book to write, you never learned to play the piano your Aunt Mary left you,
               and your grown children still think you damaged them beyond repair. Who are you if you are not a perfect specimen of a human
               being?
            

            
            I invite you right now to stand in the fire of your angst, to take your seat in free fall, to let yourself down into the arms
               of the void. To stop where you are and take a breath, and then another, and a third. Allow your brain chemistry to do its
               thing, while you take stock of the present moment. See whether you can cultivate an iota of curiosity about the shape and
               fragrance and contours of what is—your beautiful broken heart, your shattered dreams, your weariness. Allow a measure of tenderness to seep through the torn
               seams and soothe you. Notice a luminescence just behind the dense blackness, like the moon softening the edges of a snowy
               night.
            

            
            This is what it means to be a mystic. To show up for what is, to be present to all that is, to take refuge in the boundless intimacy of exactly what is. The love your heart yearns for flows from the hidden spring that lies directly under your feet, precisely on your own most ravaged patch of earth. 

            
         
         
            Subversive Sages

            The historic saints, mystic poets, and peacemakers we admire most were a bunch of renegades. They operated within the frameworks
               of their religious traditions and yet broke the rules and opened the way for others to have their own experience of the sacred
               states they described. Generally, the community recognizes its sages before institutions do. In many cases the religious and
               political leaders do not know what else to do with these holy troublemakers, and so eventually they end up canonizing them.
            

            
            Take Francis and Clare of Assisi. They were both born into privileged families in medieval Italy. Francis’s father was a prosperous
               cloth merchant who expected his son to join the family business. Clare was born into the noble class, a dwindling population
               desperately clinging to its power. When Francis abdicated his wealth to live among the poorest of the poor, he was subverting
               not only the prevailing values of his family, but of his culture. Clare too. She ran away from home to join Francis in building
               a movement dedicated to voluntary simplicity and kinship with the natural world. They suffered for their efforts—speaking
               truth to power inevitably pisses off the authorities—but they also blossomed, propagating a garden of joyful praise that still
               reverberates eight centuries later.
            

            
            Francis’s life, his death, and the love he shared with Clare are woven into the tapestry of legend. “Praise to you, our sister Mother Earth!” Francis sang from his deathbed in the courtyard of Clare’s cloistered convent. This version poetically proclaims that it was in the agony of his dying that he composed one of the most glorious prayers in the history of religious literature, the Canticle of the Creatures. And that when he died, the brothers lifted his body to Clare’s window so that she could touch him before they carried him away. Francis and Clare may not have had sex, but they were lovers. Lovers of each other, lovers of the poor, lovers of the whole of creation. 

            
            I can think of a dozen women mystics who declined marriage in favor of a life dedicated to prayer and contemplation. Even
               if religion turns you off, you have to admire their verve. Most of these women were breaking out of upper-class cages. Often
               they were facing marriages with men much older than themselves that had been arranged by other people for the purpose of political
               alliance. Love was out of the question. What mattered was perpetuating the systems and structures that kept the rich rich
               and the poor poor.
            

            
            My namesake, the sixteenth-century devotional poet from India, known simply as Mirabai or Meera, is a great example of a woman who defied the existing expectations of her community and ran off with Krishna, the Lord of Love. Well, not in physical form, but Mirabai’s heart belonged to her metaphysical beloved, and she was simply incapable of going through the motions of marriage to a regular human. Problem was, she was engaged at age twelve and wed at sixteen to a petty prince twice her age. Did his family nod their heads understandingly and fold their hands prayerfully in response to Mirabai’s passion for God? They did not. Such arrangements were the cement that kept existing societal frameworks in place. Mirabai was rattling the architecture. 

            
            And so, as Indian lore tells it, they tried to kill her. First, with a cobra concealed in a garland of flowers placed around
               the bride’s neck. The venomous snake slipped away. Next, with a cup of sweet fruit nectar laced with deadly nightshade, but
               the toxin was transmuted as soon as it passed through the gate of Mira’s lips. Then, with a carpet of rose petals covering
               a bed of poisoned nails. Mira slept in peace and woke refreshed. When the prince was killed in battle fighting the Moghuls,
               his family insisted that his wife accompany his body on the funeral pyre, as was the custom. But because Mirabai considered
               herself married to Krishna and not Bohj Raj, she saw no reason to end her life. She refused to be burned alive. Finally, they
               gave up and banished her. Perfect! Mirabai spent the rest of her life wandering barefoot throughout northern India, spontaneously
               uttering poetry and ecstatically dancing for God. She mingled with people of all castes and worshipped with people of multiple
               religions. The most beloved devotional poet of South Asia, her songs are still sung today. Mira managed to be simultaneously
               subversive and reverential.
            

            
            Where Mirabai was born into wealth and privilege, Rabia Basri, a Sufi mystic born in Iraq around 716 CE, was orphaned at a young age and then abducted and sold into slavery. She worked her ass off all day and prayed through the night. According to a story passed down through the ages, one evening, Rabia’s master saw a glow emanating from the roof of his compound. He climbed the ladder to see if the house was burning, and there was Rabia, bowing at the feet of the Invisible, crying out to God—“Allah! Allah!” Flames were leaping from the crown of her head. Convinced that he was in the presence of a saint, the master slipped back down the ladder and in the morning offered Rabia her freedom. 

            
            Rabia could have been revered, served, and lavishly supported in the guru game. She received multiple marriage proposals but
               refused them all. She spent the rest of her life alone in the desert, embracing a path of radical simplicity. Her prayers
               became poems, and her teachings are widely considered to be the wisest and most robust in the history of Islamic mysticism.
               Rabia wanted nothing less than everything. That is, unbroken devotion to God alone.
            

            
            Do you have to pray as if your hair were on fire to qualify as a mystic? You do not. Do you even have to believe in God? I
               think we have established that the answer is no. Must you leave your suburban life and corporate job, cancel your gym membership
               and streaming television subscriptions? Is it more spiritual to write mystical poetry than to clean your infant’s spit-up
               off the shoulder of your favorite sweater? No, no! You can be spiritually subversive without being an extremist. You can drink
               Prosecco and still be spiritual. You can be in love with your favorite human and not disappoint the God of Love. Sleeping
               in on the weekends does not break your vow to dedicate yourself to the liberation of all beings. It just means you are tired
               of holding up the world and are taking a minute to recharge.
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