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Praise for Mary Hayes Grieco’s


The NEW KITCHEN MYSTIC





“If you’ve never read Mary Hayes Grieco before, you’re in for such a treat. I almost envy you. This is delicious wisdom and the finest quality writing. Mary is optimistic and passionate about the struggles, silliness, and successes we all experience on the path of everyday enlightenment.”


Rosanne Bane, author of Around the Writer’s Block


“In The New Kitchen Mystic, Mary Hayes Grieco has crafted a companion book that’s as endearing as it is enlightening. With her unique blend of storytelling and philosophical insight, Mary coaxes us to revisit our perceptions and the way we live, thus enabling us to shape the adventures that await.”


Mike Dooley, New York Times bestselling author of Infinite Possibilities and Leveraging the Universe


“I love Mary’s inspirational book! It’s perfect. Beautiful. Elegant. Useful. It is a wonderful holiday gift.”


Andrew Ramer, author of Ask Your Angels


“These little essays share laughter, wonder, self-examination, growth, and loss—everything that goes into the sensational stew called living. Love it!”


Minneapolis Star Tribune
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To my husband, Fred, one of my teachers
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INTRODUCTION
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There are no strangers—only friends we haven’t met yet.


Irish proverb


Hello, my friend. I imagine that you, like me, are someone who wishes to shed your fears and limitations, groom your best self into being, and shine like the sun—illumined from within by your soul and its loving purposes. But the path of self-mastery and the quest for spiritual liberation is by nature a challenging one—a hero’s journey—and it requires the presence of dedicated traveling companions and frequent doses of inspiration and encouragement. Throughout the years, my path has been lit by the daily presence of an inspiring book—a book that, like a friend, reflects me to myself like a mirror, and keeps me company. I have always treasured certain books, the ones written by people who engaged life fully, and who were able to distill their personal experience into words that shine with the universal, golden nobility of something we call truth.


In high school, I was a lonely philosopher and an oddball who was warmly befriended by Henry David Thoreau and Kahlil Gibran. I traipsed through the crowded halls with a battered copy of Walden Pond or The Prophet in my purse, and I retreated to a private space at least once a day to seek solace in reading and to find myself again. When I traveled around America in my early twenties, Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself lived in my backpack and spoke with me at bedtime, wherever that turned out to be. When I was in my thirties and forties, I found comfort and guidance in several different translations of the Bhagavad Gita. Now I’m in my fifties, and as I sit in my favorite chair, writing this, I have a copy of The Power of Now nearby that is starting to show signs of much use.


Life is glorious, but it is difficult, and we need all the support that we can get. For many of us, it has been a path riddled with obstacles, disappointments, unexpected losses, and even some trauma. The landscape of our existence plays out externally and internally. Even if we have the good fortune to enjoy a gracious and fulfilling outer life, we can still feel vexed by internal struggle as we attempt to address some shortcoming or excess in our character.


My personal struggles have been both external and internal. I’ve had to cope with a certain amount of difficulty throughout my life, and I’ve also had to master my high-maintenance personality—an extra-sensitive temperament that gets mired in insecurity and derailed by intense emotions or leftover ghosts from the past. I’ve done my best to make good use of my sensitivity, and gain what wisdom I can from my pain. I’ve discovered that, once integrated, my life experience allows me to serve as a potent catalyst for the growth of others. I have found a measure of peace with the hard work that goes into mastering the difficult facets of my existence: self-mastery leads to human greatness, and that’s what interests me most of all.


I have looked greatness in the eye a few times—I have been blessed in this life by several great souls, my spiritual teachers. In the presence of these masterful people, I witnessed a loving, universal state of consciousness and a steady way of serving the world from the heart of that consciousness. I became inspired to find my own greatness—to become the best me that I can be. I am determined to discover my purpose, find the best way I can serve the world, and make a positive difference. I can’t settle for less than that. It is a flame in my heart.


This passion was first kindled for me when I was a girl reading The Lives of the Saints, sheltered by the shadows of the staircase in my family’s home. It was a home that was filled with tender love and terrible alcoholic chaos. When I grew up, that little flame of vision was fanned into a blaze as I stood in awe at a fire ceremony conducted by Brahman priests at the home of my meditation teacher in India. The ceremony was dedicated to ending the ills of society; I went home changed, freshly committed to that goal. Later, my restless passion for illumination and world service was recognized, contained, and guided by my mentor Dr. Edith Stauffer. With loving dispassion, she showed me how to heal my wounds. She charged me to carry her life work—teaching forgiveness—out into the world. It became my life work, too, and I plan on teaching as many people as I can how to forgive. I hope you will read my work Unconditional Forgiveness: A Simple and Proven Method to Forgive Everyone and Everything and find new freedom and purpose by healing your life story with forgiveness.


The fire inside me became steady and sealed into my cells with the firm touch of my wise teacher’s aged hand upon mine. Now it glows in the votive candle on the altar next to my chair when I meditate every morning. It simmers on the stove as I make dinner for my family. It informs the workshops that I teach. It heals the pain of others. It has brought me into my true self, and sent me out into the world, far and wide.


Along the way, I wrote this collection of essays, though I did not have a conscious intention of writing a book. When I wrote some of these pieces, I was merely driven by the necessity of writing myself out of darkness into clarity and peace of mind. I wrote other pieces because I was in a full-to-bursting state of gratitude and insight, dying to share my thoughts and experiences with other spiritual explorers. It was a pleasant surprise to me that my writing was helpful to others. In what seemed like a happy accident, my essays were discovered and published as a collection by Hazelden in 1992. The Kitchen Mystic: Spiritual Lessons Hidden in Everyday Life was a small daily inspiration book, of the kind that Hazelden was known for in those days. It turned out to be a book that wouldn’t go away—a friend of mine calls it “the little book that could.” Long after it went out of print, people kept it, remembered it, and contacted me hoping to buy copies for Christmas, birthdays, and Mother’s Day. It seems like no one who stumbled across it ever bought fewer than four copies.


Over these last twenty years I have been blessed to meet many people who loved The Kitchen Mystic. These friendly fans like to show me their copy of my book: dog-eared, streaked with yellow highlighter, and with their own enthusiastic notes scribbled in the margins. These strangers touch my arm and look at me knowingly as they quote me to myself, as if we are old friends, meeting again. They lean close to my face and tell me earnestly how loyal they feel to my little book, and how faithfully it’s been there for them. I keep it by my bedside . . . I always take it with me on vacation . . . it’s on the kitchen counter where I can see it . . . here it is, right here in my purse, like always! I love this book—such fresh thinking! Looking at those worn, tattered copies of The Kitchen Mystic, I am reminded of my relationship with those few special books in my life, and with a thrill of understanding, I see that my book is their friend. It is a favorite book with timeless ideas, a trusted companion on the bumpy road to spiritual fulfillment. It is perennial, as they call it in the publishing world. I am honored and glad that the good people at Beyond Words/Atria Books have “discovered” this book of mine, and that it will enjoy a rebirth as The New Kitchen Mystic—ready to meet old friends and new ones.


So, friend, I pray that this book will be a good companion to you on your daily way. Together we will walk in the inspiring company of great people who have gone before us. Each of the well-loved masters, mystics, and social heroes of the past have held their illumined hearts out to the world like a lamp in the darkness. So can we. Thank God we are not alone, you and I. We are together, your heart and mine, in the Great Heart that beats in the center of Creation for all of us.


Mary Hayes Grieco


Autumn 2012
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A CREATION STORY
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And God saw that it was good.


Book of Genesis


In the beginning, there was nothing. It was The Void, the only inhabitant of cold eternity. Then there was a spark! An impulse for something. It sprang into being, and tumbled and ricocheted around, multiplying itself a thousandfold in an instant. The sparks became a sound, a vast breathing sound, inhaling and exhaling in the darkness. The sound became Light, an infinite field of light. Without birth, without death, it always was.


The Light awakened to its own Self. It was the Great Self, a vast field of light illuminated from within by love. The primordial sound sang endlessly in its heart. I wish to create! Spirit said, and it breathed out a Universe in an instant with a Bang! Galaxies and worlds spun into being in a great dance. There were worlds and worlds—some cold, some molten, some with delicate little veils of atmosphere. One of the worlds was Gaia, blue-green and virginal. You are special to me, Spirit thought. I will mate with you. I will impregnate you with my essence. You will bear me a child, in a form that reflects my own nature.


Gaia conceived. The single cell in the womb of her oceans multiplied and grew, like a tadpole, like a frog, like a dinosaur, like a bird, like a mammal. It roared like a lion, climbed like an ape, and sang like a whale. It diversified and improvised, and the web of life was woven with intricacy, with texture and color, with lively and impeccable balance.


When the moment was right, the human beings emerged. In the heart of the human beings was the sound of God. In their breath was the tiny essence of the Great Spirit, the great breath. In the brain of the humans was a dormant center of light, awaiting the moment of kindling. In their nervous systems was the complex communications network between Spirit and form, the pathway of light into matter. In the DNA of the human beings is the plan for God to wake up and know Himself, to express Herself, to live a loving, dynamic life in material form. Inside my own self God is waking up, stretching painfully through the slow rocky density of matter . . . clumsily transcending the emotional heritage of my ancient defensive systems to remember the peace of my essence.


There is a divine spark . . . of that great Light embodied as a soul in the small self of every human being. We see the light of the soul expressed as a certain spiritual quality in the personality: love, kindness, generosity, will, joy, patience. The Great Spirit looks sleepily out of my eyes, out of your eyes, in ever increasing numbers of people around the world—reaching within and spreading without to share the awareness that God dwells within me, as me. God dwells within you, as you. We are the children of God in the lap of the Earth. We are the Light. Let us create!
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THE KITCHEN MYSTIC
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Sultan, saint, pickpocket—love has everyone by the ear, dragging us to God by secret ways.

I never knew that God, too, desires us.


Rumi


I’d like to suggest a new name for the spirituality that is spreading like a quiet fire through our society. I see it in myself and seekers around me who pass through, incorporating the gifts of different paths. It’s a synthesis of wisdom from both the East and West, a mix of Judeo-Christian principles, yoga, Buddhism, Twelve Step philosophy, Earth religions, and a personal medley of experience and growth. I call it Kitchen Mysticism.


The kitchen is where you perform important but mundane acts like cooking, eating, washing dishes, and confiding with your close friends. Kitchen Mysticism cultivates the awareness of direct, intimate communion with the Divine in the arena of everyday existence. It’s a very personal path, and there are as many ways of walking it as there are people.


Kitchen Mystics may or may not attend an organized church. They find convenient places to commune and worship: the shower, the car, a park bench at sunset. You will often spot Mystics muttering earnestly to someone no one else can see, or stopping mid-project with an entranced look—listening. They are performing one of the major practices of faith: conducting an ongoing, loving dialogue between the God Within and the God Without.


Kitchen Mystics have rich internal lives and so have smaller appetites for external stimulation than other people. We pay for entertainment less often because we see that truth is stranger than fiction anyway. Passionate spiritual seekers, we find ourselves involved in a never-ending mystery story that unfolds with subtlety, finesse, and occasional high drama. There is a benevolent plot afoot, and its conspirators are everywhere—seen and unseen. Their mission: the end of our fears and limitations, resulting in our spiritual awakening! It’s harrowing, uplifting, and more thrilling than Star Trek because we ourselves are the main characters! We Kitchen Mystics entertain each other with accounts of synchronicity and the breakthrough insights we experience.


Mystics find meaning in many places. The Divine is always hiding clues and love letters for us in daily life, and it’s fun to discover these. It’s like an Easter egg hunt: I wink and nod at my friend when I find another colored egg. Then we laugh together at the humor and cleverness that hid the treasure in plain sight. If I am struggling to uncover new understanding, I hear a voice whispering to me. “Warm . . . warmer . . . cooler . . . warmer . . . HOT!” I will eventually find it, or something will take me gently by the hand and show me before I feel too dejected.


Almost every Kitchen Mystic has a special object of contemplation and worship, something from the physical world that says “God” directly to you—and maybe no one else. My daughter sees the Divine in a common rock. When she was tiny and I was trying to hustle her off to daycare, she would stop several times to pick up stones and talk to them. Then she’d put them in her pockets. Now when we return from traveling, her suitcase inevitably rattles with new friends, stones that have called out to her. She won’t let me dispose of them—they’re sacred. White ones are extra special. She can spot a chip of white quartz in a bag of fish-tank gravel and insist that I meditate on it with her. I don’t get God in rocks, but I think it is important for Mystics to support each other’s contemplations.


I see God in onions. I always have. I remember when I first saw my mother slicing into an onion; I was about six. I stopped my playing, awestruck. What was this vegetable that was so pure, so watery-white? It was many-layered, its concentric rings like a mandala, making mounds of perfect circles as they fell open onto the cutting board . . . wow. I begged her to let me cut some, despite her warning that it would make my eyes burn. I can remember concentration and reverence welling up within me as I awkwardly tried to make perfect slices. My eyes did burn. I had to stop after a few cuts, but I vowed that I would understand onions some day and cook with them myself.


Later that summer my Dad took us all out for a rare visit to a fast-food joint—a real treat. My younger brothers and sisters ordered hamburgers with ketchup, but my Dad turned to me and said, “How about it, honey—you want everything on it?”


“Everything on it.” Those words struck me like a sacred gong, a mantra given to me personally that would guide me all of my days. I nodded mutely, not even understanding what these words mean in your usual hamburger joint—I only knew that this was a spiritual risk I was destined to take. When my hamburger arrived, I peeked under the soggy bun and was thrilled to see the chopped grilled onions sprinkled like tiny translucent pearls amid the steaming ketchup, mustard, and pickles. I ate my burger in a blissful trance, convinced that I would eat them “with everything on it” forevermore.


My contemplation of the Mystery in the onion continues to this day. As an artist I have paid homage to my friend the onion by creating a stained glass window of an underground bulb; it hangs in a local food co-op. As a cook, I have learned how to coax the sweetness out of an onion, and to tame its fire into mellow good humor. I can cut them now without crying, but not without pausing for a brief moment. Red onions are especially divine. I hold a slice up to the sunlight pouring in through the kitchen window, and it glows like a fine piece of antique glass. Cool and watery-white with layers delicately edged in imperial purple—strong, humble, peaceful—and a fiery nub of spring green in the center, aspiring to sprout. “Ah! Look at this one!” I cry to my husband and daughter nearby. They look at each other and smile at me tolerantly. “That’s a really nice one.” They don’t see God in onions the way I do, but they know that we Mystics have to stick together.




    Listen to Mary tell you about her love of onions in an audio reading of the story “The Kitchen Mystic.”


    https://soundcloud.com/beyond-words-publishing/the-kitchen-mystic-by-mary








SPIRITUALITY AND RELIGION
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    I believe deeply that we must find, all of us together, a new spirituality. This new concept ought to be elaborated alongside the religions in such a way that people of goodwill could adhere to it.


His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama


“Don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater,” the old saying goes. In recent years I have heard former churchgoers say, “I’m a recovering Catholic,” as if referring to a dangerous disease. Some traditional churches give their congregations dire warnings about any kind of spiritual exploration not strictly based in the Christian Bible. They view other paths as scattered, shallow, or worse, direct conspiracy with the devil! I feel frustrated and sad when I hear this polarization between tradition and a personal, open-ended spiritual search. There is a need for both of these things. In my life, it’s time to bring spirituality and religion together.


What’s the distinction between spirituality and religion? Many people don’t believe there is one. Yet all of us have known loving, gentle souls who never entered a church in their lives, as well as unkind people who went to church every Sunday. Religions, in and of themselves, don’t necessarily produce spiritual people, and people can grow and have spiritual lives whether they follow a religion or not.


My definition of spirituality is: the cultivated awareness that I am an individual expression of an immortal Being whose nature is love, peace, and creativity. Let’s take this apart to understand it better.


Awareness means being cognizant, conscious, and knowing in a responsive way. It is a state of being and perception rather than a collection of beliefs. You develop it with education and training, helpful techniques, life experiences, and ongoing attention. Cultivated awareness is a state of awareness you deliberately grow, like a gardener.


An individual expression of an immortal Being means that I am a small but important part of something much greater than me. Something was here before I became who I am now, and it will exist after I lay this body down at my death. I am that something, that Being, expressing myself here in my brief time. This Being also expresses itself all around me as different people, creatures, and objects that make up the world. Like water in the ocean, we are defined as drops for a short time, but we are always part of the whole. The ocean exists before, during, and after the drops express themselves individually in the material world.
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