spiritual nourishment for collective liberation Qa

enfleshed podcast - episode 3, part 1

Featuring guests Dr. James Hill, Rev. Dr. Eric Thomas, and enfleshed co-director Robert
Monson, hosted by Anna Blaedel

Anna: Oh, hello dear ones and welcome to this episode of a podcast, from enfleshed, where we
dive deep into the sacred wisdoms that nourish Collective Liberation.

| am Anna Blaedel, co-founder and one of three co-directors at enfleshed. From lowa City, first
home to the Bah-koh-je or loway, Otoe, Omaha and Ponca, Pawnee, Sioux, Sauk, and
Meskwaki peoples. Our presence here today is the result of the ongoing dispossession of the
original tenders of this land. And it is only through Indigenous practices of care that restoration
of this land, of our relations, and of planetary flourishing is possible. It is local Indigenous
organizing that makes it possible. So | am specifically indebted to the work of the Great Plains
Action Society, “resisting colonization and indigenizing the world” on this particular area of the
world.

As we move into our conversation today, | want to invite us into just a moment of grounding,
centering, becoming present, and breathing together. So | invite you to place a hand on your
chest. Feel the rhythm of your heart beating, your lungs expanding and contracting. Place
another hand on your belly. Your good good belly. That wisdom center of intiution. A holder of
hunger and nourishment. Ruach. Pneuma. Breathing in we take in life. Breathing out, we let
go; and soften. Breathing together, we conspire together. And in our conspiration, so many
opportunities to harm but so many to heal. And so in that knowing of interconnection and
interdependence, | am so excited about our conversation today with tremendous humans.

Eric and James and Robert. The Rev. Dr. Eric Thomas is the associate professor of Bible at
General Theological Seminary in New York City. And the pastor of Siloam Presbyterian Church,
a historic African-American congregation located in Brooklyn. And Eric's work centers queer of
color critique as a means to cultivate features where freedom and flourishing are available to all
of God's children on earth as it is in heaven. Amen.

James Howard Hill, Junior - pronouns he, him, his - is an assistant professor in the Department
of Religion at Boston University. He teaches courses and conducts research in Black study,
religion, history, and culture in the United States. Cultural criticism in theory, theologies of



liberation, theo poetics, religion and ecology, political theory and critical theory.

And Robert Monson is a runner, a musician, writer, Black child of God and theologian doing
research at the intersection of Womanist and Black liberation theology - and | will add one of the
3 co-directors of enfleshed, along with our treasured colleague, M.

| personally love how easy it is to both laugh and cry with Robert. | love Eric's hugs at AAR and |
love that James, | don't know if you know this, but you made me cry with one of your papers at
AAR on theo poetics. In the way, at the very beginning of it, you brought a kind of real, felt
honesty into a space that isn't always known for that.

And so | value y'all as scholars and public thought partners and collaborators and the sacred
labor of collective liberation and most of all, | love the heart and spirit with which you all engage
your work. You bring love for your people. Love for the transformative joy and subversive
powers of Blackness, softness, queerness, friendship, of play. So thank you for joining me today
and thank you even more so for all of the ways that you were showing up in the world.

| wonder if we might start with hearing you all describe some of the lineages that you draw on
and call on to access sacred wisdom. Sacred wisdom is rooted in lineage, right? Religious,
cultural, political.

So whoever wants to dive in first, how would you describe the lineages that are informing your
work and your living and your loving in the world.

[James] I'll go first. Thank you for this opportunity family. I'm honored to be with you all. That's a
great and beautiful question. I'm still thinking about how we're centering and | feel like we're
centering even now - like that question centers me. So I'm going to answer it, how | feel it. You
know, I've learned from a lot of my colleagues that when we think about lineages, it's not only
the past, but it's both present and future. So | would name - this may be diverging, but | would
name my children. You know, that they are my lineage. That there is wisdom that | learn from
them and | don't mean that in a sort of sort of cliche - no, no, no. Like | deeply learn. |, you know,
having a PhD you learn - you think you learn - many things, you know, in a doctoral program.
And those who have - who think they have power over you will remind you all the things that
you are learning from them and you do learn from them. And you do learn from them. But in the
truest of senses, and Eric is my dear older brother. So he, he can attest to this in spirit and in
truth. | learn from my children every day.

I learn how to be gentle every day. | learn how to be curious every day. And | mean that in the
trueest sense, | can't spend moments with my children and learn from them and struggle with
them and lean into the mysteries of life with them and then go through a university and act as if |
didn't just spend time with them. Right. And so if I'm honest with you, there's a way you can give
an answer that you know it checks out the boxes for the academy and | can | know how to give
that answer to right and | think | give that answer well right but | can | know how to give that
answer too right and | think | give that answer well right but I'm learning to be honest - even



more honest - and if I'm honest, it it starts with my children and it goes back from them and then
from then I'll say this and then you know pass it off to my other kinfolk who are you on this call.
But then it's just it's the legacy of scholars who make my life possible James Cone. Scholars like
Eric Thomas - you know my elder brother. So it's not just those who you've read, but it's those
who you study with and we often leave our own folk out of these conversations, right? So it's
Eric Thomas. It's James Cone. It's Fannie Lou Hamer. It's Ida B. Wells-Barnett. It's my
grandmother. Irtha Jean Hill. Etta Fay Davis. My mother: Nita Maria Hill. So I, think that - and
this will come out further in the conversation that’s unfolding. It's a tapestry of scholars, it's a
great tapestry of family, it's a great tapestry of children. You know so when we think about
lineage, if the children are not included in your lineage - not the children who became adults but
the children who are children - if children are not included in our lineage of our learning
community, You know, I've learned to ask serious questions about that. But | thank you for
inviting me to sit with that question.

Anna: Hmm, yes. Eric. Robert.

Eric: That lineage question is a different, difficult question. There are many branches, many
roots. | would also name that | am the grandson of 3 grandmothers. 2 grand, one great Athleen
Logan, Elizabeth Thomas, Biola Violet, and I'm shaped and formed by them in many ways that
still amaze me, even, now.

As the same gender loving man who just turned 55 years old | understand myself as a witness.
Of a New York City where the piers were the piers and Washington Square Park was a place
where the queer of color community gathered. Where they gathered to create kinship and
connections. And, as | was, in and out of those communities, | was going away to college and
coming back to find out who was then on crack; and who was, who had then contracted HIV.
And in the nineties, you know you would go away for for 2 months and come back and your
beloved is not there anymore.

Right. So in a way | bear witness to a community where there is at least one generation of
beloved who are no longer here because of HIV and AIDS. Who are no longer here because of
being rejected from families of origin. Who are no longer here because of systems that, sought
to commodify and thingify, and criminalize them. You know, so, you know, | knew New York
before, Rudolph Giuliani and | know New York afternoon Rudolph Giuliani and if you understand
the politics and displacement of that, you can understand where that comes from. | certainly
know the Elks Lodge, I'm referring to the house ballroom scene. The house ballroom scene of
Paris is Burning. The house ballroom scene of the drag balls and the special parties that were at
places like the South Oxford Club in Brooklyn. | reach even further back to James Baldwin and
Audre Lorde and Sylvia Rivera and Marcia P. Johnson and all of the folks who go unmnamed.

And |, and from a scholarly perspective, |, also locate myself, in what we call the The Cofer
Room. The Charles Cofer Room. I'm located at the ITC and that's a room where all of the Bible
classes were done. Where the languages were taught, where the electives happened and
where we learned from Randall Bailey and Margaret Amer and and Lynn Sinclair Dardan, peace



be unto her name. She's our ancestor. That Black people can't do Bible, because Black people
can't do languages.

And so in that room in that space, we learned. How to do languages. We learned how to read
these texts for ourselves and we were given the permission. Actually, the charge. To learn to
read these texts for ourselves. And so that is the beginning of what I'm hoping is the legacy of
my work. It started in that room amongst many places.

Anna: Oh, y'all are weaving a truly eternal timeless cloud of witnesses. And collection of saints.
Robert, bring your lineages into here in the overlap and what is uniquely yours.

Robert: Yall already got me tearing up, which is a low bar because I've been crying. So | would
say, lineage is also difficult for me. | grew up as a proud Black atheist. And always have to put
the Black on it because how atheists are typically shown in popular media centers whiteness.
And, there are reasons that, Black folks, find themselves in atheism, right?

And so | have a lot of thought partners that helped me and shaped me as a young person. But |
would say comic books. And all the range of comic books helped me as someone who grew up
in a dysfunctional home on the south side of Chicago. Learn how to reach for the stars. How to
dream big even when my circumstances did not lend itself to dreaming. So comic books, the
gamut of them. Who really taught me how to dream and how to think. And then | guess | would
say, within the the academic space, | would give nontraditional thinkers, Cole Arthur Riley as
someone that | learned from as a peer.

And a personal friend Sharifa Stevens, | love with all my heart. She's taught me so much. And
then lastly, | would say James Baldwin shapes how | think about the world. Toni Morrison. Audre
Lorde and bell hooks. So yeah.

Anna: | was waiting to hear Lucille Clifton in there, too.

Robert: Yeah, | didn't want to keep going but but Lucille Clifton is all day every day. Okay. Thank
you for giving me space.

Anna: | love seeing how, and this is part of what draws me to the work ya’lll do in the world, the
ways that that rootedness in these lineages and collectives of wisdom inform you but then you
contribute to them. You keep them living lineages and living canons. And one of, I'm aware of
the ways that you, right, like you all have received and transformed this wisdom passed down
from elders and ancestors, passed down from the children of our lives, and also your own
investment in passing wisdom on- teaching, parenting, pastoring. writing. What are some of the
ways that you have - what sacred wisdoms have you learned and what not-so-sacred-wisdoms
have you needed to unlearn. In order to do that transformative work. To be as free as you are
today. And | think particularly around the ways yall practice and practice otherwise Blackness
and masculinity and softness and tenderness and courage and strength.That's one of the
throughlines that | see connecting all of you, but what have you needed to learn and unlearn, to



be the sources of wisdom that you are?

James: Yeah, I'll pick. I'll pick this up friend. And | just wanna continue tarrying with Robert’s -
with what Robert offered. What Robert gave, and particularly the word | wanna really tarry with
specifically is dysfunction. And when you think about what, what we must unlearn and I'll start
there. What | personally had to unlearn was something that was taught to me in every space.
And what was taught to me in every space friend was ‘this is who you are, James. But in order
to make it, this is who you must become.” Right - and we are always becoming, right? I'm very
much in and invested in the doctrine of impermanence - that are that our Buddhist kin give us -
that you know, everything is impermanent right? That's what Octavia Butler gave us through the
person of Lauren Olamina. “Everything we touch, we change.” Everything we change, changes.
That the only constant is change. So we're always changing. We're always becoming. There
was something that was spoken to me early on - because and this comes out a lot in my work
and my witness and my teaching - | survive.... This is where |, this is where | want to echo
Robert's point. | wanna make this short. We have so much to discuss. But | really want to tarry
here. | come from a haunt. | was a haunted Black boy. And what |, what | think through my work
is, ‘What happens to Black boys who are haunted?’ We become haunting Black men. Right.
When you survive...I'm a survivor of childhood trauma. I'm a survivor. Going into, waking up in
homes that were never stable. | learned through therapists and other kinfolk that the first place
where a person learned security is supposed to be the home.

The first, you know, the greatest one of the greatest gifts my therapist first gave me is the irony
of self esteem is that it does not originate from the self. It originates from others. So a child is
not supposed to get their own self esteem. They're supposed to be esteemed.

So what happens when your father can't love himself so he can't love you? What happens when
her mother, when your mother can't love herself? And if your father can't love himself and your
mother can't love herself, then how can they love one another?

They can't. So what are they gonna give you? Right, and so a great colleague of mine once said
and | echo him - my parents loved me. They just didn't know what to do with me. Right? And so
we have to deal with that consequence of knowing that they love me. But they don't know what
to do with me. And seeing violence or physical violence and to be a Black boy and seeing that
violence, seeing the rupturing of your home. Seeing your mother bruised...without getting into it,
but you're seeing things that you're not supposed to see and then you gotta wake up 4 h later
and then conduct a bell ringing. And you gotta laugh and you have to participate in the jokes
and you're haunted inside. You want to tell everybody around you what you're going through.
But you know as the prophet said that the land cannot bear the words that you would offer. The
land cannot bear your testimony and a lot of us as children we know.

You know, no one knows the trouble we see. We know that the land - we know at a criminally
young age that nothing around us can bear, can hold what it's inside of us so we suppress and
then we go into the world and the world says whoever you are Black boy - that's not..you can't
haunt us. So we... so the goal is, if you're not gonna deny the haunting, we need you to manage



the haunting.

And so what | have learned going into the learning, what I've learned is that no, no, no. That
looking... drawing upon my tradition, going back to lineage, there is a light within me.

Thurman called it the sound of the genuine. That sound is haunted for a reason. So what | have
learned is that no, no, no, Black professors are only 3% of the guild anyway.

So, and so there is no way to, so the idea of a, of a proper Black professor with an oxymoron
like jumbo shrimp and we’re here, then we gotta just be who we are. So...and the reality I'm...
you weren't expecting me to be here anyway.

So the fact that | wasn't supposed to occupy these spaces. The fact | was, | was never
supposed to teach your children. | was never supposed to have an office on this floor, on this
campus. This century. | might as well figure out who | am and be that. I'm haunted and so what |
do in my class is what | do in my writing and my teaching and my raising of my children is to say
that we have joy but joy is always haunting joy. | lead every class by saying I'm a haunting
professor. I'm a Black boy who became a Black man and the fact and the fact that I'm alive
today, | gotta deal with what that means because that was anything but a guarantee, right?
Right? And so what I'm learning is that | have learned what it means to not suppress the
haunting, not even try to manage the haunting, but knowing that who | am is a haunting Black
man and what | offered the world is an opportunity to tarry with my story. So before we get to the
abstract theories, | love reading spillers, | love reading all these folks, but first let's let's let's
really do it with that interior life. This is why I'm alive. This is why | am here. | don't need to study
somebody else's aunt screaming. | can study my mother's scream. | can study my
grandmother's scream. Screaming is not a metaphor for me. It's not, it's not an invitation to
study some. No, | have to decide what to do with the screans that come from my own family, the
tunes inside my own flesh.

And what | say to students in college that | dare, | dare to believe that I'm not the only one in this
classroom who's haunted. | believe I'm not the only one on this podcast who's haunted. So the
question is not are we haunted? The question is how well have we managed? The haunting.
And whether it's at AAR, whether it's on a podcast, whether it's in our classroom, are we not
tired? From managing from trying to manage that which never asked to be managed. And so is
the haunting asking to be managed? Or is it asking to be attended with? Is it asking for you to
manage it or tarry with it? Because if it's asking you to manage it, how is that management
going? But if it's asking us to tarry with it, what becomes of the tarrying? If we no longer, you
know, If we no longer, if we are no longer, we no longer become, we are no longer ashamed of
that which we are called to tarry with, which is our own haunting lives, that we are no longer
ashamed of the haunting fact of our existence in the world. That which was supposed to call a
shame is really an invitation. To engage the world otherwise and that otherwise existence that |
get from my dear colleague Ashawn Crawley is a haunting invitation to be that which you were
never supposed to be. A haunting punctuation of that which was was never - that which was
never supposed to remain which is you're...which is your Black life and my life as a Black man



was never supposed to remain. So | once again - I'm sorry for this - for taking that up - but this
idea of disturbance...l think | got that from Eric and | got that from my dear brother Robert, so
I'm just...I'm full from that. So I'm just gonna pull back from there, but thank you for the
opportunity to share that.

Anna: Thank you. We're here with you.

Robert: Yeah, | just have a few thoughts to continue that strand going - on the haunting. | think
for me as someone who grew up in that haunted and still working through that haunting phase, |
think | had to really spend time - years - unlearning what violence and war did to me, right, and
how it shaped my household.

And learning how to become someone who does no harm. What is a lot easier said than done,
right? So for me, part of unlearning - | had to unlearn everything, right? The conceptions that
were passed down to me of what a man is, how a man handles anger, how a Black man
expresses himself - were mostly messages that were handed down, that were haunted, that
were full of homophobia, that were full of these things that, to my father's credit, | did realize he
was doing the best he could with the resources that were allotted to him. But they were still not
good. Right? And so for me, part of the work that I've had to do internally is learning what it
means to be a soft man, a soft Black man in a, in a place that valorizes black men doing the
opposite, right? And so | bring that, both to this podcast, to the table, and that's part of the work
that | have to do in the world. Is championing and learning what are the edges and the nuances
of softness. Even knowing that soft Black men are not protected.

Elijah Mcclain was a soft Black man. And the media would have us say that if you learn
softness, you will be protected. No, Elijah Mcclain was still bloodied and bruised. Even though
he was crying out for the people abusing him in his final breath, right?

So. I've had to learn a lot and unlearn a lot and | will close it with saying I've had to learn
especially that | deserve to take up space here. And that’s both in the academy, in the
classroom. You know, because there are a lot of messages that say you don't deserve to take
up space, then you get those spaces...that's another convo. Yeah.

Eric: Taking it in a slightly different direction, particularly surviving the COVID pandemic, I've had
to learn how to rest. I've had to learn how to rest. | had to learn, you know, perhaps unlearn, the
hustle, the grind, this, And this is part of the haunting of Black exceptionalism and being
magical.

As a - as a Black man, that you know, to be able to do eight things at one time - And you know,
all I need is a Red Bull and a nap, you know - that is a lie. That is a trick of the enemy. It is a
trick of a certain kind of colonial productivity. That then got commercialized. You know, into this
grind kind of culture that, you know, I'm hoping that we've learned through surviving the
pandemic that life is too precious and life is too short to be doing all of these different things.
And so in the midst of all of the...all of the self help gurus that we encounter on Instagram and



Twitter, all of the, you know, ‘buy my stones, get my incense, take my yoga class...’

You know, I've learned to try to settle into my root chakra and to connect my root chakra into
Psalm one and be like a tree planted by the waters. You know, and to kind of, to act from a
place that is rooted. To act from a place that is. That is rested. Because | think that that is where
wholeness might be, might be conjured - from a place of rootedness and groundedness. |
certainly have to say | needed to unlearn the hypocrisy of Christianity.

| had to unlearn the hypocrisy of Black Christianity. And you know, everybody who knows me
knows that | can talk for the rest of the hour about that, but you know, who Jesus says he is and
who Jesus calls disciples to be and who we say we are and how we treat each other and how
we use the Bible as a baseball bat not a catcher's mitt, is shameful, right?

To say the least. And so, I'll bring in Charlene Carruthers “unapologetic,” which is you know, a
memoir about activism. But, | had to learn how to become unapologetic. So instead of saying,
“you know, we were baptized too, and when you're homophobic against me, it hurts my feelings.
So stop.” It's really like learning how to shake the dust off your feet. Darnell Moore said, “you
cannot be my leader if you do not love me.”

And believing that, believing that even Jesus said if they do not receive you, shake the dust off
your feet as a testament of testimony against that house. And so, you know, as we deal with the
Bible and what the Bible says about this and that and the other thing. Any kind of progressive
queer religious consideration of the Bible, you know, forces us to be haunted by the stupid
clobber texts and stuff. You know, what | like to share with people is that perhaps the most
important Bible verses that queer folks need to learn and that marginalized folks need to learn
are the benedictions. The Lord bless you and keep you. The Lord make his face shine upon you
- you know as we as we leave.

Robert: | know that's right.
Eric: Because you know, Nina Simone said we don't sit at tables where love is not being served.

Right? And time again - pandemic - time is too short. Right? And life is too precious. To be
sitting around arguing with people about their dis-understanding, not misunderstanding, but their
dis-understanding, of what it means to be you know, human beings. And human beings who are
centered around a higher calling that we're understanding as Christianity. So I'll leave it there.

[stay tuned for part two of this conversation, coming soon]

If you’re enjoying our podcast, please consider making a contribution to support our
work and sustainability by: making a financial contribution at enfleshed.com/donate,
sharing this podcast with a friend, and/or liking and rating our podcast wherever you
listen. We appreciate it!
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