spiritual nourishment for collective liberation Qa

enfleshed podcast - episode 3, part 2

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.

This is the second-half of a conversation we started last episode - so tune into part 1 for the full
story. Thank you.

| was thinking about taking us back to the question of anger because of the ways that softness
and anger can be seen as opposite to each other and one of the things I'm like trying to channel
a little bit of Audre Lorde's uses of anger and | know that's particular to Black women, but | hear
each of you naming the ways that that anger can fuel some of the work you're doing. But
anger-otherwise, right? Anger, not turned on oneself, not in shame, the kind of the haunting that
disturbs us. So | could go in that direction, but I'm also wondering if there are questions you all
have for each other right now, around, kind of, the glory that you're sharing.

Robert: | got a question. | also want to answer that question too, but yeah, | was like...
Anna: Yeah, | got. | got more questions.

Robert: No. | guess the question | have, for you, Eric is around that learning how to rest. Are
there particular practices that you've really found in the pandemic and as the pandemic evolves
into this nebulous portion that it is right now. What yeah, what practices have you found? I'm
curious.

Anna: Thank you.

Eric: I'll say, and this is where I'm gonna kinda, gesture at my little brother James here. | think
that one of the most important tools about resting is to be able to have trusted beloveds with
whom you can be brutally honest with. And, James is someone who for a long, long walk, we've
walked a long, long walk...with whom | could say, | just don't feel like doing this.



Right. And to be, to be honest about that and for him to invite me to say, ‘well, beloved, then
maybe you don't have to.” How about that? Like, which is like the, you know, It's revolutionary.
Right, to feel like the things that that encumber us. You know, politically, socially, emotionally,
can be things that we're just not available for.

Just not here for, but instead, to be here, you know, to do things that make us laugh, that bring
us joy that...so | mean, | could say they learned how to meditate and learned how to set a timer.
I mean, | can... we could talk about stuff like that, but | think that, you know, radical honesty.
And to have the beloveds with whom you can be radically honest is perhaps a first step of that.

So that we can enter into this otherwise, you know, range of possibilities. As opposed to this
very kind of normalizing capitalizing productivity based valuation of the things that we do,
especially the things that we do for the academy, the things that we do for the church, the things
that we do for...and that those things in total equal value of some sort of way - like that again is
a is a lie and a trick of the enemy. So | mean, that is the short answer to that question, Robert.

James: And | think that just to add on to that speaking directly to our relationship, Eric. Part of
that, we always call it peer mentoring, right? You have to know yourself in order to rest. You
can't know what you need if you don't know yourself because you're too busy being what
everybody else expects you to be, right?

And so part of what we have learned from one another, right? If | can say this, is inviting one
another to recognize the armor that's been put on us that doesn't fit us that we were never
supposed to wear and of course I'm alluding to the story of David the biblical story of David
where the story goes when he was going to fight Saul that he was right he was wearing the
armor of the soldiers and he's plunking around and he's like | can't | can't | can't do nothing with
this like get this off me. Like I'm | know you're supposed to fight...that’s the life of the soldier but
like, | hang out with sheep all day. Like hand me that slingshot. You don't fight a giant with a
slingshot. Well, if the giant don't kill me with the slingshot...if the giant don’t gonna kill me with
the slingshot, he gonna take me out with this armor. If I'm going out, I'm going out like myself,
right? And so | grew up hearing those types of stories and in the church, but we have to once
again, we have to sample it - going back to hip-hop and music - we have to sample it for our
own purposes right and so that's one thing that | have grown from and | have leaned on. Is that,
in these moments of... | have been able to learn what it means for me to rest, right, and think
about... I'm also haunted in a very beautiful way by, you know, the, the words of Jesus or the
words attributed to Jesus: foxes have holes, birds have nests, but where does a soft Black
man have to lay his head, right? And so, and thinking through that. For me, getting to a point
of rest is knowing that in order for me to rest, | gotta put off all the things that do not fit me, right?

And so | think this goes back to this being Black men. Like | am soft. That's why I'm moved by
Robert's inviting Elijah into the space, does really punctuate the fact that...if we can be honest
and candid there are so many things that are demanded of us as Black men. Not just from, not
just from those who hate us, from those who love us. They still demand that Black men to be
vulnerable and don't like our vulnerability.



They want us to change that but then still put on as a fixed essence...right right right, right, right,
as that we are the only ones who needs change. And as, as, as, so that's where the tradition
speaks. There is none righteous. No, not one. And, you know, and so what does it mean?

What does it really mean? That ain't none of us righteous. What does it mean that, you know,
there may be some, struggles in my journey, but, that's why | love the church, cause you know,
testimony is for all of us. Testimony is, is, it's for every gender. Those who are gender
nonconforming. We all can come up to the altar and say that we all could have someone who on
any given day if we lived open enough and honest enough anybody can get on Twitter and write
a good thread about us if they really want, if they really were about that life.

Because we've lived some lives and we are thankful to whoever. And wherever. That they have
decided not to log on and remember everything we did to them while we were trying to find out
who we were ourselves.

It's just that when some of us get into some clue whether it's the church, whether it's an
academy, whether it was a collective digital and within a digital space, we began to look at all
the other people who may be struggling in public and they and they may and their
impermanence may be messy and it may be offensive, right? Right?

And so part of this idea of resting is twofold. It's learning what's not for me to wear. What does it
mean to really walk about the world in a manner that is consistent with who | am? And the
second thing is just as crucial. Not everybody who says they want me to rest is invested in my
resting. Not everyone who says they want me to be well really wants to walk with me.

Not everyone who says they want me to be healed...because the first time somebody thinks
that | did something wrong - what you're gonna say...the one thing I'll say is - when it comes to
resting and and to tease this out - | grew up in the same... talk about these neighborhoods,
talking about the dozens, right? When you play the dozens, your mama - and | learned
something, family. | learned something early on and | think the light within that | caught this.
There's something that we say, if you're playing the dozen in the neighborhood.

If you think about telling the joke on somebody, they'll say, | know you ain't talking.
| know you not talking. James, | know James. | know you not talking. It don't matter who it is.
It could be, it could be, your teacher. They could be your teammate.

It could be your oldest sister, brother, your first, second, third. If you ever got too bold,
somebody would say, | know you ain't talking.

And | kept that with me. Cause what that teaches me is that the first...everybody has something
on you. If they've been around you. And if you get too happy with yourself somebody can



always say, | know you're not talking, right?

And so, there are those of us who have the knowledge of our beloveds, truly, but yet we don't
weaponize that against them, whenever it's...whenever it's profitable. Whenever we see other
people jumping on them. Cause | think that's for me where ministry still has a purpose. Where
rest for me is a spiritual practice.

That's why as much as I'm bothered by the church and I'm angered by formal religious spaces. |
think this idea of spiritual space, whether they be formal or informal or otherwise
conceptualized, are so important because where can we rest when we know there are so many
structures where algorithms don't care about your healing.

Mr. Musk don't care about your healing. Brother Zuckerberg don't care about...these platforms
that we're going on to, trying to seek healing ...the algorithms. Sir, the algorithm, the algorithms
don't serve your healing. And so if we want to actually heal from the past that we actually want
to rest from the past. We have to know that not everyone's investing in that. So that goes back
to, | guess | wanted to riff on that because that's why the interpersonal relationships are so
important because there's some things | can't go to the algorithms and the websites and the
timelines for because the timelines are not for my healing right, right? The timelines are not
invested in James becoming a better daddy and James working through his childhood trauma.
The same people who say | shouldn't have done whatever | did at 19, they'll never talk about
years one through 18. They are not invested in what happened to me when | was 13 when | was
9 when | was 7, but let somebody tell me: “| effed up when | was 19. | effed up when | was 21.”
It becomes fixed and permanent then and no one's gonna say the hell | had to go through
between newborn and 19 and so | think that part of what's powerful for me in this moment,
friends, is what we're talking about is also just you know auto ethnographic autobiographical
right and we're testifying and bearing witness but where we're talking about these otherwise
spaces, right? | think it's important not to simplify or reduce the beautiful work that is present in
these digital spaces, but I'm always thinking about as someone who's always reflecting on
Thurman is that...there's so many of us that are tired. Exhausted. We've grown weary from well
doing. And for those of those who are truly trying to tap into that rest, where can we go and truly
be vulnerable and not have that vulnerability weaponized against us, you know, at a later date.

Anna: That's right.

| was gonna ask if you all have questions that you want to ask. To invite those who are listening
to ask questions that you are asking of your own lives, your own internal lives, your own work.

And James, that question, where can you go to rest? What does that rest look like? How do we
create those spaces for rest? Is one of the questions | want to keep alive in the world. But what
other questions are you all wanting? Are you all engaging and do you want others to engage?

Eric: | also want us to try to deal with the relationship between the uses of anger and the
possibilities of softness. And kind of the spectrum of possibilities that are available along that



journey. Along that journey. | wouldn't put one on the, you know, as a binary, you know,
opposition of the other. | think that we all, you know how we say, you chose violence today, you
know, or you chose anger.

| mean, there are ways in which, you know, anger can be the spark that makes us, you know,
anger can, can be the spark that makes us, can be the spark that makes us, that calls us to a
certain kind of action.

Activist action, you know, James knows that there are certain times that I've heard from
somebody on my dissertation committee that said you know what I'm going to write these 500
words right now and it's like the Kermit the frog, you know, them, right?

But there's also a way that like anger can turn into grace. In a way where we understand that we
were talking about like a community of people who didn't know better.

Who didn't have the right kinds of responses and so when we come to a certain level of
consciousness that understands that like you can't be happy for me because you can't be happy
for yourself. That allows you to kind of step outside of that and be like, ohhhh. In a certain kind
of way. You know, bless your heart. I'm thinking about, a recent experience that is a good
illustration of that but you know we can't, we can't change the names to protect the guilty, right,
but. You know. Some decisions were made that ended up being favorable for me, but I'm not
involved in that decision making. It was the powers and the principalities. And the spiritual
wickedness of the high places. Which caused something good for me to be collateral damage
for others. And, there was a certain kind of graciousness that | was able to step into as a
different decision from anger. As a different decision from like, you know, telling somebody off
but understanding that, | am not, | am not who you're mad at. Right? That the question
underneath your question is something that has something to do with you. Not to do with me,
but | think it's to James's point of knowing oneself. Being able to affirm oneself to be able to be
rooted and grounded in oneself. That we can kind of take ourselves out of, kind of, the foolery.
That, you know, that the world keeps up, right? So that there we have options and choices.

I love options and | love choices in terms of what we do with the anger. And how we choose
softness as a opposed to this roughness or this hardness.

Because there's a way in which certain bodies in this world - queer bodies, Black bodies, Black
male bodies, Black female bodies, Black non-binary bodies - are always...are set up to be on

the defense. Constantly, right? And so it's a different kind of, of situating oneself.

To be situated in a “goodness and mercy is going to chase me down and follow me today,”
versus “something bad is about to happen to me today.”

But that is that's a conscious, you know, activation, | think. What do you think?

Robert: Yeah, | think with anger and softness, | tend to think of the scene in the clearing.



From Tony Morrison's book, Beloved. And the full range of bodies that were there, including
disabled bodies. And so for me as a disabled Black man, | see the range of emotions that are
there and that were allowed to come forth and be present and something that | have learned is
that my anger can be holy, too. And that's something that | didn't have as a child that now as
somebody with a lot of gray hairs in here. | have learned that, ‘'no my anger can be sacred. It
doesn't have to be a consuming fire, for damaging things. But my softness is my anchor. It's, it's
my North Star. But | also...something that people get confused by is...when | do show anger,
like ‘I thought you were soft,’ right? Softness does not preclude me. I'm saying, hey, what you're
doing is wrong. Some of this does not stop me from saying, ‘hey, | need a raise, right?’

Like, 2 things can be true at once. | could be soft. And that is like what's holding this together.
But my anger is part of the sacredness of who | am, is part of my spirituality. It's not divorced
from who | am. So they can live together in the clearing. Together.

And then | would say, as far as questions that | wanna keep alive in the world. | would love -
something | ask myself continually is what does your body need right now? And what does your
soul need? And a lot of my questions frame around intentionality. Right? And when | come to
social media, as | enjoy social media. | only have a limited form of them, but | say ‘what does my
body need to show up in this space, well? What is it that | want to convey or receive here in this
space?’ And | think the grind in the hustle culture keeps us moving so fast, that we rarely take
time to settle down into what does my body need, what is the work my soul must have, you
know, those different things.

Shout out to Katie Cannon. And. Yeah, if there's one thing that | would give the world it's the
ability to slow down and think about what it is that you need and what it is that you desire to
receive, right?

Eric: And if you're able, give yourself that thing.

Robert: Yes, yeah And the end into that point and I think, being someone who has disabilities.
That means something different for me, right? And both asking myself the question and giving
myself the permission. Even when someone hasn't given me the permission.

Right? Like | can't carve out what | need in what | need to give myself. | realize again going to
the clearing outside of the clearing, they're not going to nurture your flesh.

They're not going to bind it up, right, in a healthy way. Right? And so I've had to learn how to do
that for myself, right?

James: | know the hour is getting short, but | just wanted to just add to that because I'm moved
by it. | think that what I've had to learn in therapy and in, you know, communal spaces. I'm
someone who, for much of my life because of the childhood trauma, desperately craved
recognition. And desperately craved affirmation. External affirmation, external recognition. That's



why my career is what it is. That's why people once again, it's a haunting when people celebrate
me for being so young and being so achieved.

As Eric knows, you know, through tears I've explained it, you know, to him and others. | had no
choice. For me, but to be the best and go to the best schools and get all the fellowships and get
all this because | had nothing else.

So if you felt, if you felt like you didn't have to apply for that scholarship or that fellowship, you
don't know how much | envy you because that was all | had and that's a whole nother
conversation, right?

Let's really have conversations about these CVs and how people just accumulate, accumulate
and accumulate, but are you well, right?

And what's really happening, right? Because that's a whole other conversation, but that's why
this part of the conversation is so important for me because what | wanna say, like, cause |
wanna be very clear, you know, with my position and what | hold...l wanna be very clear, you
know, with my position and what | hold, | don't wanna be, | don't wanna, | don't want to be
framed.

| don't wanna frame myself unintentionally as the expert who's calling down because we're great
at calls out. Let me say this about social media. No, no, like no, what | like to do with my own
life...this comes out of my...when when | talk about haunting...l speak this way because | need
to be affirmed. | need to be recognized. So when | go into social media, | need everybody to like
everything that I'm doing and my therapist and people in my community have helped me
throughout years to realize that that space is not healthy because get this. They cannot
celebrate you the way you need to be celebrated, the way you deserve to be celebrated.

Come on, come come into the room. Ancestor Lucille Clifton, won't you celebrate with me?

That would, that | have shaped a kind of life. I've shaped...what | love - that “kind of.” I've
shaped a kind of life. It's when you unite the “kind of” with the what, | had no models. What |
want people to ask, yeah, you may have questions my about my book. You may have questions
about, you know, my post. You may, you may wanna, you may wanna point out the 5 things |
missed, but please celebrate the fact that | am here. | am Dr. Hill and no one told me how to get
here. No one told me how to write an essay to get into college. No one told me about the grants.

Black boys from South Garland don't make it to Northwestern. We don't make it to lecture halls.
We're not supposed to know what the T or the A stands for. We're not supposed to be teaching
those kids. We're not supposed to be teaching any kids. We're not supposed to know how to
read or anything and yet | am here and I'm doctor and yet everything you want to tell me is
everything I've messed up...everything I'm missing because that's what our profession teaches
us to do. Point out everything that's wrong and you have no room to celebrate because you
can't put celebrations in your dossier.



If you could become Associate Professor by celebrating, everybody would be celebrating
everybody, but you don't get promotions that way.

So we don't have time to tell you | see what you come from Black man. | see what they try to do
with you, Black man. | see how you have overcome. We don't we don't really sit with ancestor
Shakur. The rose that grew from the concrete. We can celebrate it by the fact that it grew but we
can also mourn because can a rose thrive in concrete?

They can grow on the concrete, but we all know roses can’t thrive in the concrete. So, | just, I'm
moved by that idea of like, can we do this for ourselves? And we know no one's giving us
permission because in so many of these spaces, the celebration that we look for that...I
just...the celebration that for many years | needed. Look at my family. | of all people. | have
children! I'm a junior. If we did research. Research senior. Research the one who came before.

| am a father. My wife loves me in public and when we close the door. She respects me in public
and in private. My children run up to me when none of yall are around.

And | came from that! And it aint got nothing to do with a book and aint got nothing to do with If |
never get tenure. If | never get another book deal. My children love me. My wife loves me. My
mama don't have to worry about me and | came from that.

And | know even after saying this, my profession and those who call me colleague cannot
celebrate me. You'll say they'll listen to this right now and say, he seems very he seems very
emotional right now. | don't know. It's something mechanically in us. Cause it's haunting, friend.
This is haunting, right now.

Because if you really sit with what I'm saying, it's gonna, it's gonna what it's gonna draw
something out of you and you ain't got time to sit with how you got here.

And all the people who are invested in you not going forth. So you can't you can't celebrate the
kind of life I've, I've shaped, cause that means you gotta look at what you shaping over there.
And you ain't got time for that cause you got a deadline to meet.

So the invitation in all of this for me, that's why | celebrate this space. Is that, | tweet. | post. |
write. | lecture. | got syllabi. But ultimately, what I'm inviting people to do with my career is not...
| don't give a hot damn what type of scholar you think | am. I'm not supposed to be here. With
the wife and children and friends, people who know me on my best. They’re not gonna say how
brilliant Dr. Hill is. They're gonna say he has time for me. They're gonna say he cares about me.
They're gonna say he asked about my health. He's asking if | ate well.

And you gotta ask yourself, who taught James how to do that? People taught me. But when you
come from the region and shadow of death, death is supposed to be your anchor in your
horizon. And when you find an otherwise way to live. Something inside you was gonna want the
world to celebrate the fact that everything tried to kill you. As the ancestor told us. And it has



not. And when..the when your profession does not celebrate you. When your department does
not celebrate you. When your Provost does not celebrate you. When the people who even do...
they know the story. They should be the first ones celebrating you. They will not. But they'll be
the first one to tell you everything you're doing wrong all the way you can improve.

| think as my other brothers have mentioned what's really moving me in this conversation. And |
ask myself daily considering to have apprehended and not, | press, right? | press daily to ask
myself, “James, what you want from the world, you ain't gonna get, Black man. That's the, that's
the sort of bind and burden of being a Black man. That what you want and what you think you
need, what you really do need, you ain't gonna get it...

You're not gonna get it from your detractors and you ain't gonna get it from those who love you,
the way you really need it. They ain't gonna post about it at the end gonna share. They ain't
gonna retweet it. Will you love yourself? You know, and | think that the brothers here have, just
given a beautiful model of an excellent, excellent way forward and | just, | didn't want to let the
hours slip by without just punctuating that with the fact that even as a doctor at Boston
University. | know that Dr. Hill at Boston University. There's no way that the world can celebrate
because the celebration I'm asking ain't got nothing to do with the doctor or the Boston.

They know how to celebrate the doctor in Boston. They can't celebrate the things unseen. That
I'm really inviting us to think about.

Anna: Yall, | wish | could tarry here with you for hours more and look forward to anything that
emerges from this and look forward to anything that emerges from this. But in celebration of
each of you and you together in celebration of this, but in celebration of each of you and you
together in celebration of, yes, your brilliance, but brilliance broadly. In celebration of your care,
in the ways that you haunt us with wisdom and and witness and beauty and in celebration of
your love for yourself and for each other and for the world, thank you.

Robert, Eric, James, what a sacred delight you are and what a gift to be in conversation and
connection and ongoing collaboration with you all.

Thank you infinitely and more to come.

Any final thoughts that any of you want to make sure you give voice to before we close out the
recording?

Robert: No, | just enjoy all that's it. Thank you.

Eric: James knows that you know, John's Jesus says, ‘but fear not. | have conquered the world.’
So that's you know the pastor, like, just like wanted to get that out - | mean, there's all the things
that we named. That haunt us and we are haunted by. And there is a whole other way. That we

could be, if we decided to be. And so let's be about being that. Perhaps.



Robert. Ohh, you just sparked this, sorry, | lied. | think what I'm moved by in...is having this
particular, you know, setting for us to interact. Thank you, Anna for hosting this. Is this is unique
in a lot of different ways. We are scholars from vastly different places, but like | have
appreciated especially since the pandemic started the ability to talk with other Black men.

And share life together, right? It's not, it doesn't even have to like have this really deep
meaningful ending but | think part of the way forward is modeling that Black men can be this
way, right, that we can interact, we can have generative conversation, and be in community with
one another and it's beautiful to me. Yeah, | appreciate y’all.

James: You know, | just want to echo that. | mean, this is is beautiful. | moved whatever |
needed to move out of the way so that we could have this conversation. And | just want to echo
what my other brothers have said, you know, that oftentimes we are having these
conversations, but | think to keep a theme, you know, of the hour. You know, what does it mean
to recognize one another, even knowing that for... because of all the things we named, that
which we desire is always forclosed necessarily, right, right?

You know, so what are the conditions of possibility for us to receive the sort of external
validation for what we're already doing, right? And so, | just want to echo that, what does it
mean to continue into this and seek affirmation otherwise to use you to use that. And just what
I've been echoing and, you know, the from the tradition that | come out of | emerge out of is to
continue this conversation inspires me all the more to make sure that I, commit just a bit even
more energy to making sure the inside of the cup is cleaned as | do to making sure that the
outside is presentable, right? And | think that a lot of the work we're talking about is making sure
that what we are doing in our inner lives, our inner worlds, our, you know, our inner struggles,
right? We're attending to that when we know, you know, what the expectations are, you know,
beyond us. So | appreciate how even in this conversation it has provided the resources and
motivation to continue that work of making sure the inner cup is just as clean as what people
see, you know, from the outside.

So | thank you all for, you know, making such a space, possible. For sure.

Anna: Thank you for making it. All of you together for creating the conversation. And creating a
whole new...what? a whole new and not new lineage of sacred wisdom. Together.

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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