
enfleshed podcast
featuring guest Nya S. Abernathy

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.

Robert: Well, hello, everyone. Welcome back to enfleshed podcast. My name is Robert. I'm a
co-director here at enfleshed along with my colleagues, M and Anna. And we have a special
podcast continuing on the theme of National Poetry Month.

We got this recording in right towards the end of the month. And I have the brilliant, the
wonderful, Nya S. Abernathy. Welcome to our podcast, our little table. Thank you. Nya: Thank
you for having me. Robert: Yeah, I wanted to have you because for those who have not
interacted with Nya, it's funny, I was just talking to somebody about this the other day and was
talking about the way you show up in the world. It is just, it's inspiring and authentic. And I have
loved seeing you in different lights, right? Loved you being vulnerable about the things that
you're experiencing, the way that you view the cosmos is too heady for me, but I just be read ing
every line like, yes, friend, yes. The sciences were not me, but I think the first ever thing that I
saw you write was on hummus.

Hummus, if that's how you say it, humus. Yeah. And I just thought it was so beautiful. I was like,
I got to get to know this person. And I think the question, I think I get this from Rose J. Percy
and she asks, who are you and who are you becoming? Today, who are you and who are you
becoming? It might need to be localized, this hour, who are you and who are you becoming?

Nya: That's such a delicious question. I'm always, always, always, I'm always of the earth and
I'm always of the stars. That feels like a good and a right place to start. It's like, it makes me, I
feel like I'm adding to the question, but it's like, who are you, like, who are you of? You know, I'm
of the earth and I'm of the stars. I'm of Sharon Jacobs and Grandma Gloria. I'm of Auntie Sally
and Auntie Curtis and Auntie Lois and Auntie Karen and Auntie Yoki. I'm of my children.

Some days I feel like I am more of them than they are of me. I'm of my husband and my
husband's love. I'm of my community, which includes, it's so vast. My human community and my
more than human community, I'm of the pine trees of my childhood and the pine trees in my
backyard.



Of ice water, of sweet tea, of my mother's fried chicken, very specifically. I'm of summers in
Jersey with my family and who am I becoming? I am of and I continue to become someone
deeply tethered to creator, to creation.

I am becoming I am and I am becoming a guide and a healer and a cultural cosmologist, a
speculative, creative, nonfiction writer, a facilitator, a journeying companion. I'm becoming a
soprano. I've never been a soprano, usually an alto. I'm becoming a soprano.

Okay. I think so much of my becoming feels like a returning to something as well. So I think in
my, as I practice adulting, the areas of me that I've always been serious have started to
overtake, the areas of me that are the parts or aspects of me.

That have easily accessed a joy in the past. And so I find that I'm returning to the joy and the
ease of accessing it and just saying yes to it, even when the adulting says it's not time for that.
It's always time. It's always time for joy. Love that.

Robert: I love that your answers are rich. Your answers for those listening, well, you all will see
why I invited her on the podcast. You see it's national poetry month. You see the poet speaking.
And I love that you are confident in yourself enough, or at least I perceive the confidence
enough to pause, to reflect, right? Often in fast-paced conversations, you can feel this pressure
to turn out an answer. You're like, wait, no, let me, let me slow myself down.

Let me sit my tail down for a second. And as you were talking and talking about who you are of,
it reminds me of the evergreen question that was given to James Baldwin that he talks about,
where a young black woman pastor asked him, who's little boy are you? And his inability to
answer that caused him to collapse himself into various spaces that, looking back, he had
thoughts about, right? But that inability to answer, who am I of, caused him to try to shape shift.

And so, but he came out the other side. And I love how you answer that. I always say, I am a
son of blackness. I'm a son of Robert and Anna, right? Like, that is how I answer that question
of who am I and who's, what lineage do I come from? But I, you know, I think about the work,
some, just one piece of the work that you do, because I can't see all of it. But I think of, you
know, how you show up as a mother, as a wife, as a poet, as a writer, you have, you know, your
sub stack of Earth and of stars, which is wonderful. You have a new book, Welcome Wanda,
which is incredible.

And I wanted to ask you, when you think about the gifts, let me back up. I think that poets are
underappreciated. And I don't even know how you classify yourself. Because sometimes you'd
be like trying to dodge some, some really good words, but you are a poet. And so I think they're
underappreciated. And I am curious what you think poets give to the world, like what, yeah.

Nya: I've been purposely did not name myself as a poet, and I have written about not naming
myself as a poet. And also, welcoming when those who encounter me and my work name it as
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poetry or name me as poet and welcoming that name. Because so many times we move
through the world in the lens of ourselves that we understand, or are familiar with, or what feels
like we should be doing, or what, what keeps us in the trajectory that we're kind of facing. And
when I allow the people around me to, to call my gifts to the world the way that they experience
them.

There's something very generous in that. My work then becomes dialogue and conversation.
And it becomes a child of the collective, as opposed to just mine. And it was never, particularly
this writing around wonder, it was never I never wrote for it to be mine. I wrote for it to be ours
for it to belong to us, to others. If I wanted it to be mine, I would have kept it in my journal.

I'm putting it out to, not just to share, but for it to belong to others. And so I say all that to make a
comment about you calling me a poet.

Robert: You get to name yourself though, you really do. And you know, because I love how
generous you just talked about that generosity of, though you don't call yourself that, you are
sensitive enough to know how other people are experiencing how you show up in, in the gifts
that you bring to the world, right? But go ahead. Yeah. Yeah.

Nya: And your question, what, what the poets give, what are, what is, what is the gift of the poet,
particularly the underappreciated gifts of the poets? I think about Dr. Kelpner, he wrote a book
called awe, and I devoured the book, it was amazing.

Robert: Yeah, that sounds like a book you would read in a short time period.

Nya: And he really marries science with experience, which I don't, I don't really think you can
separate the two, but I mean it in a very like science controlled lab research observation sense
with experiences of awe. And then offers all of that to us. And it just, it's beautiful. And one of my
favorite parts of the book is towards, I think it's towards the beginning, but he talks about, there's
two things he talks about that really draw me in when he talks about this idea of collective
effervescence, which essentially is a co-created or co-experiential awe. And then he talks about,
he uses a phrase where he talks about archiving awe. And he kind of sets it up and says about,
I think it's like 100,000 years ago, there starts to be within the archeological record, we see
where people move from survival into archiving awe because they survive. They survive and
they start archiving awe in language and in art and in symbolism and all these other ways. And
so along with really any artists, I think the gift of the poet is archival.

It's an archival gift of your preacher of what is, what is happening now and putting the now in
conversation with the past and then dreaming and putting now in conversation with the future
and refusing to let someone else tell our story, tell the story of the poet and the community of the
poet and the experience of the poet and handing it to us in a way that is digestible, that if you're
not going to read the dissertation, read the poetry about the same subject that dissertation is
about. And that's not easy to do. It's very, I'm a pretty verbose when it comes with words. And so
when a poet, and I specifically think about Lucille Clifton, my favorite, when a poet can give you
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a snack or a quick meal, and you think about that meal for days and for weeks and for months,
and you have all these other meals in between, but you can't stop thinking about that one meal
or that snack that they gave you. That is when the poet can take something vast and hand it to
you undiluted and present it beautifully in language. And those are the gifts, I think, that we have
from poets.

Robert: I'm a sneak, I'm a sneak in and say you do, you do that for the world, but you know, so
call yourself what you want, Fred. I was like, wow, you're going to detail every reason why I will
call you a poet. Okay, that's totally fine. It ain't no problem.

Ain't no problem. But I know I really do not just because I have written poetry with you, and
alongside you and collaborated with you. And I'm like, child, you do it all that and then some, but
it's it's it's that snack part, it's that ability, the words to transcend, I think that that's it is like the
poets are able to speak in a time pair where there's all this noise going on, and their words
almost lift off the page in a way that they capture something. And I love that she said archival,
right? Like, I think it's archival in that pointing towards a beautiful possibility is not just what you
do, but others like, since you mentioned Lucille Clifton, the snack that lives with me is that every
day something has tried to kill me and has failed.

Like that, I mean, when I tell you that rings in my spirit, so often every day, something has tried
to kill me and has failed. And those who know the words, that's a church service.

Nya: Okay, that's it.

Robert: It's a whole service. It's a two and a half hour service in three lines. And three, I'm like,
oh, you're just going to take me all the way to the take me to the kid. But I think, and I think of
June Jordan, I love so much of her work. And the piece, the snack bite that has been sitting with
me recently has been I am black alive and looking back at you. And that is so rich. Like I like
that declaration, hey, I am black alive.

And I'm looking back at you in a world that's committed to anti blackness. Yeah, that's also a
servant. June Jordan, why you go, why you just go drop that on us. But I think it is a beautiful
thing, you know, and so there's so much gift that the poet in the poem can bring to the world in
terms of calling out hypocrisy, calling out things in elaborate ways, but also very simple ways
with certain turns of phrases, you know, it can be part of how we Because everyone does
resistance and liberation work different, right? And we all have a part to play. And I think the
poet has a unique part to play, or we can call it a different name. Those who reflect beauty and
wonder, which is, you know, how I see your work, right? Like, we need people like y'all, too. We
absolutely do. Yeah.

Nya: Hmm. The poet as preacher is what, what I'm sitting with. Hmm.

Nya: The poet as preacher, the poet as prophets. The poet as proclamer of whatever it is that
needs to be proclaimed. If it's good news. If it is. If it is.
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A reminder that we're not alone. If it is an unveiling, calling back. If it is. Instructions to move
forward. The way that the poet and the poem.

Can turn. The energy of their words into a sermon. Into a lament.

Into a gospel. Of. That is. That is a word of poetry. That's.

I feel. You have either had to experience something much like the preacher and much like the
prophet and much like the lamentor. That comes from experience. That's not something that you
go to poetry school and academically learn how to do. You may go and learn. You know, you
know, parts like the technicalities of language, but you can't turn the technicalities of language
into good news. You can't turn technicalities of language into dreams.

And into imaginations for futures. But that is where the poet shows up and says, I will take
language. And I think some of the best mix the technical with the colloquial with the, with the,
the language you know, in your belly. When somebody writes. Mm hmm. And I know what they
mean when they write three m's and an H and two M's together.

Yeah. There's something in that that is magic and is medicine and is sermon and is invitation
and is truly an embodiment of the poets of imago dei and embodiment and an expression of the
divine through the poets. Work in, in that space and I, everybody who calls themselves a poet
can't do that. And that's one of the reasons I'm so hesitant to call myself a poet because of the
alchemy it takes to do that. And so I receive it if you see the alchemy in it and will call me poet.
Okay.

Robert: Yeah, we all see it from you - we do. You the last one in line but I hear you. But I, you
know, I say that the reason that you know with the poet and the poem, that isn't something that
to your point it's like someone has to receive it right like it's not, you know, not everyone who
even does their little MF, not little because that sounded condescending kind of setting because
it's big MFA. They might not even be a poet in a way that's legible to us right. I think it's
interesting because the next question I was going to ask you is, who are some of your
influences and writing in general, like who are some people, you know, because you talked
about your family and you talked about being you know a child of the chicken, the fried chicken.
You know, but I also think to this swirl of conversation we're having. I'm just thinking about
recently I was on a trip and sat with our mutual friend Sharifa, and just had just a heartwarming
conversation kids playing you know running in and out. And we were talking about some of our
influences and people that inspired us and your name came up in the work that you do. And I
don't know that you'll ever fully I don't want to get emotional about this but I'm a crybaby. I don't
think you'll ever know the permission you give people like us to take a breath and be able to,
you know, I was reading your work. During some of the darkest times in a job that I hated. And
just trying to get up enough strength to go to work every day and I'm reading your stuff on
wonder. And you're releasing it once a month but it's like, there are people like me that needed
those life giving words. And I don't know that you'll ever be able to fully appreciate that on this
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side, but I hope people are able to tell you. And so with that who are some of those people that
are informing how how you think or how you're right.

Nya: First of all, thank you to you and Sharifa. It means more than I can possibly express and in
this moment. Oh, the first person I think about as my mom, because my mom is a writer and
pursuit it as a as a personal expression. Yeah. And my grandmother, I believe did some writing
as well. She was more on the educator side and, and so I feel like it's, it's in there it's in the
lineage. My daughter is a writer. She is written already she's seven and she's already writing
stories and poems and and so there's such an influence for me to move forward when I have
the opportunity to share my writing publicly and to remember that I didn't conjure the gift up
myself that it's been given. It's been passed on and I don't mind sharing this here I was, I'm like
do I want to share this here I will share this here first. The paperback of my book is coming out
and I am actually going to change the way that I list my author name to include my matrilineal
name.

And so instead of Nya S. Abernathy will come out under the name of Nya Jacobs Abernathy
because I want to honor those. Not just the influencers of my writer writing but the, the gifters,
the ones who passed it down to me and it continues to come through that space. So, it's hard
for me to think about who influences my writing versus who influences the content, because
there is a whole list of people that I can say here's who I'm not just learning from but how they
talk about space or how they talk about whatever their thing is with earth or human relationships
is highly influential into what I write.

When I think about who influences how I write. It's, it's so many of us Robert. It's so many of us
because I don't have an MFA so I didn't come up.

Robert: Yeah, same. Nya: And like this academic space where I'm, you know, or doing the
things that puts me in rooms with a bunch of different writers and so the people who are
influencing me now that feel very like top of mind and top of heart. Our people in - who we write
with - it's you, Sharifa, it's Rose, it's Carla, it's Marla, it's Camille, it's it's Trey it's it's and I could
keep going and and it's the people that I think I'm going to keep saying the same thing because
you need to keep hearing it and the message is not complicated but it's important like that
speculative fiction writers in Kate Jemisin, Rebecca Roanhorse, Ken Liu say in lieu the way that
they play right on the line in between reality and speculation, not quite fiction, and in leaning to
fantasy, but it's still kind of plays in in this space of reality.

They influence me so much as well. And I'm constantly adding names and so it feels impossible
to say, oh, because I feel like I'm going to listen and I'm like, oh no I missed a person so if I told
you I'd like your writing, and you didn't hear your name in the list, you're still in my list.

Robert: You're in the great cloud of witnesses you are.

Nya: You are in the great cloud of writing witnesses and so. I think, particularly when I'm thinking
about the community of writers that we are interacting with and that we're sharing with one
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another that I've, you know, I found out about all y'all because of Carla, you know, um, I mean,
honestly, that Rebecca James Lovett it writes with... I mean so now there's more people coming
up so I want to make sure that I mentioned this person is for them. So much of it is permission
reading the writing of those that we're in community with so much about the permission to write
from my whole place.

Yeah. And not try and make it sound like, "well I need to say it like this or I need to write it like
this. Or I can't talk about this. And if all of us make fried chicken, the table full of fried chicken is
not - no one wants to come to that feast. But as we continue to give each other the permission
to write from our wholeness from our imago dei - from our actual true experience and to name it
with the honesty and the vulnerability that we feel comfortable in that moment naming it.
Knowing that it can change that the next time I talk about it I might feel less comfortable or more
and there's, and that all of that the change and the fluctuation of our day to day of our of how we
show up as humans.

The access that we give can change but us committing to and making the agreement to show
up in our full humanity that part doesn't change. It feels less risky when I read the writing of
those that we write in community with, because I know I'm not the only one taking that risk. I
love that.

Robert: Thank you for that. I want to close with putting you on the spot and asking if you would
mind reading a line or two from your new book. Welcome Wonder is the welcome.

Nya: Yes, yes, of course. Thank you. And I appreciate Robert you're so, you're just, you're so
generous with me. I really appreciate your care and just be putting your arms around me. I've
never met you in person. Not yet. Not yet. We shall. And yes. And I have felt your arms around
me so many times as I have committed to and growing in my own writing. And that means so
much. Like I can't overstate that particularly the fact that you invited me to write poetry I was like
why would he ask me to do that this is a ridiculous request but I very rarely say no to Robert so
I'm like, All right, let's try it.

Robert: And I just, you know, one thing before you read that I just find so much beauty and yeah
I feel that at the heart level, what I know of your husband, the glimpses I've seen of him he's
done some interviews with I'm like he's a cool cat, you know like, I need to be friends with him
to, and then meeting your son before we press play on the... Yo, your family lit. The whole crew.
I'm over here. Go ahead.

Nya: Okay, so the way just I'll give this little setup the book is. It's set up in three cycles, and
within each cycle. There are four sections, and I will read what I'll do just to kind of. And it's, it's
loose, but there is an intention and a cadence with it so before I read the piece where this
comes out of the second cycle of the book. I'll read the quote for the second cycle. I'll read the
quote from this set, and then I'll read the offering.

All right. Quote as humans and animals, we easily turn to nature to find something that was
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either lost or wants to be found in quotes, room app nature swagger. When I fear the universe, I
fear myself. When I love and am in awe of the universe,

I love and am in awe of myself. End quote. adrienne marie brown emergent strategy shaping
change changing worlds.

Offering. Transformation can bring you into places and ways of being you hadn't imagined
before the journey. A few years ago during a walk on the beach, the seashells inspired this
musing. What I do matters to the sea. Who I am matters to the creatures big and small that I will
never meet in person. Seashells are beautiful reminders of the little beings who once inhabited
them.

These tiny creations give more gifts than can be realized, including their discarded shells on the
beach. My breath matters. I am made of stars. Water is my original elder. And there are dignified
creatures in the waters and lands I may never get to. But the effects of my living will.

The same is true for you my friend. Wherever you are on the journey, maybe even sitting on the
side of the path for an extended break. May you breathe deep. Gaze at the sky.

Give thanks to the water. May you learn from the more than human. Here about their well being
and connect and reciprocity. And in all this love. Receive love. Give love. Rest in love and live
through love.

Robert: Thank you so much. Thank you.

7


