spiritual nourishment for collective liberation Qa

Anna: 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.

[music fades in]

Robert: Hello, everyone. My name is Robert and | am here with the other two
co-directors, from enfleshed. Go ahead, say hello, introduce yourself, everyone.

M: Hey, - Oh, thanks. Pronouns are they / them and glad to be here with you as
always. Yeah.

Anna: And Anna over here, they them pronouns also and also delighted to be in
conversation with M and Robert and to be sharing conversation with all y'all.

Robert: Yeah, and my pronouns are he, him. And I'm excited because we're
going to be talking about a resource that we put together, we helped edit and
collaborate with other wonderful human beings with and we'll get into that more.
And it's called "soft words for hard days enfleshed disability wisdom. And before
we get into that, | just want to read just a smidge of wisdom from Audre Lorde to
ground us. You can never go wrong with Audre Lorde.

So, whatever posture that you can get in that you will be receptive in, if you need
to close your eyes, if you need to put your heart over your chest, whatever is
peaceful for you, go ahead. So she writes, "l want to live the rest of my life,
however long or short, with as much sweetness as | can decently manage, loving
all the people | love and doing as much as | can of the work | still have to do. I'm
going to write fire until it comes out of my ears, my eyes, my nose holes
everywhere, until it's every breath | breathe. I'm going to go out a fucking
meteor." | read that last part for Anna specifically. Yeah, this that is grounding for
me because knowing that Audre Lorde wrote it as she was in the midst of her
own health crises. And this was the intention that she had.



And | can think of no better way than to lead into talking about soft words for hard
days. And for those who don't know, this has been a project that's been over a
year in the making. It started as a seed in a creative council meeting and it just
grew.

| had a number of different iterations. And so we really wanted to create
something where disabled people speak for themselves, right? And think about
all of our social locations, our experiences.

And so soft words for hard days was born. But the first question | want to ask
both of y'all and then open it up, be less buttoned up from here is why this
resource, why now? Yeah, what do y'all think?

Anna: | can share something and then maybe pass it back and forth. | am holding
this book in my hands right now and feeling the soft cover and seeing the
gorgeous, gorgeous art made by cozcon that is on the front and back of this
book. And the dedication in this little book is dedicated to, for and with all of us
who have learned we are too much and not enough, but are courageously
relearning, practicing and celebrating how we are each and all already holy,
whole, and holy deserving of love, belonging, joy, freedom, connection, and rest.
And that for me, the dedication gets to some of that why and why now, the
urgency with which we need a world in which we are all already always treated
and responded to and right as already holy and whole and holy belonging. And
we know that we have been in hard days personally and collectively and that
there are not going to be any shortage of hard days in the days to come and
creating within for each other spaces of respite, places of softness, of rest, and
sharing the wisdom that emerges from the hard days in our own lives with each
other feels one of those practices of softness that is itself a practice of healing in
a disability justice lineage sort of way of healing that is of course always always
collective.

Robert: That's beautiful. What do you think, M? well
M: I'm thinking a few things. One that the time is always right for this resource

right - pretty sure it's past due, on the way, it's not finished. It's everything. And
also I'm thinking about how hard things stir other things up and including



possibility - and how COVID really was a moment that stirred up a lot including
the opportunity to really listen and change based on disability justice wisdom.
And it's hard to imagine another opening where there was so much possibility for
really integrating the wisdom of disabled and chronically ill people especially and
not only but especially in an event that is so disabling in and of itself. And | was
thinking about this earlier and my brain wanted to go to - "and nobody listened."

And | resist the temptation to end in that kind of posture because that's not true. |
wish more people were integrating. | wish more systems were responding and
changing.

And it's terrible how much loss continues to accrue because that doesn't happen.
And also people - some people - some of us are constantly being transformed by
these moments. And | am grateful that people continue to tell stories. People
continue to integrate. People continue and self including us including those we're
in conversation with fighting for systems to change or be torn down and built
differently. So it feels just one little drop in the bucket of the ongoing work to keep
inviting life into the wisdom of disability justice.

Robert: Oh yeah. Preachin real good. For me | would say part of this project was
born out of frustration and pain honestly. Frustration because | felt there weren't
resources that | could hold on to as | tentatively took hold of that word disabled in
that | was intimidated by claiming that | was disabled even though | had so many
disabilities. | was collecting them infinity stones and | was still intimidated by who
gets to claim disabled.

Who gets the right to that word. And as | was coming into the knowledge and the
awareness that yes brother you too are disabled. | didn't - you know, at first |
looked in disability theology and | think some things there that might not be
generative for right now. So but | didn't see myself there.

I'll just say that plainly. | didn't see myself at all. And even the disability
theologians | respected so much rarely brought an intersectional lens enough
that | could find sustenance there and there are some that are doing great work
so | don't want to shit on the whole field right that would be intense. But | had
frustration and there was this pain of | need to be sustained as a disabled person
and | brought that seed to meetings with the both of you and the others and | felt



this immediate response. Yes let's do it.

And so wait | didn't say | wanted to do it. | just you know there's this frustration
but there was this immediate synergy. Okay let's make something ourselves and
| think | was surprised even though it's been a year and a half it's felt it moved
rather quickly from the frustration and the pain to starting to create the work. |
mean what do y'all think? | mean and then why soft words? why that for hard
days specifically?

why? Because | do want to say that it was M and Anna that came up with the
title. So let's just say that was not a collaborative effort. | just said two thumbs up
in the chat. That's all | did. So collaborative.

Robert: My thumbs were there.

M: I think one thing for me just in the gift of working on this project together has
been the invitation to bring our own experiences right and to you know this
project is really - we started with who is at enfleshed to identify with disability
and or chronic illness and created from there which is different than some of our
other projects where we're really seeking out a broader collection of people and
in this, we are really centering the intimacy of our own lives first in this particular
case and so for me | felt the invitation to as we were thinking about what this
resource is, | was thinking about some of my own experiences you know and on
my hard days it's hard to move. It's hard to think and when | imagine myself in
bed and just kind of over it and also bored and anything that | can imagine
mustering the physical capacity to reach for better be something soft - and
something | can take in easy. You know that I'm not turning to theory on that day.
I'm not trying to unpack you know the hard stuff that | love on a lot of days but not
on those hard days. | mean something that goes down good medicine right and |
think that was part of what conjured some of those words.

Robert: A spoonful of sugar makes the medicine go down and that's the wisdom.
And building off Mary Poppins.

Anna: | just yeah | resonate with that so much and know that | was | still am
sometimes struggling to practice that softness with myself when disability and
chronic illness is particularly flaring in my own life and | struggle sometimes with



that softness with others right and and want to be accountable to my own
commitments there and have have really appreciated the the pace with which the
project has emerged that has allowed us to do some of that processing. | know
for me some of the pieces in this were my own first attempts at putting into words
experiences that | was having in my own flesh and trying to make sense of and
trying to figure out how to live in this body-mind being ever-changing and not feel
betrayed by myself. what what does it mean to be in good soft trusting
relationship with myself through chronic illness flares and through intermittent
and flexible dynamic disability and so doing that deeply personal work while also
being in connection with each other through this project's emergence has felt
really sweet and really sacred and I'm remembering how one of the the early
iterations as the seed was germinating we talked about love letters and wanting
to write love letters to again whether it's our disability to a disabling event
perhaps right how to bring a fierce love into it that holds place for for rage for
grief for disabling events that should not be for the ways that systems of power
and oppression and structures create disability and are themselves disabling
systems so kind of wanting wrestling together with the softness we need without
losing what is not soft about these experiences and and having that fierce
honesty with ourselves and each other and bearing witness but tracing that
thread of softness through that.

Robert: Yeah that's beautiful. I'm thinking something you said a moment ago just
about the collective wisdom that disabled people have. | think you know in the
pandemic people were asking these questions that would make me roll my eyes
- how can we build community when we're not all in the same place? Like, it's
blowing my mind- | just how can we, you know, there's articles being written on it
- there's people pontificating on it - people are doing Instagram lives where
they're asking the questions and I'm thinking, these are questions disabled
people know very well and churches were squirting babies because they didn't
know how to do the sacraments - what we couldn't gather so they're we'd take
the super soaker out and suck the baby you know.

And it just felt one big episode of the office. | just - are we living here? And
people were trying to create things that disabled people had been living. You
know, they didn't know that the disabled people in your church, many of them
don't gather every Sunday. Yes and they're having to keep themselves alive
physically, emotionally, spiritually and so people were recreating these, you know,



the wheel when you could just turn to your neighbor and ask how are you getting
through this, how have you already gotten through this, right? And so | love that
even when Anna added that ‘enfleshed disability wisdom’ to the title | was wow
this is perfect. And there's just so much wisdom if we would - to your point - just
listen to one another. The people that died, so many of them did not have to.And
that that haunts me. Yeah. Thoughts on that? | had another question but | just
want to stay there for a second if you all have any other thoughts on the wisdom
that disabled people can bring - that we do bring and that we're existing with as
we as we connect with one another in the outside world.

Anna: there's something Robert about the language of haunting that you used
that feels really, | don't know, that resonates deeply for me in that question. | want
us to collectively... to stay haunted because of how often the wisdom of those
who hold it from hard experience are not listened to and with so much at stake
then for our lives, when we turn from that wisdom it is it is a matter of life and
death and to over and over and over have these cycles where within our
collective life we actually do have the wisdom we need to choose well to
minimize at least uh suffering or harm or pain uh to protect each other, to care for
each other, to do otherwise and how often over and over we turn collectively from
that wisdom. And | love that M was not willing to just stay in a story that ends
over and over in just betrayal. And to keep recreating that story but to be haunted
by the times that that we've turned from the wisdom we desperately need.

M: And you know I'm just always thinking about what is what are the things that
are keeping keeping folks from integrating this wisdom or that from this group or
that or all these groups all of us you know and | know that it is so much more
than just an individual choosing to open or close. That it’s all - it's capitalism
moving all of us at a pace we cannot sustain and wisdom does not move quickly
- wisdom does not integrate quickly. We have to be willing to take the time to to
let ourselves be changed and then to figure out how to interact with the world
differently and it's not the easy route. And so we often leave people behind
instead of doing the hard pushing against the systems that are encouraging us to
leave each other behind. And yeah | think part of the choosing not to end with
betrayal is remembering that you know, we all have the option of uh we can't
change all those systems quickly but we can sort of keep choosing to lean into
wisdom slowly and you know integrate what we can and that is something
accessible, ultimately, to | think to all of us as humans and so there's always



hope there.

Robert: hello - some of my favorite conversation partners, seriously. Yeah, | want
to back up for a second. And give some type of flesh to framework, to the word
‘disabled.” Because different people relate to that word. Some people have such
an aversion to that word, right? | think of so many Black loved ones who, you
know, I'll be talking to them and they'll describe their daily life and I'm thinking... |
was sitting at dinner with a precious friend and | asked him, would you describe
yourself as disabled?

And he said, ‘of course not.” I'm thinking, everything you just described to me is
like, yes. So can we give some language, some flesh, some sketching of what
disability is and can be and also the reality that some of the things that make us
disabled to Anna, you pointed this out, one, America makes us disabled. It's a
disabling...

Anan: empire is disabling.

Robert: Yes. Yeah. The empire is disabling. Yes. | just wrote a paper on that. Yes.
And then some of the things that we... that are intrinsic to us aren't disabilities,
but they are made disabilities because we live in America. | think of attention
deficit disorder. It is a disability because we live here in this empire that forces
the norm to be, can you pay attention for 10 hours at a time? No, or autism is a
disability.

Well, no, it's because we don't appreciate diverse ways of looking at the world.
And so just give us some sketches of disability and what it can be. I'll give one
example.

| was teaching in a class last year this time, ironically, and | put up two different
pictures for people as a pedagogical tool. And one was a group of Black men,
strong looking brothers from Morehouse. And another was a children's
classroom.

And they were diverse ethnically. And then there was one child was in a
wheelchair. And | was asking, how would you teach these two sets of people and
what comes to your mind? And people kept pointing out, well, one child, there's



one person in both of these pictures that's disabled. And they were pointing to
the person that was in the wheelchair. And so they went about how | would teach
this person that's in the wheelchair. Everyone went around. | asked them, what if
| told you every single person in both pictures was disabled?

And then it got awkward because people were like, well, | wouldn't. How would |
just, you're thinking that you can determine somebody's ability based upon what
your eyes see as part of the work, why we are doing what we're doing. And so
the point is, you can't know without asking questions, without listening. You know,
if you were to see all three of us in person, | don't know that you would say that
we're disabled.

So part of, | guess, part of me sketching it out is like, you don't know just by what
your eyes see. Yeah. That's right.

Anna: Robert, | think one of the things that you're drawing attention to that feels a
thread throughout so much of enfleshed’s life and the work of solidarity and
collective liberation is that work of drawing connections between experiences,
finding common threads, finding forms of togetherness that can inform our
solidarity while holding sufficient space for an honoring and recognizing
particularity. And | know we talked a lot, especially in our early conversations
about this project, about how to do that well, how to point toward the threads of
connection, the patterns in our experiences that emerge while also recognizing
that each of our experiences radically different from each other. And that feels
just really sacred work that requires a kind of time and deep relationship and
pushes against shame, which feels another of the threads that people were
wrestling with in their pieces. And in this project, generally, they're like, what do
we do with shame that has, that we've inherited shame and stigma that we've
internalized, shame and stigma that we're aware of, and doing that, doing that
composting of shame feels part of the work of solidarity. It's how we come into
connection with each other.

M: Yeah.
Robert: Oh, that was good. Yeah. Anything else? M, you look you're thinking.

M: Yeah, yeah. I'm thinking about how, you know, a queer lens on anything asks



us to make sure we're always blurring the lines of where something begins and
ends as a category, especially in identity politics. And so just the question of what
it means to be disabled is a slippery one in and of itself, to your point, Robert,
invisible or not, and what we even mean by that. And the built in ableism of that,
right?

And then like, we also, these categories typically take on a static function, you're
either disabled or you're not, every day. It's - anna already used the language |
really identify with - dynamically disabled - because like, there are some days
that disability takes a major backseat in my life. And there are other days that it
takes a major front seat. Wvery day is very different. And so even if somebody
were simply observing my life and trying to make assessments to your point,
Robert, they shouldn't. But if they were, hypothetically depends on the day, right?

It depends on the day. And same with mental health and chronic illness, it's a
slippery set of terms. And then |, that also makes me think historically the ways
that otherness of all kinds have been pathologized or it feels the options are:
pathologized, criminalized or put on a pedestal. At some point, you know,

Anna: did you say you eugenocized?
M: | mean, yeah!

Anan: Like, yeah. And are you deviant? Are you divergent? And are you Crip,
queer, you know, these, these words that speak to where you are and in relation
to locus of power? Yeah. Right.

M: And how for a time, you know, queerness was considered mental health
problems. And then yeah, gender identity disorder, right? All of these - the
pathology of all of it is just really complicated. So | don't trust the language, but |
trust what we do with it in movement and community.

Robert: Yeah. Yeah, it is difficult because, you know, even attention deficit
disorder. | was speaking with a scholar earlier and he said, just even look at how
that's framed, that there's some deficit that you're that you don't have. And it's
like, even then, you know, so we struggle as we try to make meaningful
language, knowing that the tools that we have are, we're trying, you know, they're



not, they're - dynamically disabled is better than | have. So yeah, we are
attempting to make meaning. So in this resource, we have, we have the letters
aspect. Some of them don't take on the aspect of love letters because, you know,
| think it was so unique, we wrote letters to different parts of our lives, right?

So | believe | can't remember, | think it might be Molly, but y'all can correct me.
Somebody wrote a letter to their pool, their rec center pool. And, you know,
others wrote, you know, to their Uber delivery driver, these things that are part of
our disabled lives, that we wanted to bring front and center for people. So we
have these letters throughout the book, we have these poems that are beautiful,
these rituals, essays. And so as you both were writing, of course, editing as well,
because that was the, you know, that was the not fun part. But what things were
coming up from you, were there emotions?

Was there triggering moments or moments where you might have had to step
back from writing what was coming up for you, as you were writing your different
sections of this book?

M: A lot. A lot. | could go in a lot of different directions, right? But | think, | think
one of them, and | don't even know how to really talk about it off the cuff, but |
feel the ways that | still even in a space ours, not because of any of us, but
because of interacting with the world we live in, and especially in relationship to
churches, which are historically, systemically, extremely ableist. | censor myself,
and | make sure to tone how | talk about it, particularly chronic depression, very
carefully, because it is, we are even, even so many of the best structural, quote
unquote, responses to mental health are still so seeped and awful, awful ideas
about what it actually means to support people. And the institutional responses
provided are often terrible for people, especially of multiple marginalization. And
so | find it very difficult to both practice the honesty and authenticity | wish to and
contribute to narratives that keep us from feeling isolated, because so many of us
are experiencing the same things, and it's normal, you know, but we can be so
quickly judged or dismissed or again pathologized in unhelpful ways if we cross
certain unspoken lines with what we discuss.

And I just find that an ongoing real challenge, and I'm so grateful and
appreciative of those who are really doing amazing work around creating different
structures of what it looks to care for people when we need help, when we need



each other, and not just sending people to institutions or God forbid the police.
Yeah.

Robert: Yeah. | want to say both of y'all are part of creating different structures.
And you know, even what y'all have done in creating enfleshed, the ways that
you that you built into the structure, you know, I'm biased because | work here.
But you said people and | want to bring it local. Y'all are the people that are
creating different structures.

And | know that typically if | am having a flare up, I'm not worried, am | going to
lose my job? Right. And so y'all are part of creating that in the world. But Anna,
thoughts on what was coming up for you as you were creating?

Anna: Robert, I'm so glad we're in the three of us plus others are in that creating
together. | think again, so much of what and what you, Robert, have shared
resonates. It brought up a lot of feelings. It was cathartic, and it was also hard. It
was painful. It required a lot. It, you know, it was soul work to be trying to come to
these words and to find to find what softness was there to bear witness to and to
kind of conjure. And one of the things | thought about were some very particular
kiddos in my life who are disabled, who experienced disability and chronic iliness
in ways that that will continue to unfold and knowing that I'm already learning
ways to be with myself well from seeing these kids learn how to be with
themselves well, and wanting to offer also back some of my own gratitude, be
part of what they're doing, be part of sharing out what might, what might also
resource them and knowing that's very much a both way, a two way street. |
mean, more than two ways, but very reciprocal. And | just, | feel, | feel the
tenderness, | feel the longing for there to be less suffering, less shame, less
internalized shit for those who come after and then not just in age, right, but that
that's part of what we can do with our experience for our collective lives on
sharing that and making something perhaps a little bit smoother, a little bit softer,
crafting a little bit of that belonging for others. | love that.

Robert: Getting ready to wrap up and I'm going to put you on the spot in a

second, so I'm just going to warn you that, you know, a head of time for you to
read maybe a few lines of your favorite part of the book, it could be something
you've written or somebody else, but I'll answer the question too. So | give you
time. As | was writing, it was painful to be this transparent. And you know what



came up for me when | was preparing for this conversation. | have this little note
from June 4 where | wrote this just tiny little piece. And then | have the document
up where | asked both of you, can we include this in the book? And it was the title
of it was, ‘to this body of mine.” And | remember waking up that morning, and the
words just spilled out onto a page. And | was like, this is the most transparent for
me part of the book. And | was like, | don't even know. | was hoping that one of
you would be like, no, because it was so raw that | was like, yeah, this might be
just for a journal.

Because there's this line in here where | say, ‘pain is not my only story and
neither is it my name. So to this body of mine, | love you. | thank you. And |
appreciate you.” That was a deep work for me. That was like, | was like, | feel |
came out of a therapy session. This might be too raw for this. This might be for
volume two. So it was cathartic. Yeah. And | thank y'all for holding that piece with
me. Yeah. So that was important for me. Yeah.

M: That's so beautiful.
Robert: | was like, that was very painfully vulnerable.

Anna: Those lines are some of the lines from this that like, that are alive in a way
that now live beyond this book, | hear them. And yeah, they've already been such
a such a sacred offering and a gift, Robert. Thank you. Thanks for bringing your
raw tenderness. Thank you.

Robert: So give us, give us some words and then maybe M, you can tell people
afterwards where they can order the book and let's do it.

Anna: Oh man, it is so hard. There's some lines from every single one of these.

Robert: It feels so hard to pick one. Yeah, | can never, | can never pick one. I'll go
ahead and pick some lines from my essay on disability justice lineage.

Anna: Just because it is, it's particularly present in my mind and | find it in this
gorgeous book right now. But how can we, how can we cherish this cosmic blip
of being we get to share? We’re already whole, always beloved. We Crip
weirdos. We disabled queerdos. We sick and sad and mad with grief. We of



tentacular time. We who shake and shimmer. We who tremor and stim and twirl
on tiptoe. We who transform language into dance. Who feel kinship with crows
Who defy linear scripts. Who speak in unnamed languages and dream in
kaleidoscopic wonder, bound up together, our pasts, our presence, our futures,
so many opportunities to harm, but also, also to heal, to hold, to be held, to
thrive. Which feels part of our, our hope, our collective offering through this
project.

M: Beautiful. Thank you, Anna. And speaking of reading the whole book, there
will be an audio book to come.

Anna: We need more of Robert's voice in our ears.
Robert: I'm sorry, you just get. | love your voice, Anna.

M: Yeah, we also have an ebook soon available, maybe by the time this podcast
goes live. And the print book is now available, just with some timelines of actually
getting it out as a very tiny, tiny organization.

So go ahead and get your order in and we'll have them out as soon as possible.
You can order it at enfleshed.com. You'll see the book on the very front page of
the website. And we'd love for y'all's help in spreading the word to others you
think would find this resource valuable. So get your copy today, sliding scale.

Robert: Hey, bless that sliding scale. Hey, well, y'all are incredible. Thanks for
talking about soft words for hard days. | am so appreciative of your work, all the
people who helped to envision this. | think of Jeanelle.

| think of, you know, Cassidy, different people who are part of, you know, who
may not have actually have something in this, but they absolutely helped to

frame what we have here. Yeah, so amen and amen. Y'all are awesome.

M: Yeah. Thanks, Robert. Thank you so much.

[musical outro]



