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: Well, welcome everyone back to the podcast. My name is Robert and I'm joined
by my wonderful colleagues. Go ahead and introduce yourselves.

M: Hey, y'all, it's M, pronouns they/them. Glad to be here.

Anna: And I'm Anna, pronouns also they them and delighted to be in conversation with
Robert and M.

Robert: And my pronouns are he, him. | apologize for not saying that on the front end,
but we're here and we're kind of continuing this series where we're talking through
different aspects of spirituality, spiritualities, and in a particular context that we are in
here in America and in the globe at a certain time. And we're wanting to think through
how can we collaborate and be thoughtful about the rituals and the practices and the
beliefs that we have in a fascist leaning government, in a fascist leaning society that is
harmful and oppressive to so many of us. And so on the table, we are talking about
practicing community. And | think we will talk about some barriers to the community, so
hence the practicing.

And | guess to start out with things on the table, how would you all either define
community to you or what is an image in your mind when you think of a healthy
community? It could be a picture, it could be a word, anything.

M: So I think one of the images that has been helpful to me lately and shout out to
scripture for the whole idea of a body. Because | think we are all bodies in a body and
we are made of little bodies, little bugs and bacteria and cells and all sorts of things.

And so when | think about what it means to be what | call myself, me, then | have to
locate that larger me and | mean, | have to locate myself in a larger community. It's the



image of a body, it just feels true. And it's like community | have a positive association
with but being a part of a body is actually challenging. And so | do appreciate that it is, it
brings out the honesty a little bit, | think, because bodies are complicated and we don't
always like everything that's happening in them, right? So there's a lot there to play with,
| think, for me.

Anna: echoing a little bit of that honesty piece. | remember a number of years back
finding myself part of conversations that were shifting some of my language from like
community to collectivity. And rather than just like a semantic or word shift, the impetus
for that was about community being something that often like is associated with an
experience of connection or belonging, but so often things that call themselves
communities are not places of belonging or sanctuary or safety that's the kind of safety
that includes like challenge and accountability and really like keeping each other safe
through our practices of support and accountability with each other. And so there was
something about the like collective being more value neutral and then getting to really
think about like the nature of various forms of collectivity and with what m was talking
about the body and knowing that this is part of like how m thinks about bodies, but
thinking about the body of the earth, thinking about ways that like mycelium and
mushrooms is the fruiting bodies of mycelial networks. Like the way that we are always
part of a larger body and then also we are bodies interacting with other bodies.

And so like being in a community of trees or being in community even with like parts of
ourselves, like there's just so many different ways that we can think about like who and
how we are together and what we need from who and how we are together.

Robert: Yeah, cooking with gas right now on the front end. Come on, good doctor. And
then one thing M's gonna do is remix some scripture. So one thing you're gonna do is
remix it. | also thought about magic school bus for some reason as y'all were talking
about bodies.

M: That's amazing, yes.

Robert: So | kept thinking about that. | think the image that comes to my mind because |
don't always have a positive association with the word community. Anyone who has
ever worked a job where on day one, we're like a community, we're like a family here.

Everyone knows the special type of gaslighting and trauma that ensued right after those
comments. Church spaces too. Some church spaces to be specific. But the positive
image that comes to my mind is in Black Panther, the first movie, when all of the
Wakandans are at this waterfall and they're there gathered in all of their traditional garb.



Every child and adult person are there gathered in a unified way to be proud of what it
means to be Wakandan. And so | think the best of community gathers those of
difference but with unified purpose and theme to celebrate one another, to be with one
another. And gender wasn't the hierarchy that it is normally when people gather and |
just thought that it was a beautiful picture of what communities could be. And | know
again that some people have had, they've been sold a communal message that wasn't
true.

And so how can we get to that image of Wakanda or that image of the body, the body
within the body also? Go ahead, Anna, | think you were gonna say something. | saw the
light coming to your eyes.

Anna: Yeah, well, | love where you went with that. And when | first heard you say Black
Panther, | thought you were gonna talk about the Black Panther Party and the way
they're facing their fight with such deep community then and - people need to eat. So
we do free breakfast programs and as a community that intentionally centered around
Blackness in a necessary way, also the like coalitional part about then being in
community with whether it's the young lords.

Like, right? | mean, having these places, thinking about our ongoing conversation about
like coalition and home versus coalition. And | don't know, I'm thinking now about
community both as like places of home where we know we can belong. That's part of
my vision for what community can be, but also community as this place of being, yeah,
in coalition or like in the kinds of community that take us into places and with people we
would not imagine when we enter it.

Robert: Can community make home, why or why not?
M: Did you say can community make home?
Robert: Yes, why or why not?

Anna: I'll jump in, want me to jump in? | think yes. I'm just gonna go ahead and stake
my claim with yes.

Robert: There's no right answer. I'm just curious because y'all got me in that thinking.
Anna: You know, like | think maybe in the way that home shifts, | mean, it's also part of

our ongoing conversations our experience of home, where and with whom we are
home. | think about the times that in my life | have encountered deep, rich community.



There has been an element of like being at home, being welcomed home, being at
home in my body, being at home with other bodies, like the practice of making home
together, | think can be a part of community.

Certainly is not inherently part of it. And | think there can be a way that trying to be a
static place of home can really keep a community from growing and adapting. It can
become stagnant. Just like home can become stagnant and not a place of thriving also.

Robert: | like that. What do you think, M?

M: I think | just agree with that. Yeah. Yeah. Yeah, | don't think there's certainly not one
in the same. But certainly possible to overlap.

Anna: Do Any thing else you wanna share, Robert, that like sparked that question?

Robert: | think it's because of listening to both of you talk. And even M just saying
they're not one of the same. | think maybe some of the dissonance for people is
because people use them interchangeably. It is not even that they think that
communities can't make home. It's like we're a community because | said so, or we're
part of the same organization. So we are community and we're at home together. Those
aren't all true.

They don't have to be true. And | think part of slowing down and being thoughtful
enough is to say what is our vision in the community and communities that we are a
part of? And are we trying to even build home together?

Some people are explicitly not, right? So how do we say what our communal rituals
together are unto? And part of my curiosity is because we were talking before we hit
record about the barriers currently in our own lives. And | think | have experienced so
many people during the height of the pandemic. | try not to say post pandemic cause
here we are.

So we're gonna post that. During the initial days of the pandemic, people were
scrambling to find ways to make meaning, make community, reach out, make
connection with one another. And a lot of people felt lonely, right? | experienced that,
right? And then in this phase of the pandemic, | think people are stuck between the
digital spaces that were trying to be created at the beginning of the pandemic.

And they're not entering into physical space with people that love them, that want their
best in mind. And so even the essence of this podcast, practicing community can feel



like, I'm just trying to pay my bills. I'm just trying to get through it. And so what would
y'all say to the barrier? Is that, you know, that space that people are stuck in where we
don't wanna be ignorant about the backdrop is we went through a pandemic that a lot of
people tried to ignore.

They just tried to muscle their way through. And then we are in a presidential
administration that is hell bent on creating chaos and deforming communities. And so
how are y'all feeling in your own lives about these barriers?

M: Yeah, | think, go ahead, Anna.

Anna: Just gonna say there's so much more that we'll say that feels like more significant
than this, but because of how you framed that, Robert, | just wanna note the barrier in
living in collectivities where so many people are treating the pandemic as though it's
over, moving back into physical spaces together, being in proximity with one another
when so many people aren't doing any kind of COVID or other infectious mitigation. Like
it really creates its own barrier for those of us who are most vulnerable to illness, to
disability. So like that is its own barrier that | see that continues to impact like belonging
in community.

Robert: Well, people are not even washing their hands. So yeah, they're not even doing
the bare minimum, my Lord.

Anna: As a chaplain in a community space here in lowa City, | can talk more about this
later, but like shout out to Sacred Collective where we're really working to continue, like |
mask at large gatherings. We encourage masking.

We have air filtration systems going. Like we're encouraging folks, like not to come to
meals if they're sick, but let us deliver soup like again, ways and the folks who are also
needing, who are at higher risk and needing greater measures of protection are finding
it possible to then be in community there because there is a collective sense of doing
what we can. It's not risk-free, but of tending those risks together and wanting to tend all
sorts of risks together.

So that we're not leaving people alone in facing all of the risks that we're facing. So
anyway, sorry, go ahead M Just that was too much of a connection that | wanted to
make.

M: No, absolutely. And | think what you're sharing brings to mind just like, | mean, we
are still very much in a country and culture where dominant identities of all kinds are



centered in the overwhelming majority of gathering spaces. Whatever is most dominant
is gonna usually fill the space. And so, | think even this idea of like, how do we build or
practice community? It's so, we're working against so much just to feel the most basic
kind of like, is this space for me? Is it with me? Does it tolerate me? Does it hate me?

Does it notice me? | mean, so many of us are bringing these questions in different ways
into all these spaces. And it feels so hard to find genuine spaces that are doing, are
trying to flip the scripts of power and practice, right?

In all the ways. And | feel that so much of like, oh, just that every new space is a
question of, how are these folks gonna interact with me? Robert: That's so real. M: And
it's so hard.

It's so exhausting. And at the same time, like, I'm not interested in just removing myself
from society, you know, doing the work of dominance for it, right? Like, and trying to live
in that tension of like, refusing to give up belonging and refusing to give up my
accountability to larger collectivity, right? While also feeling the strain every single day.
And like, what's the space gonna be like when | walk in?

Anna: And like continuing that, because that's just, that's so real, that's so big, it shapes
like every encounter of every moment of every day. And to really name like the risk
that's there. Like when we are depending on each other for our lives, and | think about
like people for whom the question of like, if they show up in a space, are they gonna be
disappeared by ice? Are they gonna be attacked in some kind of direct interpersonal
way in that space with various forms of violence? And so that like the risk of then being
together when we're in this escalating fascist moment, it's real and for community to be
real, | think the community then has to be engaging that. And as M said, like spaces that
are still oriented around dominant identities and dominant power aren't asking those
questions. And haven't been asking those questions.

Robert: Yeah, there's an exhaustion with that question that y'all are illuminating. And
like, how will | be received in this place? And that's not just organizations, that's not just
like a church, that's even like, it could be a two person meetup. And | think that, and M |
love that you've made it that simple because | think what it actually brings up for me is a
lot of pain that | was trying to bury before this conversation.

So, damn it. | think the pandemic, when it started, there was so much grief that |
experienced because | realized essentially, How much | was trying to collapse myself so
that | wouldn't be harmed in so many spaces, whether they were spiritual spaces,
whether they were interpersonal, and | was trying to diminish myself so that | didn't have



to ask the hard question, how will | be received? So it's like, it doesn't matter, I'll just be
less so that | can fit in here. And in some ways, you know, the first two years of the
pandemic was this huge lament that | don't think people love me, like who | am in
essence. And so | don't know which part of my identity | can reintegrate with society
because when | show up to a function, can | be black in that place?

Can | be disabled in the place? And if I'm honest, | think | still am. And so when you ask
that question, | was like, that hurts me. | know that wasn't your intention, but outchers.

Robert: Yeah, and | think what it brings up for me is | think there are a lot of people in
that place. | know | am. | didn't know how deep | was in that way. And | think it stops
people from attending church spaces. Do they know, okay, well, are y'all homophobic or
not? Yeah, or no?

Do y'all think Black Lives Matter was a cult? And it's like you have to qualify so many
things that sometimes it's just easier to be, it is easier to remove yourself and to just do
the work of the dominant powers, as you said, and so it's like, | don't want to ask all
those questions if I'm going out for a drink - | just want to stay home. And | just, and |
think now we are at a time where community is required for us to move forward together
and to be individually okay. And now | think so many of us, and I'm saying us because
I'm in this, are ill-equipped, right? Like, | don't know how to move forward. And so what
would y'all say to that? Like, what, maybe what's one step that we could take?

What, I'm not asking for a how-to or one, two, three, but it's like, | didn't realize the pain
until you were talking T. Vardakis. So it's like, what's one step that we, Robert, can take?
And either one of you can go first.

Anna: Yeah. So I'm thinking about a really powerful experience I'm having right now with
community. And for the last, | don't know, number of years, five years, more than that.
What is time? Community has been most missing. And | have had the most longing for,
unmet longing for community in terms of spiritual community specifically. | lost my place
of spiritual belonging and religious community because of oppressive persecution.

And I'm nowhere near alone in that. But also was, was held in community in different
ways, but didn't have a regular encounter with spiritual community. And the community
that I'm part of chaplainning here in lowa City, the tagline is a place of belonging for
spiritual misfits.

And I'm seeing like really beautiful community right now beyond kind of some of the
dreams that I've had being cultivated there in this gorgeous way where it feels like the



time is exactly right for the kinds of belonging and collaboration and creative
engagement and protection that are happening through that space. But we only exist
like we had been well funded by an institutional denomination until we weren't. And now
we are like very underfunded, very part time, like very both precarious organization. But
we, we came through fire together in a way that like we did so much work about who
are we, what do we value so much that we are unwilling to compromise these values for
institutional protection or for funding. | think about like what we're seeing with all sorts of
institutions and funding and threaten, you know, threats that are made in order to get
people to comply with things that will keep people from being in safety or belonging in
community. And I'm seeing what becomes possible when people encounter those risks
and, and do so together having each other's back and practicing solidarity and not
caving to to some of the threats and fear and practices of confinement and containment
that that are like that's that's how fear works right. So I'm, I'm just really in like seeing
that pyramid happening and seeing what becomes possible through that and | don't
know how that will continue to play out but | know that there is a really powerful sense of
belonging in community that is being practiced right now there that wouldn't have been
possible had we not gone through a lot of really significant both risk and loss that we
bore together.

Robert: Love that. What do you think, M? think I'm, | think | have a lot of like "l don't
know," you know, | feel like...

Robert: that's so real No, for real, tell us the "l don't know."

M: Yeah, | mean | feel like | had a very sturdy sense of what community means to me
what it looks like what shape it should take, what |- what is important to me about it
blah blah blah that really has gone through a lot of undoing and | haven't yet fully
recreated what what it means to me. In practice or even just my own understanding yet
of what's most important when | think about community. So | think for me right now it's a
period of experimentation and trying to you know release the images - of the narrow
images of community that | was attached to for a long time and really open to a wider
variety of perhaps surprising encounters of community and trying - just trying shit You
know? That's like less clear outcomes but like maybe leaning in towards intimacy
wherever presents itself with other lives. | don't know. yeah.

Robert: | - why are we on we're on the same wavelength today. | was thinking of like
part of the step forward to me has been having to celebrate the the ways that | had
community in previous years of my life and previous - like the shape of it... the way that
it made me feel and having to close the door on those and not not diminish them, not
destroy them... it's like they served me. The pain in the lament is trying to recreate them



in my own power now and they don't hit like that anymore. Like and | miss those times
so much but they're not - that isn't where | am now right? Like part of us doing this
series is to contextualize all of these conversations in the here and now. So I'm having
to also at 41 years old experiment and it feels and | think there's some shame attached
to that because it kind of feels like you should already have this figured out by now but
like nobody does. So - but it just feels like you're going back to square one in middle
school trying to find friends and you're just like, | hated that I've never tried to go back
there and | am hungry for connection with with people and | think part of my way
forward is experimenting with connecting to other people and and | might get it wrong
but it's like - I'm just experimenting. I'm trying to build quality connections with people
and who knows what that will you know blossom into or not blossom into but it's like I'm
experimenting with connection and recently I'll say this one thing is | was thinking about
the power of missing somebody and what it says about the love that was is and is
forming there right and | was just thinking like how often do you reflect on - that there's
somebody right now in the world that misses you? Like if there's one person and
obviously that's not community in this big way but it's like part of me leaning into
connection is like no there are real people that love M and there are real people that
love Anna. There are real people that love Robert - like somebody today is like damn |
missed them and | think part of like the strength of trying to find new connections is the
power of - | am loved by at least one person in this world even if everybody else did not
mess with me, there's one person that's like: | like that guy. And so part of what's giving
me strength to sort of experiment is like hey somebody love me, somebody like having
me around, you know? Go ahead Anna - you're about to say something.

Anna: | love that so much well it just | know that during times of my life when | have
been either in a really struggling where - to stay alive and want to be in community in
the world is a real challenge - making a list of people who | love or who love me has
been one of the practices that I've done and Robert thinking about you saying that it
like... | find myself curious about what it would look like if we did more of the sharing of
those moments. It's something also that I'm trying - this is like when | think about
someone even if | haven't talked to them for five months to like send the text or email or
DM or whatever with a like "I'm so glad you're here." like I'm so

Robert: That means a lot to me. Your boy like affirmation...

Anna: Yeah and like | then think about in in the barriers to community and one of the
barriers that | experience is like the pace and scale of life that we're living like in this
conversation. I'm thinking about someone who last Thursday | wanted to text with that
and like - life keeps happening and it's it's busy, the to-do lists are long, like the work
that is before us matters- there's just - | am not able to keep up with the pace of the



world and that's the kind of thing that is so... | find terribly easy to then not do when
doing it feels like a - | don't know - some kind of core practice It's not like that in and of
itself builds community

Robert: it's part of the the building blocks right like you know | think of it means
something that I'm on someone else's mind and | think those are the the little pinpricks
of connection. | think you know to our larger conversation it's like building community... |
don't know how to do that right now. Like don't look over here | - it's like you know this
weekend | got a text from friend to enfleshed, flesh Camille and she texted me and she
was like every time | listen to this song, | think of you. | was like ugh something to that
effect and - that just felt so (and the song was a bop) I'm glad the song did suck. I'm
like which part was you thinking? But the song was amazing or | think of like | do think
of M every time | see something absolutely absurd. You're the first person - one of the
first people | think especially when it comes to like non-profit foolishness but even
outside of that - | just like - I'm like | don't always articulate that but you're like one of
those people that | think of and | think what I'm drawing from what Anna what you're
saying is like what how powerful would it be if we articulated that as often as it happens
um Yeah. Any other thoughts? Any glimmerings as we draw this... we all practicing - so
glimmers of thoughts and wisdoms yeah

Anna: so one of the things for me that feels like both an offering in community and part
of if someone were to say like okay go: what's step... a step one for building
community? The first thing that | thought of was like make a giant pot of soup and like
invite people over.

Robert: over And that's like very Anna coded.

Anna: How | do community - my mom was a maker and bringer of giant pots of soup
like - you know - it um it's there and it is in my like introverted, socially awkward self. It's
something | can do when like I'm real low on social interactions but like | can hand
someone a bowl of soup. um And the way that food connects us with the earth, with
each other, with stories - it's something that we need and it's like - | am still very
sacramental in a lot of ways in my theology around like gathering at table and sharing
food which is also why risk mitigation is important because we can be a little bit safer
when we gather together and eat together uh because we can't mask together um
anyway but | was thinking about how like that's a me thing and | love getting to serve
soup to people who would never be inclined to make a giant pot of soup or like that's
that's the last thing they're gonna do to connect with people um and coming back to M's
like scriptural body... | think about the like Corinthian body and like how can the hands
say to the foot: | have no need of you. How can the eye say to the ear: | have no need



of you. if if all of us were an eye, where would the hearing be? If all of us were a foot,
where would - you know, like - we need what happens when we each get to be really
who we are and to be like known and valued as we are. um and then what what it is that
we bring to that space um or I'm thinking physical space but like that for me is is a vision
of community that | so , | so value and and love. When | have experienced those
glimpses. | experience it with the two of y'all right - like Robert: | do too. Anna: you do
things that like | I can't do or like in your doing it, it brings out this like just glimmery like
gorgeousness because it's such a Robert thing or such an M thing you know yeah

Robert: Anything else? | love how animated you got during this conversation and uh |
just part of like seeing people in community is like when they start to come alive on
something you're like go um yeah anything else M? Any closing thoughts - what's on
your mind?

M: yeah I'm thinking about um so Linda Hogan uh uh is a writer who gifted this word that
lives - this phrase that lives in my body that I'm grateful for. Which is just simply "we are
never really alone." um and | feel it in the like | do believe that lives of people who are
no longer alive remain with and for us in various ways. | do believe in a loving energy
force of life that cares about me specifically you know... | do believe that even when |
feel cut off from things that my life is somehow connected to the nearest tree and and
um you know water and like non-human life and | do believe that relationships in my
childhood somehow still matter like the idea that even when | feel alone | am still
inseparable from community um It's not where | want to live all the time - | want more
than that but even - even when it doesn't feel like it's true, | think | | have integrated into
my life that | believe "I am never really alone." And that just um it has really helped me
yeah

Robert: Amen Amen man I'm gonna stop it right there... That was - yeah go ahead
Anna... you you want ...go ahead y'all just want to flow.

Anna: A line out of a poem that | just heard today Rabbi Ariana Katz um who uh along
with just Rabbi Jessica Rosenberg um was part of a podcast conversation uh talking
about a line from a Howard Nemerov poem called Trees that and and it's about kind of
the community of trees and inviting us to be "as steady as a rock and always trembling"
and there's something about that - it's been like really alive for me in thinking about
communities. The steady as a rock but like always trembling - always alive, always like
feeling, reaching, adapting like recreating um and and here. Steady. Enduring.

Robert: | love this from where we were from beginning this podcast to now... amen
amen



[musical outro]



