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: Okay, well, after many trials and tribulations, toils and snares, we have already
come to the fellowship. But my name is Robert. I'm a co-director with enfleshed, and
we're back for another podcast. Anna, M. Hello. Hello.

Anna: Let's go with... It's good to be here.

Robert: We shall see what the actual title ends up being for this episode. We wanted
to... Itis funny because as we were thinking about different aspects of spirituality to
think about over this year, | think the original title that we have for this was, Maybe God?
Question mark? God, LOL.

Anna: LOL. Yeah. And not to be irreverent in that way that people would think.

Robert: But | don't know. There's a humor there. Maybe it's the part of me that is... The
black side of me that is.. you gotta laugh sometimes to keep from crying. And you really
do. And so when so many people are calling on the name of God in doing actions in the
name of God. Today, there are travel bans that are being enacted. There are restrictions
on visas that are being placed by people who name God as the primary animator of
their life. And so | wanted for us to talk about what does the divine have to do with us
individually and collectively?

| have been chewing on this thought from James Cone where he basically talked about
the oppressed and the oppressor. They cannot both be possibly talking about the same
entity when they talk about God. And so, yeah, let's talk a little bit about God and God's
role in our individual lives and our communities. Like, what are you all thinking? And



yeah, how can we think about God and what ways do we conflate God with other
things? Yeah, we had a rich conversation before even press record.

Anna: So | don't want to make you say any of that again. But yeah, what are some initial
thoughts you all have?

Anna: I'll just say very initially, | really do want to bring in some of the irreverent
playfulness, not just as a place to land. We've talked among ourselves about all that is
at stake in the question in ways that supremacy, especially white supremacy, has taken
God and made God, | think, irrelevant by making like whiteness the supreme. Right?
Like we, | know all of us share a really deep frustration with the ways that God, that
religion, that spirituality can be dismissed for the sake of rationalism, for individualism,
for whiteness, right? And so coming from that, like shared commitment and thinking
about God otherwise, because of all that is at stake in that, | think there is something
meaningful about the playfulness and the irreverence, the willingness to like ask the
questions and hold loosely, especially like all three of us like have made it our work and
our lives in some sense to like, to imagine God, to imagine like divinity, to encounter
divinity otherwise. And so just like that as an entry point. Itself feels important to me.

M: Yeah, it's like, you make me think like God is like to me, God is that laughter that all
we can do to keep from living in tears. That is God, that actual laughter.

And so are the tears. And one of the things we talked briefly about before we started the
call was just - | was naming my struggle with like, Oh, do | mean, when | ...do | ...am |
immediately going to doing the work of theology in this conversation? Or am | entering
this in my own, you know, more holistic approach to divinity, including encountering and
not just putting words to or trying to. Anyway, just being more present to a thing that |
call holy. And it is - it is tricky.

Parsing those out - they're a venn diagram to me. But | find myself torn in both
directions because they both feel so valuable, right? To to dive into. So anyway, just
kind of looking to name that and be with y'all in whatever directions we go. Yeah, flow.

Robert: Yeah, | think, you know, thank you for that, because, right, so much of the work
that we all have done and benefited from is from the academic discipline of theology,
right? And that has informed so much of what we do. And it is not the place that our
spirituality stop or our curiosities or our creativities, it does not stop there. And for me, |
like to tell people | grew up as a black atheist because all my life I've been spiritual,
spirituality did not start when | became a Christian. And so it helps to know that there
was a richness and ritual, what | thought about community, what | thought about care,



what | thought about, you know, black people have this saying that we talk about come
and lay your eyes on someone, meaning like you're trying to see if your people are
okay. And you're like, like, Anna, don't make me come there to lay my eyes on you,
because what we mean is like, | will show up.

And | was like, | will pop up. And it's - that didn't start when | became a Christian. And in
some ways, in some ways, | feel like | reversed in some of my communal care when |
became Christian, but that's a talk for a different day. But yeah, | think there is
something beautiful to talk about these spiritualities that we hold in these traces of the
divine that we see. And | also have to just say this just for because it keeps coming to
my mind, so it could be spirit.

Something that informs me individually and collectively as it relates to the divine started
when | read the book, The Shack. And that could be a bit controversial talk about it.
Some people might have some big feelings, big thoughts about that book.

But | think what it taught me is the fluidity of God and the spirit to appear in forms based
upon individuals and communities. And | remember that the main character, you know,
as encountering God for the first time, this big black woman, it was like you're different
than I look. And | remember her saying to him, oh, you expected me to look like
Gandalf.

You expected me to look like that version of a father. And | didn't think that that would be
helpful for you. And | remember what that did in retraining my mind is, can | speak about
the divine in ways that are accessible to different people based upon what they need?
And | think we're in a time where people are needing translation of divine things that
make sense to them in their communities versus you should believe this about God.

Anna: Yeah, yes. Oh, | love that. And | think about some of the conversation we were
having before we started recording our conversation about academic theology only
being of use of value to the extent that it is both reflecting and deepening our
engagement with the world, with divinity, with sacredness. And | know that | started
studying theology. | came to it from religious studies and came into the study of theology
to make meaning and grow in my encountering a sacred world. And | think about how |
think a lot about, and this is all in dissertation now also. So it lives in me in lots of
different ways.

Robert: Okay, come on, Doc.



Anna: God is dispersed divinity, divinity dispersed through the world. And | experienced
that before | ever heard the word panentheism or thought through, like, am | more of a
panentheist or a pantheist and like, do | care about heresy?

All of that stuff. But encountering, | think of sacredness now as like the enfleshed
entanglement of the living world and that | can call that God and | don't need to call that
God, but | encounter it as sacred. And | think about some of Octavia Butler's work, of
course, doing the like kind of God from a big cop, big king, big daddy God to God being
change and like that as a work that's not academic theology, but is like theological
imagination that we are so desperately in need of.

And gratitude to Candace Simpson, who is an LTM writer for enfleshed, who has a
beautiful piece engaging that and Darnell Moore, who | was just returning to talk of his
on abolitionist theology and talking about theology, doing the work of raising the secure
walls that cage our imaginations. That's his quote. And like that being whatever is
caging our imaginations about God, about us as humans, about the relationship with the
human and more than human and non human world, about freedom, about queerness,
like whatever it is. | like, | can think of that as God, like that is God, that work of raising
whatever is caging our imaginations. And | also think of that as like the work of any
good theology, like the theology that | want to have in the world or want to engage.

Robert: First off, shout out to Candace Simpson. Shout out to Candace Simpson. |
mean, if we talk about the divine, shout out to Candace Simpson. One of the first first
encounters | had with Candace Simpson was hilarious and | can't tell that on the air. But
it was great. It was the God is great. The one of the second time was Candace
speaking, | think it was Psalm 27, in the way that Candace spoke life into those words
and imagination into those words. | was like, I've never encountered this ever. Like | just
was just like, it was so spirit. It was spirit was there. And | was like, whoa, like you are
pulling on every strand of the imagination. But | just had to mention Candace Simpson.
| was like, my God.

M: That's beautiful.

Robert: It is. I'm curious then, like, | love what you just said, Anna, because there's
these things that | call God, | call the divine. They're unorthodox things. Like when [ just
had some ice cream from a company the other day, the flavor was called dark matter.
That was a divine experience.



Laughing but very serious. And it was, oh my God. But I've also that you know that that
time you could be talking to a friend of love knowing | think we've talked about this
before. There's times where it's like, oh, hey, how are you doing?

But there's times even we've had together where it's evident that there's a qualitative
and a quantitative difference in what's happening. And | would say that that is God. It
doesn't have to be. But part of | think what is helpful about having this conversation is so
many of the narratives that have been written to establish various forms of our current
society are based upon the imagination of who God is and what God believes and who
God draws close. And so part of our work has to be expanding what is possible. If we're
going to talk about God, are there other possibilities, right? God is at the heart of the
carceral system. And people have certain ideas of God and punishment. And therefore
we have these prisons that do very specific what we imagine God to do. And so we
must talk about God. And so maybe God or God LOL, like we have to talk about that.
And so yeah, any other thoughts? Yeah. Go ahead.

M: Oh, yeah. Yeah, | mean, yes, like this is gosh, you know, so | grew up very, very
conservative. And part of what helped me begin a long journey of transformation was
encountering different theology finally, finally, when | was ready for it. And the more |
learned how much of some of the things that made my life, how much | began to
recognize that the things that | had believed growing up were holding me down in really
significant ways and taught me a lot of bad things about myself and were not - and had
not encouraged right relationship with others. The more | became passionate about
theology, right, and went on a long, long, long journey that I'm still on and discovered
that, you know, same goes for liberal white dominant theologies. They also are
constructing our world in ways that are limiting behaviors and how we understand
ourselves in each other. And | just | find myself now, many years later, most angry at the
majority dominant Christianity for having such a hold on the, like, what, you know, some
days feels like the whole world by having done this construction of God through
colonialism. That is now, like, so hard to imagine our way out of collectively. It feels so,
it's so powerful in the worst way. Yes.

Robert: Yes. Yeah. Why is it so hard? It does feel like there's these so entrenched that
even people, they're not all conservative Christians. You know, you can, if you live here,
there are entrenched thoughts about God and people that are in there, that pop out at
the worst times, right? Like, oh, you can't do this.

But why? Yeah. You know, and they're not all Christians that believe it. That's the thing.
It is hard. And so thank you for you. It's hard to reimagine. It's hard to think differently.



Anna: Well, that's the legacy, right? Of it. And | think about, like, M. Jackie Alexander's
work, where she talks about colonialism as separation and including separation of
sacredness. Kelly Brown Douglas's work, like, of, you know, trying to separate the
sacred and the profane being itself an act of white supremacy. And the work then of
coming back into connection, like with each other, with the earth, with divinity, with all
that we hold sacred is, again, like M. Jackie Alexander talks about 500 years of
colonization to establish the separation. But it need not take us another 500 years to do
the work of repairing that. But there's a lot to repair that has been separated, that has
been dismissed, devalued, demonized, and a lot that has been really entrenched.

Robert: Yeah, the entrenching is hard. And | think why this matters, you know, because
quite often | find individuals who are like, oh, well, | just don't even believe in God
anymore. Like, | left it alone, like, I've got blah, blah, blah. And yeah, like, | don't, but
then they're like, let's just leave it alone. Don't even think about it anymore.

| wish that | had the privilege to leave it alone. Yes. Part of doing the, getting us all out of
the trench, if it were just my life, oh, easy. Yeah.

| am, you know, I'm a cis presenting man in the world. Yeah, | could just, okay. Yeah, |
don't want to rewrite no narratives. I'll just be over here by myself. And if | get a certain
amount of money, which | currently don't have, if | get that amount of money, | can go to
my compound in the woods and leave y'all to do your thing. It takes something to say,
regardless of my individual beliefs. | mean, they, not regardless of, but through and with
my individual beliefs, how can | help us all think better thoughts about communities,
sacred text, you know, one, one of the acts that | do, this seems unrelated to God, but it
is very much related to the divine is, | try and find out the sacred stories that animate the
people around me. So people are only used to sometimes thinking about the Bible as a
sacred text. Well, if you know, | mean, one thing even between us, I'm always finding
out what books Anna is in a reading, what is the, because that informs Anna's
imagination. And therefore, | want to have some type of bridge to understand
sacredness and Anna's life.

And | have to do that for individuals in communities, right? Like, what are these group of
people? What are the texts that are animating them?

What's the songs that are animating them? Okay, that is where they're finding life,
whether they call that God or not, | call it God, but they don't need to. And so now, |
need to learn.



You know, if you're listening to black people, not like us, was speaking more than just
being a Kendrick's song, that's a sacred text for so many of us. It will behoove you to
find out why. And in that curiosity, look how we are linked together now, because of
curiosity.

Anna: Oh, | love that, Robert. And exactly, like what you just described is what | think of
as the work of theology. Theology that actually matters is exactly doing that. And like,
God, maybe, LOL. But exactly what you just described, like that kind of theology, | think,
can actually save us, like, is salvific. And | think of salvation and liberation as
synonymous.

M: Yeah. It makes me think of sort of where you started, Robert, and, you know, we're
back there in some ways. But I'm thinking about, like, how for a long time, | was sold the
story of God that is, you know, global in the sense of it's one story for all of us, right?
And that hope looks like one thing for all people and, you know, whatever. And learning
to sort of bite size God again. And it's still collectively. But letting there be, yeah, much
more of that, like, well, wait, but what about right here?

What about right here? And is it, is it one thing, one time, one story? No, it's like a
million different stories that are all shaping each other. Like, they're not disconnected,
but learning it's so different than the, than the getting dominant theology that we're told
of like, a Messiah comes to save the world. But what if there are a lot of salvific
moments that happen very differently for a lot of people.

Anna: that to me is like, why do | keep asking the questions and what particularly white
atheism often fails to do is it takes preach every other bit of like supremacy and
dominance and rigidity and control and system of better preach like intact, but removes
one from any place of accountability or responsibility for it and doesn't do any of the like
healing work. And so especially for white, former Christians, I'm thinking white US - like
within the belly of empire who are raised with Christian stories, who recognize there
being something dangerous or unsatisfying and just leaving but leaving it intact doesn't
transform really anything like on an individual, let alone a collective level.

Robert: Yeah, | would say it this way, like, you know, as somebody who grew up atheists
and find such annoyance with the way this group you just called out because I'm like,
we were not the same.

| find that my individual beliefs about the divine are subsumed in my love of the folk.
And | want to leave the world a better place than when | entered it. And | believe that |



have already, right? And so part of learning to translate some of what | believe about the
divine is what | do here, right?

In newsletters and poems and liturgies, right? | try and make the God that I've come to
know legible and the curious work that | do to learn, to hear, to perceive, to see and
perceive those pain points where one cannot call it God, where one cannot call upon
God. | am attentive to because | care about humanity and if it is too much for you to call
that God, then | will be silent on it because | care about us going somewhere together.

My individual, like what | believe about Jesus, son of God, is for me mostly, but it
animates the way that | love people and what they are able to say and in jive with. So
yeah. Yeah.

Anna: I'm just appreciating y'all and thinking about Robert, what you were just saying
and what you were saying about laughter, Robert, what you were saying about tears
and a little snippet that | just refound from Julia Watts-Belser's book, talking about kind
of theology as a grammar of imagination and how if she wants to be in, | don't
remember her exact words, but if she wants to be in sacred connection, she's not going
to sit down and ask you your understanding of God. She's going to ask you kind of what
matters to you, right? And | think about the questions, what last made you laugh or what
last made you cry as questions that | love, like opening kind of groups or encounters
with because it reveals something of that, like what is most important? What are the
honest moments where some of the hubris falls away and we are like real with each
other and with the world? In grief, in joy, in the stuff that moves us.

Robert: Yeah. And | think those are mostly where | find God, right? Like you can find me
most days looking out the window and | just like | do have a beautiful heart and | like
that's where | find God with my little snake plant behind me and me and Planty. We just
be here and just looking out the window and there isn't anything overtly spiritual there.
There isn't anything overly divine, but that is where | find God. So any last thoughts,
curiosities, | just love the way, | mean, especially, you know, we talked about it more
before we started recording, but this ability to think about when you're talking about
God, what are you talking about? Like witchcraft and just even being clear on that. So
any other things that are either for our audience, | mean, we have people who come
from a wide range of beliefs, right? Who follow us, right? But how is this conversation
applicable to them or you or whatever?

M: You know, just this, | mean, everything still, everything still. | just, it is like my life
passion, right? These questions and so it all runs through very quickly. But I'm just
saying, | love hearing you speak to some of the ways that you perceive, like when you



find yourself most perceiving of the divine and like for better and for worse, as I've
named her many times and I'm happy to make fun of myself about a little bit. But | just,
I'm often thirnking through collective patterns, right? It's such a part of where my mind
goes and my heart, because my heart is there, because I'm paying attention to the
impact of patterns on a big scale. And when | think about those, | think about the word
God and the systems behind the use of the word God. And | feel like so much of what
this moment on the planet is for us. We have been utterly failed by theologians in any
mass sense to find God in the midst of a lot of what we're facing. And to find God on the
collective level and to find God and what happens when we come together and take
actions that defy what's considered orthodox behavior. And so | just, | feel, it's just so
much missed opportunity of how we could be better equipped for this moment to save
and be saved had those who have done the work of theology better stepped up to the
plate to equip people and honestly - you know, clergy following through. It's not any one
sector's fault, but | do, | recognize the missed opportunity there. So anyway, kind of a
funny way to end, but that's what's there for me.

Robert: No, | appreciate that. | mean, | think we can't talk about these things and be true
to enfleshed flesh without saying that as a system, as groups of people who call on a
particular strand of God, there has been mass failure. Obviously, we shouldn't have to
say we're not talking about everyone. But for those, we're not talking about everyone.
So don't DM us and tell us that theologian that you feel like did it well, because we
know. But as a unit, as masses of people, do we feel like theologians are mostly out
there doing the work to help people navigate this time?

No, not me, but | could be wrong. So God, yeah. No, thanks, y'all. | think this is
valuable. And | think that as people listen, my hope is not division.

It's more to think about what do our individual and collective beliefs, what can that bring
to the table now as people are being deported - now as people | mean, violently
deported - as people are questioning if they will be safe as queer people - now, what to
those people is is the love of God, like, like we could talk about amongst each other, but
what to them are these these beliefs, right? And so thank y'all.

M: Yeah, thank you.

Anna: Yeah, thank you.

[musical outro]

[musical outro]



