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: All right, everybody. Hello, hello, hello. My name is Robert. He/him pronouns,
and I'm joined by my wonderful colleagues, M and Anna. Anna, go ahead and say hello,
and your pronouns, and how you're entering this conversation.

Anna: Hey, y'all, I'm Anna, they/them pronouns, and I'm entering this conversation
looking forward to being in conversation with the two of you, looking forward to
continuing the conversation from last time. I'm feeling really immersed in some of the
best of community creativity and response and resistance and care, and folks really
trying to figure out what it looks like to survive this particular moment and to be together
as well as we can be. Help each other survive, and really look for how we create
conditions for the world that what we long for, deserve. So, glad to be with you.

Robert: What about you, M? How are you entering this conversation, pronouns?

M: Yeah, thanks. My pronouns are they/them. And I'm feeling grateful for this space
because | just want, | crave more direct engagement with the core, like the core
questions that we really have to, like, band around with some moral clarity together. I'm
craving the spaces for the honest, real complex engagement and so grateful to be
having this conversation with y'all today.

Robert: You always bring that, and it's palpable. So | do experience that when we have
these type of conversations. And again, for everyone just joining us, we have been in a
series all year — enfleshing spiritualities and how do we live at this present moment?
Under these conditions, in this time, you know? How do we think critically and care for
one another?



So as we get started, we are continuing this part two of a conversation around violence
and hatred and what work looks like under these conditions. And as we get started
today, | guess, let us be grounded for a second. Anna, doc, a good doctor. [laughter] |
call you that in every space, whether to your face or behind your back, you're the good
doctor. You have something to ground us today.

Anna: [laughing] So much love and tenderness for you. This is a poem by Eve L Ewing.
And | don't remember what year it was written, but | know it was written a number of
years ago, and it's called “Affirmation (to youth living in prison after Assata Shakur)” And
so, written while Assata Shakur was alive, and now also thinking about the legacy and
lineage that she has passed on to us.

“Speak this to yourself

until you know it is true.

| believe that | woke up today

and my lungs were working,

miraculously.

My voice can sing and murmur and ask,
miraculously.

My hands may shake, but they can hold
me, or another.

My blood still carries the gifts of the air
from my heart to my brain,

miraculously.

Put a finger to my wrist or my temple

and feel it: | am magic. Life

and all its good and bad and ugly things
scary things which | would like to forget
beautiful things which | would like to remember—
the whole messy lovely true story of myself
pulses within me.

| believe that the sun shines

if not here, then somewhere.

Somewhere it rains,

and things will grow green and wonderful.
Somewhere inside me, too, it rains,

and things will grow green and wonderful.
Sometimes my insides rain from the inside out.
And then | know

| am alive



| am alive
| am alive.”

Robert: Oh, Ashe. What a perfect grounding and segue into continuing this
conversation. And last time we were so vulnerable in sharing our violence and hatred
stories. And as we enter this conversation today, | want to think about how can we
create environments, organizations, communities that do no harm.

| was in a conference panel recently, and a beautiful trans kin did a whole workshop
around the theme of do no harm, but they said that it takes work. And so as we start
here, what do you think about even that phrase “do no harm”? What's maybe a tangible
on ramp to that “do no harm?” And how is that connected to violence and nonviolence?

So that's pretty big. But yeah, so maybe first with the “do no harm” part, how does that
strike you in your spirit, your soul? What comes to mind?

M: These days I'm just thinking so much about how can we become a collective
movement until we're — whoever we is, right? — until we're on the same page about the
fact of state violence already being the norm that so many folks are feeling every single
day and always have been and that that runs through religion, that runs through all of
our major institutions. Because they're — without that shared understanding — the
question of how do | do no harm is already starting from an interpersonal place, only.

And that's great. But that's never going to transform our reality collectively enough to
actually stop the violence that is mass, mass, mass violence. And so I'm already
troubled by how normative it is to start and stay with the interpersonal only. Of course |
value that too. But yeah.

Robert: That's right. Yeah, you're pointing to that larger framework that has to be
engaged because you might not be saying this, but typically when we talk about do no
harm and people make it interchangeable with non-violence, we start with the recipient
of violence and we start like, how could you do no harm? And it's like, okay, well, I'm
getting my back blown in. Like, we're starting there and then we're working up in your
point of a larger reality where violence, psychic violence, physical violence, all the forms
of violence are so normalized. Starting there is almost, you know, we start at the wrong
end of this thing.

M: Exactly. It's like, what if we understood that maybe first doing no harm means
starting by protection, because we're already entering a context of harm is happening.



So first move we get to make, maybe, if we're trying to come together is getting in the
way. What's the shield we can be able to build or, you know, whatever.

Robert: Yeah. You're preaching right off the front and I'm already taking notes. Anna,
what do you think about this? Either what M is bringing towards the larger realities as
we talk about doing no harm and M is almost like, hey, hey, we got to back up before we
even say do no harm. What do you think?

Anna: Yeah, | just, | really appreciate that. And the concise wisdom that M brings to that
and to so many things, and the way that focusing on only the interpersonal, as though
harm and violence is not systemically woven into every bit of our collective life — I'm just
so aware of how it flattens power, it flattens context, it flattens responsibility.

It like does the worst of equalizing without actually doing anything for the sake of like
equity, right? And | am aware also of how it creates a kind, it feeds back into a kind of
ideal of moral purity that | think is part of what | learned about nonviolence that | have
had to be in the practice of unlearning. | think particularly as a white person raised
within moderate to progressive religious communities and kind of social spaces,
nonviolence was considered kind of an unquestioned and unquestionable moral good.
And while nonviolent direct action and political engagement that | look forward to talking
about with more nuance with y'all, continues to have something that holds a lot of, for
me, power, vision, transformative possibility, I've needed to really interrogate what we
mean by nonviolence, by violence. | think the idea that we interpersonally can live
without harming each other is already an impossibility that keeps us from doing the work
of protection that M was naming. The work of repair that has to be held with harm. And
in addition to then keeping us from really thinking about again, like what kind of violence
are we talking about? What kind of harm? Against whom? The way that harm flattens —
are we talking about violence against a person, a community?

Are we talking about “harming” a building or property? That | don't think actually can be
harmed or considered an act of violence? So lots to unpack that I'm looking forward to
with y'all.

Robert: Yeah, | love that you both just took me in a different direction for this
conversation than | originally felt for, but | love it.

| still have some questions written down from the planning, but | love how y'all just said,
no, we going East. So | am picking up, as I'm hearing you both, you know, there's this
idea of if we're talking about violence and creating communities that do no harm, we
have to start with protection. And | would say even before that to your point, Anna,



there's an element of truthtelling that has to happen first in order to not flatten, in order
to say what is the scope of harm that's being done? Who is being harmed? By what? By
whomst? You know, and so the true telling is unto protection, right? That's the active
piece.

Before that happens, we have to tell the truth and we have to be committed to telling
ongoing truths as needs change, as harm changes, right? Like sometimes what is
harmful in this one, in violence in this one way, may morph over time and there's
tentacles to that thing. And so part of true telling, | think a question that | would have for
you both is, what are the ways that you see violence manifest in communities from
positions of power towards the marginalized? Because obviously when we say violence,
people are only usually imagining physical violence and there is a lot of that, right? And
so partly we have to tell the truth about that. In 2020, people realized, oh wow, people
are still being harmed by the police. We didn't know. And that's when people read
anti-racist books for 30 seconds. They have black squares on Instagram. But what are
ways, when you say violence, what are ways that violence manifests that you want to
tell the truth about even on this podcast? Go ahead, Anna. Let's start with you.

Anna: Yes. So many of them, | mean, you name policing and prisons and poverty, | think
about the term that | think came from Ruth Wilson Gilmore. | learned it from Ruth Wilson
Gilmore's work, but “organized abandonment,” the way that violence is structured into
neighborhoods and geography and curriculum and every bit of “relief’ that people are
given. I'm thinking about all of the people who are facing SNAP benéefits just
disappearing because of totalitarian, authoritarian refusal to care, and desire to just
keep replacing blame without taking any responsibility and the ways that violence is
already ongoing. And now people who are living with the violence of organized
abandonment are also facing escalating violence.

And that's the case for so many people. So when | think about police period, when |
think about ICE, when | think about immigration systems within this country, | mean,
there's just so much structurally that is making it so that violence is part of the air we
breathe, the violence of dominance and supremacy, the violence of systems and
structures that are designed not only to not care about life, but to diminish, to disregard
and to eliminate precious, precious life.

Robert: | love that, Anna. | mean, | don't love that those are realities. | love the nuance
that you're bringing to that. M, what do you think? How does violence manifest in ways
you want to tell the truth about?



M: | mean, amen to all that was said. And it's cutting off trans people from medical care,
anybody from medical care that's needed. But it's how we manufacture things in this
country, like through what means and for what purpose, including weapons that we
send across seas, and it's denying a livable wage, a just wage, to so many people in
this country. It's also cultural and religious, like the stories that we tell about ourselves
and each other that end up turning us against our own gifts, wisdom, beings, bodies. |
mean, gosh, the normalization of hating our bodies for a million different ways and
reasons that are all connected. | mean, there's just so many forms of violence that we're
navigating every single day.

And some of it looks really big and explicit. And some of it is just that quiet, that quiet
voice in your head and whatever way it turns you against yourself. It's all connected.

Robert: You unlock this thing as you were talking, just this memory of the ways that |
experience violence. Well, first I'll say in academia, the multiple ways that | experience
violence strike me to my core, right? When | walk into a meeting with other PhD holding
folks, | have noticed that whenever it is mentioned that | have autism, the level of
respect and condescension, well, the level of respect goes down. The condescension
goes all the way through the roof. And so having to prove myself as a Black man sucks.
And then | think of the ways that even among what should be progressive kin, | have to
guard myself when | go to events, when | go to rallies, when | go to protests, where |
know my Blackness is not considered. When | know that | will not be cared for under the
umbrella of “we're all liberal together,” not thinking about the intersectional ways that |
could experience harm.

And so | think, I love that you said it, there's really small ways and large ways. We know
of the ways that America supports genocide and is so pro-genocide that it is part of the
American dream. It is what America is. It is a death dealing, disabling apparatus. And so
it's very core goes into the ways that we communicate, the ways that the people that we
think to your point are normal, the body types that are normal, the ways that we give
money. It's violence all through it because of the overarching mission of America is to do
harm.

And so | think it's, America stands antithetical even to this conversation and even our
last one because America's mission is to do the maximum of harm in the world. And to
be on top, right? Yeah. Any thoughts, lingering thoughts on that? | feel like, Anna, you
might have one because you be ruminating.

Anna: | always be ruminating. | just, | appreciate that so much. And your phrase,
Robert, “death dealing, disabling apparatus” that goes core to the American dream, to



the genocidal founding of this nation, and the genocide practiced and enabled
throughout this country's history. | was thinking too about a line that | love by my favorite
dead white guy philosopher, Alfred North Whitehead, who | think has offered a lot that is
really liberative.

And he has a line that's three words, “Life is robbery.” And | think about that a lot both
as one of those truth telling moments. | think about how at the, at the like biggest scale,
life is participating in, | mean, when |, that life is in a constant process of ebb and flow of
being, of composition and decomposition.

We eat and even if we are eating, only plants eating in kind of the way of, or there is
part of the exchange. And what | value about that, the danger of that is again, that kind
of equalizing that doesn't actually bring equity that can, that can then lead to, well, all of
it is robbery, all of it is harm, so we might as well like play the game to the extent that we
can, or see how well we can play the game. But | think there's something about it that
has just really called me into what M was naming as those small acts. And so it's like, |
am participating in violence and harm by having the devices that | do, that are
contributing to sexual violence and civil war and horrific, horrific structures and systems
and impacts for, for beloved people | have not met. And trying to figure out how to
minimize that harm when | am within these structures feels like one of the ways of
engaging the structural component as well as interpersonal components.

Robert: Yeah. And so | want to bring that nuance that you kind of spoke of earlier, of
how do we bring the wisdom of nonviolent movements into our solidarity work, knowing
that the violent frameworks that uphold us, how do we bring that wisdom so that we can
create opportunities that allow for the most marginalized to live as free from terror as
possible? And | have to say, as free because so long as we live in America. But | can't
stay only in that depressing place. How do we bring that wisdom or nonviolence as
maybe an ethical goal, can be used in a nuanced way? And let me tell you why. | think
nonviolence had always been preached to me in my formative years as this virtue to
espouse to. And | didn't know how much, you know — Dr. King was regularly brought up
in my home and my formation — but there wasn't nuance to say, what did this cost?
There wasn't nuance to say, how do we walk this out? And so there was almost this
blanket: if insults are hurled at you, if you die, you die, but there was no wisdom, then
how can we protect one another? How can we be sustainable with one another? And |
didn't know that Dr. King himself had wrestled through a lot of those things, right? It
wasn't this blank check of nonviolence. There was way more critical thought there.

So what do you all think? How do we bring that wisdom to protect, you know, as you
brought up? It's not enough to just say, y'all be easy and be peaceful when you get your



back blown in. No, what things can you all think of to bring to the table that might pull on
the strands of nonviolent practice?

M: | mean, there are so many directions to go from that. Thank you. Thank you for
exactly how you framed it. | guess just one direction that's coming to mind for me is like,
I'm always thinking about strategy, right? Like, what is the impact of any given approach
in any given context? And | don't think there's one universal ethic that works in all
spaces in all times.

And so I'm just not ever going to be satisfied with one answer to this question. | want to
know who is there? What are the resources? What's been organized or not? Who has
stepped up to say, yeah, | want to consensually, given the context, put my body on the
line for this, or who's just being thrown, you know, disposably into the line of fire?
Because those are very different. And too often, the like, just saying things should be
nonviolent is inherently sacrificing people too against state violence. And that is not
ethical. There's nothing satisfying about that to me. And on the other hand, I'm not really
interested in just supporting anything that is only going to multiply harm for, you know,
those who are already marginalized, especially in terms of retaliation or things like that.
And so it is very tricky. It is very tricky. And | think the only way really is to have small
communities having these discussions with each other about strategy, | think.

Robert: OK, strategy. | love that. And | love the nuance that you brought because there
aren’t overarching rules that work for all time for all peoples. And even you saying that is
freeing, right? Like, yeah, | could say so much about that. Thank you for that. Anna,
what do you think?

Anna: Yeah, thank you for that. | really appreciate the “no one strategy” and that for me
comes alongside the like, there there is no purity, if we are if we are in this messy life.
There is no purity. And | think about, to return to bell hooks' words that we sat with last
conversation about love “being the necessary foundation, enabling us to survive the
wars, the hardships, the sickness and the dying with our spirits intact.” | think about the
like, what it means to keep our spirits intact, our soul intact, both our personal souls and
that moral conviction that is deeply personal, and our collective soul intact. And that for
me shakes something a little loose in the like, is it violent or nonviolent?

But what allows our soul to remain intact? And | do think that there, from folks who |
only hear like espousing nonviolence, there can be a flattening of forms of resistance
that become the only means possible for protecting our people, our kin, our life. And
then | think there can be a kind of moral righteousness. And | also from folks who | hear
most inclined to be open to some of the forms of either armed struggle, violent



resistance, | think there can be, and I'm thinking especially of white folks who | know,
where there can be a kind of romanticization of violence without the deep, deep, like
courageous, vulnerable, ongoing practice of committing to, again, whether we call it
nonviolence, but like of protection and of love and of the kind of courage to do it
differently. And yeah, there was something else | was going to say, but | think I'll pause
there.

Robert: Look at us, in the same spirit. So | was just thinking as | was talking, bell hooks’
love ethic, and her work around love has so informed how | enter this conversation that |
have to speak her name again and again and again. And this thread that she — love
ethic is better than nonviolence to me — because the way that | show up may be violent
to some, especially if you are committed to oppressing. It will be. Because even just
telling the truth, we find that that feels violent to people. Saying the words “white
supremacy” can shake a room. Even saying simple truths like trans kind deserve to live.
That is violent to people committed to oppression. | don't care, baby. Like, so
nonviolence is not my guiding star. A love ethic is. And so it animates my truth telling,
even when | say, oh, “trans people deserve even more than just to be here.” Everyone's
like, what do you mean? If this is violent to you, | cannot help that. | don't want to help
that. And so making you comfortable, is if that is being synonymous with nonviolence,
then I'm sorry, | cannot help you. There is no salvation for you here. | am after making
an equitable world where people can live unencumbered by injustice. That is my guiding
star and love animates the way. But it also — on that interpersonal level that we've shied
away from — | practice that interpersonally by trying to give the best of me to those that
I'm in community with. And so | am committed to do no harm to you, so you get the best
of me just because | had a bad day at work doesn't mean you get the worst of me.
Thank you, Nikki Giovanni, in that conversation with James Baldwin. She was giving
him truth. She said, you should lie to me.

You can lie to everybody else, but | get the worst of you because | love you. And so
interpersonally, | walk out that love ethic, but it has to transform depending on the
platform, you know, what M was talking about. And that may be violent to you. And if
you are committed to the old things, the old ways, then sorry, | do, | have a love for
humanity, but | have a love for freedom. That means that your commitment to being a
loser, you're going to have to go down with that ship. [laughter] Go ahead, M.

M: Yeah, | appreciate exactly what you're saying, because I'm just thinking like, we've
even had two episodes to talk about this and haven't laid out the terms of what we mean
when we use these words like non-violence, right? Are we talking about the political
histories that you know, rooted in and, you know, people really doing the deep work
around strategy and stuff? Or are we just talking about like the white supremacist norm



that as you're referencing, like experiences anything that is impolite, uncomfortable,
rude, you know, just like there's all sorts of these like little words that confine this one
version of what gets talked about as non-violence when...yeah, we're not even on the
same page about what we're talking about half the time. And so it gets really tricky. And
I'm thinking like there are so many people that think anything other than non-violent
action is murder. Like that's, you know, that that's synonymous, when there are so many
different actual forms that actions can take that may not be called non-violent but are
not gun related, you know, and like | said, like there's so much more to discuss.

Robert: Yeah. And there could be. Yeah, go ahead...
M: No. That's all.

Robert: No, | love that. There is that deep work that has been and is being done. You're
right, we're not even on the same page when we talk about this, right? And | think we're
critiquing the white supremacist lens on it and we're kind of alluding to that deeper work
that we know exists, that we know that is way more rooted and nuanced. But I'm glad
you brought up that distinction. Anna, go ahead.

Anna: | mean, | was thinking about our referencing Sarah Schulmer's book last time —
Schulman, sorry — Conflict Is Not Abuse, and like how hurt is not the same as harm.
Robert, when you were talking about like a white person either confronting their own or
more likely being confronted by the way that their white supremacy and racism is
showing up in a moment, like feeling hurt about that is not the same as being harmed by
that. Discomfort is not violence and for the love of God, like destruction of personal
property is not violence. But like really what we are willing to tolerate and what we are
unwilling to tolerate, collectively, for the sake of our lives and our kin, that part of like
how can we survive, period, and how can we survive with our spirits intact so that we're
not doing...so that folks for whom organized abandonment and state violence is the
norm, how to not play into the tactics of dehumanization, of denial of sacred worth,
because that destroys us in addition to | think keeping us from getting free together.

Robert: | love that. And | think, you know, as we wrap up, | think you prompted me with
this definition that I've heard concerning community. And it's those with whom you share
the burden of survival. And that has so richly sat with me. I'm not worried about the
bank. I'm not worried about the supermarket. Those are things in America has this
history of ensuring its profits over people, right? And so the things are not, I'm not
worried about a nonviolent ethic towards things. | am wanting to protect all of the
created order, however you would say that. Like | am worried about protecting the
animals, the plants, the people around me and that we all would be able to thrive. And



SO one practical in case someone's like, well, what are some practical ways you can do
that? | think of right now, you can provide food within your immediate sphere of
influence. Today. You can do that. You don't have to wait. You can provide food for the
needy. You can join mutual aid campaigns, right? To try to undo some of the deleterious
effects of capitalism. You can support — | every day | get online, there are mutual aid
campaigns and | try to give to them. | can't do it all. | can't dismantle all of the state
violence.

People are hungry. | can literally do something about that. People need to pay their rent
and our queer kin, our disabled queer kin, we can help them. There are people in your
sphere of influence that, people you could text on your phone that are in need, that are
being ravaged by this country. You can help them. You can let the burden, you can
share that burden of survival.

So any last thoughts before we go, we've spent two, | felt like we could have done 10.
But | do think that this is a valuable resource for people and hopefully you all can hear
the nuance and the passion that we are bringing to the table. Yeah, anything else that
people want to say?

Anna: If nothing else, a final thought returning to the words of Eve Ewing, but an
invitation to folks, “Put a finger to my wrist or my temple and feel it. | am magic. Life and
all its good and bad and ugly things, scary things, which | would like to forget, beautiful
things, which | would like to remember, the whole messy, lovely, true story of myself
pulses within me.”

And for me, the vision of nonviolence is to get to — the best of the vision of nonviolence
as a political strategy — is to get to a world where we can each put our finger on our own
wrist or temple and feel that magic pulse of aliveness, and that we are forever in tune
with that pulse of aliveness through our kin, including our kin halfway around the world
or across the street from us.

Robert: Amen.

[musical outro]



