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Dedication

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 wholly deserving of love, belonging,
joy, freedom, connection, and rest.
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Introduction
by Robert Monson

“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 I love, and doing as much as | can
of the work [ still have to do.” - Audre Lorde

The above words by Audre Lorde are fitting for
inclusion in a project that is dear to our hearts
concerningdisability. Audre Lorde wrote these words
as she struggled through a terminal diagnosis. Despite
the many obstacles she had in life, she remained fixed
on what it was that *she* wanted out of her life. As
| write this introduction, | am sitting in an office with
the warmth of sunlight enveloping my body. All of
this is in spite of the winter chill that hangs in the air.
And as | write, | am reminded about the hours of
conversation and writing that went into making this
work that is before you. In short, members of the
enfleshed creative council, board, writers, and staff
wanted to create a project by and for people with
disabilities and chronic illness, rooted in the inherent
affirmation of our lives.

We know that disabled bodies are beautiful bodies.
How then can we speak to the different experiences
that those of us who are disabled go through in an
ableist society? How could we begin to capture the
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scope of our experiences! What could emerge if we
were still enough and given space enough to speak our
deepest truths out loud?

First, we aimed to tell our own stories. To begin from
within our own community and our own intimate
experiences, resisting the urge to try and do and say
it all in this little zine. We celebrate the differences
across gender and race, sexuality and geography, and
certain disabilities represented in this little group. VWe
also feel so acutely how much yet remains for future
projects. There are more stories to be told, more
poems to write, more rituals to engage, more life to
be reflected upon. We join the many disabled folks
who have already told their own stories.

Secondly, we processed together how we can hold the
vulnerabilities we feel in this work, alongside those who
encounter this small book. We hope to disrupt ableism
that erases invisible disabilities, refuse to oversimplify
our experiences, dismantle ableist hierarchies, and
reject a bifurcation of mind from body. VWe also hope
to honor the many ways and shapes disability takes
on in a life, for a time or permanently. We celebrate
the many ways people navigate life, pain, systemic
barriers, and our collective possibilities - as some find
empowerment in their disability and others feel only
the struggle. We honor our various social locations
shaping our vast experiences and perspectives.

Soft Words for Hard Days. The impetus for this project
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cameoutofadesireto berealisticabout hard days, when
physical or mental anguish can seem insurmountable
Those days when it is hard or impossible to get out
of bed. Those days when meeting with a new doctor,
and not yet knowing if they will genuinely listen to you,
make unhelpful assumptions, or even be equipped
to properly care for you. Those hard days deserve
soft words. Tender words. Words that allow for pain.
Words that allow for rage. Words that make space
for silence. The softness that we are reaching for here
shouldn’t be mistaken for weakness or a certain tone
that is often equated with being humble. No. The
softness that we need is as diverse as the sands on a
seashore. What one disabled person needs is not the
same as another, and knowing this, we unite around
our shared humanity to invite you to take refuge in
whatever part of this collection offers you a soft place
to rest.

This project exists to say that there is more to
disabled life than the pity that some give us. There
is life beyond medical diagnosis. There is life inside,
outside, and containing the multitude of ways that we
carry disability. As you read through this small book
you will find letters addressed to various parts of our
lives. You will find poems. You will find essays. You will
find rituals. Let beauty and curiosity bind us together.



A Story About My

Brain: In Three Parts
by Belén Morales

PART I: TO THE LOW

Those first nights of overwhelming anxiety, legs
twisted up in sheets at 3am, moonlight shining on
my worried face. It was then you started camping
out in the corner of my young mind. My world was
falling apart then. Maybe it was best to just not be
here anymore, you whispered in my ear. Damn,
Low, | was only twelve years old and you were ready
to hurl me down a spiral.

You stayed humming in my ear, made your way
down to my hands to make them shake, into my
heart to make it race. You hijacked my operating
system into constant worry, constant vigilance. As
| got older, your hum got louder and louder. And
then you screamed. And wouldn’t stop.

The crushing ache in my gut. Thrusted onto the
couch, unrecognizable under a mess of fleece
blankets. The cold and somber look at my calendar
thinking, what is this for? What is life for? The aching
silence behind the question that flagged that my
brain was far from okay.

And | had to be okay. My brain couldn’t take a day
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off. My brain could not not be okay.

Low, | thought you were my only visitor. | was so
caught up in shutting you the hell up, | didn’t know
someone else would be at my door.

PART II: TO THE HIGH

My heart inside out. Brain a splattering of anger,
confusion, blurriness. It was you all along, wasn't it?

Looking back now, it’s clear that you were energizing
my three-hour daily workouts. And those intense!
codependent! hearbreaking!! friendship breakups.
God there were so many of those.

Then again, you fueled the best night(s) of my life.
Mezcal flowin, club loud, strobe lights, dancing like it
was the last time. Those nights when my feet didn’t
touch the ground, when | reached up into the sky in
platform heels and thought maybe the stars weren’t
that far.

The thing about you is that you feel like heaven.
You feel like the warmth of an inside joke - a playful
celebration with my cosmic self. You lift my feet off
the ground.

But what you didn't tell me, you sneaky High,

is every time you pick up me up, there you go
slamming me down onto the cold, harsh ground.
Drowned with shame as memories rush back like a
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flash flood of what | did or didn’t do, what | said or
didn’t say (who am | kidding - usually what | said).
The hysterical overthinking masquerading as austere
contemplation, the thoughtless text message(s), the
reckless wave of hypomania washing over me and
knocking out the people in my wake.

And yet, High, you're still a shot | wanna take (or do
you take me?) You're the playlist | want screaming,
piercing my ear drums. | wanna dance with you,
High, but you trade places with Low without giving
ya girl a fair warning. And Low is very, very bad at
dancing.

Do | need you to find the Divine? Is the Divine a
creation of you, High? High, do you take hold of my
brain and make me believe | can talk to God?

What happens when reality is up for grabs?

Part lll: TO MY BRAIN

All these big neon words told to you by the
psychiatrist, the one downtown with the expensive
leather boots - bipolar ii, incurable, depression,
hypomania, disorder, disorder, disorder, disorder,
disorder - it used to be easy to love you, my little
brain. In fact, you were often the only thing | loved
about myself. When the pressure was too much,

| stowed away in my mind. When that love left, |
went there to hide. When | was alone, | fled to your
corners to ease the sting.
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But! The call came from inside the house.
My solace turned my own worst enemy.

How do | love you, my mind, again? How do |
reconcile with this unreliable narrator? Low has
hurled abuse at you, lies to fill decades. And High -
distorting reality, shaking the ground, making you
lose your footing over and over again.

And so my dear, little, beat up brain, | will tell you/
myself this: When reality shifts and you don’t know
which way is up, remember and grip tightly to what
you know is true,

You are grounded in your power and the strength
of your ancestors.

You are unfurling right on time.

You can trust yourself. You've gotten yourself this
far, you got this. You are authentically! profoundly!
abundantly! loved.

This truth will save you over and over again. Take
heart.



Growing Bent
by Julia Watts Belser

There’s a lake quite near my home, a place | go
when the wild is calling me. It’s not a place that’s
particularly inviting for wheelchairs. The trail that
rims the lake is bare ground and hilly, all rocks and
roots that slide into the water below. But there's a
spot | like to sit, just past the edge of the asphalt. If |
wedge my wheels along the jut of three large stones,
| can look out on the lake and sink back into forest.

| let myself be gathered into the company of the
trees.

It's not a private spot. Joggers pass by on the regular,
and exercise buddies talk loud and bright about
their husbands and their bosses and their weekend
plans. It’s a place that leans more toward cell phones
than silence, a place that’s folded into the fabric of
fast-paced suburban life. My rocky vantage point

is close to the road, right off the parking lot. Even
though | bristle some days at the inescapable sound
of cars and companionship, | am grateful, fiercely
grateful. Because if the lake were far and away, miles
from ease and access, | wouldn’t be here. | wouldn'’t
know this place.

It's easy to internalize the notion that nature doesn'’t
like disability, to cast my own disabled body as
unsuited to the wild. But when | settle my sweet
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creaking bones in this place of woods and water, |
see mirrors everywhere. I'm struck again and again
by how crooked most trees grow.

There are a few silent sentinels who stand straight
and tall. But in these woods, most tree bodies are
slant and twisted. They curl toward the light or they
stretch out over the water, which means they grow
bent. They grow like me.

I'm looking right now at a small tree, halfway up the
hillside. She grows up from the ground at a sharp
angle, leaning leftward, the middle section of her
trunk almost horizontal to the ground. There’s a
strong crook in her spine, a long low hunch that
eventually curls back up toward the sky.

| can’t tell if 'm looking at an injured body, if what
I'm seeing is the site of a scar. | don't know her
history; | do not need it. My gaze is drawn to what
remains: the everyday tenacity, the quietness. How
unexceptional it is, to find and make a way.

She'll live a good life here, for a long time: small and
sideways, easily overlooked. There is strength in
her body, fierce and true. But she does not expect
to hold her own weight. No one ever told her to

go it alone, to stand up straight. Her branches are a
tangle of form, climbing their crooked way toward
the sky, leaning against their neighbors, bracing each
other into place.



Dear Lesions
by anna k blaedel

For years now, little ones — little shady scars mapped
onto my brain — | have been trying to name you.

I've attempted the language of friends, and also the
language of foes. I've called you the worst | can think
of, but you reside in me, inseparable from me, and
I'm trying to reorient toward you with less rage and
resentment. I'm learning just how toxic being stuck
in that shit is. I've tried humor but sometimes just
can't summon the mood, and cutesy doesn’t cut it —
too much is at stake.

| still tend to think of you in the singular, though you
are multiple. Multiple, but | hope not multiplying.

| do not want any more of you. | do not want you,
lesion(s), to become legion. At first | considered you
demon, and would have given anything to cast you
out. (I still would if | could, but that’s not how this
works.)

| have hoped that by giving you a name, we might
become more familiar. Practice care with each
other, if care between us is possible. | know | have
railed against your existence. | never wanted you to
take up residence, here. Your arrival felt shattering.
An invasion, uninvited and unwelcome, ushering

in wave after wave of unmooring loss. Your very
presence, destructive. An act of violence.
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These are not the terms through which [ want to
relate with this bodymindspiritbeing | am, and |
inhabit. Survival these days requires no shortage of
tenderness, and I've/we've been surviving in some
rather harsh conditions, sustained by every bit of
care and joy and ease that comes our way.

| know when you first appeared. | feel sure of it,
though I will never know for sure. | was sitting on
that sofa in a parsonage on that sweet little island
off the coast of Maine. It was the worst of times, in
the best of places, with the best and not quite worst
of people. Everything was so surreal. | had been
under complaint for years, and it was wearing me
down. Too much, too fast, for too long — | couldn’t
metabolize the pain fast enough. The trauma was
cumulative, and there was no honest end in sight.

On that island, we had been working for hours and
days, shrouded by a strange secrecy that two of us
refused to keep, and just as we were approaching
what might become a resolution, one bishop
called another and it all started crumbling. My
beloved friend, who was seated next to me, who
was next to me through that whole ordeal, next
to me through each ordeal in that whole chapter
of ordeals, told me later — of that moment when |
believe you came into being, emerged in the right
cerebellar peduncle of my brain —that he could
see my power radiating out of me. And | love that
reframing, carry it close, because all | felt in that
moment was exhaustion. Grief and despair and
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betrayal so sharp it left me shaking. That’s not a
metaphor, though | was figuratively shaken and
shook for sure. | started shaking and could not stop.
Everything in me vibrating with a force and fury that
has taken years to move through me.

A week later | awoke and couldn’t hear well in my
right ear. Nothing has been the same, since. One
way to tell the story is that first my life broke, then
my spirit broke, then my body broke, then the world
broke, then my mind broke, and finally my heart
broke. But there are a million ways to tell these
stories. Each break, becoming a threshold. Pain,
becoming a portal. | know how impossibilities crack
open through honest solidarity and tender care. |
know how there are losses we don't think we can
survive, yet have no choice but to endure. | know
sometimes surrendering — walking away, letting go,
releasing a particular dream —is an act of courage.
Beauty can emanate from what's broken open.
Catastrophes can create conditions for new life.

There is so much danger in praising resilience, and
redemption. Glorifying suffering can be deadly

to both body and soul. “You're so strong,” they
may say. Or, “We need you!” Or, “You're so much
braver than me!” as though any of us can make it
on our own, as though we can survive if we don’t
learn to share in the risk, and redistribute the cost
collectively. Our strength is our solidarity. We need
each other. We kindle courage together. Those are
gospel truths.
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Healing and wholeness, Toni Cade Bambara taught,
is no trifling matter. It's no individual matter, either.
And blessed be the Black feminist liberation lineage
and legacy of Ella Baker, and Bernice Johnson
Reagon who sang her song into being, because, yes:
“we who believe in freedom cannot rest.” But Tricia
Hersey reminds us of the both/and, because “rest

is resistance,” and mercy, mercy: we who believe in
freedom still need rest.

Lily Tomlin says forgiveness is letting go of all hope
for a better past, and while | know | cannot rewind
time — | cannot will you never to appear, any more
than | can will you to disappear — | am making peace
with the breakages, and wreckage, of these last
years. Erasing the past is no practice of freedom.
Neither is foreclosing the future. So, I'm moving
toward something like acceptance. Playing make-
believe with transformation. | can’t celebrate you,
yet, if ever | will; tolerance is often the best | can

try for, but | am trying, and | do want to learn how
to live well, together. We need to learn to live with
each other, because | want to live, and to live well, as
well as | can. And since you are here to stay, | want
to learn what you need from me, because it is hard
if not impossible to live well together if we remain
clueless to each others’ needs.

I've started sending you metta, seeing what happens
if | wrap you in loving kindness.

May you be free from suffering.
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May you be healthy.
May you be at ease.
May you, may me, may we.

In the practice of liberatory love,
anna
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Pursuing Softness

by Robert Monson

My body aches today. Great. (Not really.)
And as my eyes open...

my to-do list rushes through my mind
Like a roller coaster.

And as the tears fall from my eyes,

| remember that | can't do it all.

| stroke my neck to remind myself

To be gentle. To be soft. To be kind.

To me.
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Dear Ocean
by M Jade Kaiser

(Specifically, the part of you that turns inwards
and nuzzles against the complicated sands of the
Florabama shoreline.)

| miss you. When people ask me where I'm from, it
is you | still think of both first, and most fondly.

The first time | left you for more than a year, |
tattooed your sun onto my shoulder. It was a
symbol of my long-preferred prescription for all
that plagues my head. Whatever else feels or is true
in my body, there are memories of eyes closed, sun
on skin, deep, slow breathing, held up by your salty
water’s surface as waves moved beneath me. Arms
and legs outstretched, flat on my back - an invitation
to release it all in whatever ways | could. Even when
| felt | should or could or maybe even wanted this
letting go’ to mean sinking down, down, down into
your depths, | was upheld. You were medicine well
before | had access to any prescriptions.

The tolls (and, I'm slowly learning, gifts) of chronic
depression and anxiety ebb and flow through

my life. In their grasp, | do sometimes sink to the
crushing depths. They swirl stories around me like
the hurricanes of my youth - bury all the beauty
beneath the unbearable honesty of too much taken,
too soon, too ordinarily, too wastefully. Yes - from
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me and others and us. And you.

Though | have been living with POTS* for over four
years now, somehow | only recently recognized:
You, across geography, remain a portion of my
remedies.

Yes, there are medical prescriptions now, for head
and heart and all their strange connections. | am
grateful to the nth degree, for their crucial but
partial offerings.

And still, when | feel my legs muscles growing weak,
my heart climbing up into my neck, chest aching for
breath, and gravity calling my body to the horizontal,
| know | must ask, yes, “Have | taken my meds?”
And, also, “Have | had enough salt? Have | had
enough water?”

Salt+Water - | need nearly 5 times as much salt as
most and 4 times as much water to feel close to
well.

POTS means when | am upright, my blood gets
stuck down near my feet. Doesn’t have what it
needs to circulate properly. Pulls me downwards
and deprives all my organs of their oxygen.
Sometimes, it is now my own body | feel | will
physically sink down, down, down into and not
surface again.

Heaps and heaps of salt + water. Less a cure-all for
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what ails, but a sure help along the way. | partake of
small oceans, and you buoy me, still. Give my blood
new life, ability to move and flow a little more freely.
You hold me from the inside, up. Physically and
spiritually.

When | ache for the strange belonging and release
in your blue-green embrace, | remember | am now
more ‘of you’ than | have ever been, even in this
illusion of a distance. And does this not make you,
‘of me, too? | am moved by this kind of ‘home.” Who
is holding who? In our inseparable fates, inseparable
bodies, inseparable lives, may | be part remedy, too.

* POTS stands for Postural Orthostatic Tachycardia
Syndrome which for me, like hundreds of thousands of
others, was likely triggered by COVID - please mask if you
can, for yourself and for everyone!
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A Requiem For My
Mother, Polka Dot

Rainbow
by Shana Chivon

They told me you liked to read books
Pepsiin one hand and a novel in the other
They told me | began reading at two

| wish someone would have told them about
hyperlexia

Maybe there were other signs

before the red, leather strap became the remedy for
my “insolence”

Maybe a mask wasn't the best way to cover

The things that make up my belovedness

If | think about it, the next sign was your funeral,

| was 8

| didn’t know to cry seeing you there in your red,
polka dot dress

| was a kid masker, learning to express myself
through books

| did not cry, no one in The Baby-Sitters Club had
been to their Mother’s funeral

| wondered then if you could see me
From the mighty cloud where the pastor said
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you had gone

Could you see the welts, and the tears
Could you see me with a Pepsi in one hand,
a book in the other

The next sign was interoception,

it's hard to know how | feel

Just to answer, “How are you?”

| have to use a wheel

Coupled with my special interests,

the signs are fairly clear

The DSM5 would have disagreed had you seen them
when you were here

Does the cloud of witnesses have a shutter

To close out those moments you don’t want to see
Those moments where | was preyed upon

With no one to protect me

| feel like this life has been full of signs
A scattered array of torn crooked lines
A tree full of tangled and twisted vines
An iambic meter, a mystic mind

Is there a request box in the cloud
Where you can ask for me to be spared
For my body to not be chronically broken
For my heart not to be constantly scared

Are you allowed to visit from the ancestral plane,
can you come and go
To tell me you saw the signs as you watched me
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grow

Or am | to be left wondering, unsure if | will ever
know

| will be here waiting hoping for a polka dot rainbow
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To Juniper,
About Anxiety

by abby mohaupt

Here is some hate mail:

This man said once that you aren't real

That i made you up

And - - - oh how i wish i had made up something
easier

Something less likely to push me out of calculus and
high ropes and movie theaters and airplanes and
study abroad and marriages

Something less likely to crawl under my skin and
into my veins and leave behind a tingling

Something less likely to push me into a corner and
shout in my ear that eventually everything dies and
Everyone leaves

and

Everything is meaningless

And then this woman told me that you're real
And that you're a liar.

And so i cover our house with notes to myself that
i’'m enough
i'm loved
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i'm smart and brave and fierce
And enough.

And: do not be afraid

Because since i was 5 years old you have whispered
in my ears that

That i should be afraid and that

ican't

Be loved

Or be enough

Or be

And these notes are reminders of the truth that
runs through my blood

Even when all i can see are the

Match-shaped

Scars

These notes are reminders of the truth that is
etched into my bones

Even when there is no one to hold onto my body
and remind me that

iam here

i am ok

iam.

You are a liar

i met you through my mother and maybe her

mother
And
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Maybe

My daughter
Will

Meet

You

Too.

And so this is a love letter to my daughter, Juniper.
You--child of my body and blood and bones--YOU.
You are enough.

You are enough.

You are enough.

Everything dies and sometimes people leave and
some things have meaning.

Some things like art and hiking and music and
traveling and adventure and family

You make life easier and better and happier and ----

When your skin tingles
And it feels like your bones will break
Or your blood will fall out of your body

| will hold onto your body and remind you of
love
| will whisper in your ears that
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You can
Be loved and

Be enough and
Be

It will be the easiest thing to hang on to you and
remind you

That we made you with love and joy and courage
And you are the realest real.

You are true.
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To This Body of Mine

by Robert Monson

To this body of mine,

Let me start again.

We have a complicated relationship

You and I. And sometimes it is hard to know
Where my disabilities start and where you begin.
Some days are harder than others.

And some days require superhuman efforts.
But, pain is not my only story and neither is it my
name.

You've gotten me through so much, shielded me
from so much.

You've taught me that a disabled body is a good
body.

And that difficulty doesn’t mean weakness.

| watch you grow, and change shape as the years
grow.

So to this body of mine...

| love you.

| thank you.

| appreciate you.
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On Disability
Justice Lineage

by anna k blaedel

Disability Justice asks, ‘what do you need?’

What do you need, to live and move free?
Disability Justice asks, ‘what do we need?’

What do we need, to survive and heal and thrive?

Disability Justice proclaims that earthly belonging
is birthright, and sacred worth is inherent, and our
need for each other is hallowed gift and precious
offering.

Disability Justice boldly refuses the lies of anti-
Blackness and anti-transness, of respectability

and purity, of endless expansion and inevitable
exhaustion. Disability Justice uproots the insidious
aims of surveillance and control, of wild lands and
strange bodies and unruly bodyminds.

Disability Justice recognizes able-bodied
supremacy is formed in relation to other systems
of domination and exploitation. Disability Justice
traces the connections between white supremacy
and colonial conquest, capitalist domination and
cisheteropatriarchy.

Disability Justice remembers back through
enslavement, dispossession, and conquering that
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has come in too many forms. Disability Justice
honors the kinship of sacredness and strangeness,
of awkwardness and holiness and messiness, of
deviance and divergence and divinity.

Disability Justice’s rhizomatic roots are powerlines
pulsing with wild resistance, brilliant adaptation, and
bold refusal. VWe are each and all invited—able—to tap
in.

Disability Justice draws connections and senses
resonances and seeks out ways to collaborate
with Indigenous wisdoms: from Ferguson to Gaza,
from the toxic waterways in lowa to the plastic
wastelands in the Pacific, from cobalt mines to
lead-laced water, against Cop City and Urban
Shield, undermining Big Pharma and Industrial Ag,
protecting water, returning land, honoring life.

Disability Justice, according to Sins Invalid, moves
according to 10 principles: intersectionality;
leadership of those most impacted; anti-capitalist
politics; cross-movement solidarity; recognizing
wholeness; sustainability; commitment to cross-
disability solidarity; interdependence; collective
access; collective liberation.

Disability Justice is Aurora Levins Morales and Patty
Berne, Mia Mingus and Stacey Milbern and Nomy
Lamm. Disability Justice is Gloria Anzaldua, Leroy
Moore, Lydia X. Z. Brown. Disability Justice is Leah
Lakshmi Piepszna-Samarasinhan, Alice Wong, Sami
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Schalk, Cyrée Jarelle Johson, Eli Clare, Sebastian
Margaret. Disability justice is you, and me, and we.

Disability Justice knows none of us are free until all
of us are free.

Disability Justice enfleshes fierce solidarity, and
tender care. Disability Justice honors sovereignty
and autonomy. Disability Justice remembers that
none of us can survive on our own.

Disability Justice makes demands on us: imagine a
world in which we all have all that we need; build

a world in which survival is not a zero-sum game;
practice a world in which rest, and presence, and
beauty, and pleasure are treasured, and cycles of

grind, and shame, and isolation, and disregard are
unlearned and repatterned.

Disability Justice is the abolition of every institution,
policy, and practice of punishment, imprisonment,
and captivity.

Disability Justice testifies that life is infinitely more
than consume, consume, buy, mine, swipe, discard,
deaden, repeat.

Disability Justice testifies: We are not disposable.
The earth is not disposable. Our mortal, earthly
bodies are so precious, and precarious.

We know this. And so we ACT UP, and we become
The Harriet Tubman Collective. We resist. We
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deviate. We adapt. We write, and read, and circulate
the wisdom of The Cancer Journals, and Kindling, and
Care Work, and Scars Tell Stories. Ve play, we pray,
we care, we create. We survive. And also, we don't.

How can we cherish this cosmic blip of being, we get
to share?

We, 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 presents, our

futures: so many opportunities to harm, but also,
also to heal, to hold, to be held, to thrive.
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Dear Friend
by Alicia Crosby

s there a place for me?

Is there a place for me at your table? Is the seat
low enough to the ground to keep my pain ridden
body from aching in high tops not meant to
accommodate me? Is the lighting bright enough
for me to see what options are available to me or
should | prepare myself to awkwardly slip out my
phone based flashlight to illuminate the table?

Will our companions make room for my presence?
You know covid not being over and me being
immunocompromised means | rarely leave the
house. | want to enjoy your company but can

only accept if they understand that masking and
distancing are signs of community care, not personal
constriction both in our time together and in our
time apart.

Can | navigate the space we share with ease
regardless of what kind of day I'm having? Are

the surfaces beneath our feet unobstructed and
smooth? Are there elevators taking us high and
railings for us to hold onto? Tell me if | have options,
friend?

I'm asking because | want to know if there’s a place
for me with you. A place that will honor and protect
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me. That will make space for my disabled body and
being. That will help me leave as well as | entered
because the empathy, care, and community to be
found there remember me.

s there a place for me at your table? | ask because
the way this world (dis)regards me means my yes to
invitation is contingent on what your answers help
me discern and know.
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Enfleshing Rage

by Robert Monson

Ableism, sexism, homophobia, racism...all interlock
to make a system that disables, a country that leers

at bodies that aren’t deemed perfect, and people

that sometimes don't think of their disability as a
superpower. In this place, rage isn’t just something to
be brushed off. We can embrace it. Below is a ritual to
acknowledge my rage, and please feel free to modify
this for your own needs and create others that honor
you.

| set my intentions with music, and for this ritual, | choose a
song familiar to me...Knuck if You Buck.

| light a candle, not for the typical comfort of stillness
and contemplation, but to match the flame of rage
that exists inside me. And as | sit, | grab a notepad and
pen and write down the currents of anger that course
through my veins. “Why is this happening to me?” is
a valid question that | write at the top of the page and
don’t even try to answer.

| write about the difficulty of getting my medication
monthly. | write about how harditis to carry a
disability and try to feed myself every day...trying to
consider what to cook when | have auras in my vision.

| write about how expensive it is to be poor and
disabled. | write about the loneliness that comes with
this level of rage. | write until sweat and exhaustion find
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me. And when | am done | don’t rip up my page of
rage. | don’t burn it, and neither do | throw it away.
| store my rage in a folder to remind myself that it is
ok to feel this way.
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Dear (Trans)Gender
Wonders

by M Jade Kaiser

who find that going to the doctor or not going to
the doctor are two ways to suffer —

(I write that playfully and truthfully.)

Sometimes, my medical experiences leave me
feeling like | must be the only trans person in the
world who has ever been to the doctor. That the
medical setting | visit has never, in all of their years,
encountered anyone whose body is a testament to
a more honest mosaic of gender.

One time, at a “trans friendly” doctor’s office, as |
waited in the waiting room among other patients,
the nurse came out asking for me not by name but
by “They?... Theyyyy????... IS THERE A THEY
HERE?!”

| still can’t type it without laughing. It's my favorite
related story to tell because of its absurdity, and
for me, it landed as benign. But it reveals the level
of cultural (in)competency acceptable at the “trans
friendly” doctors.

| wish it were my only story. Or my worst story. Or

35



my most uncomfortable, or confusing, or tolerable-
but-disappointing story. | wish the consequences

of trans ignorance or prejudice or outright hostility
remained this small on the medical care I've received.
[ There are other letters to write about legislation
criminalizing our trans-specific care, especially our
youth’s, and systems that then, also, entirely fail

and fault the inevitable consequences on their/our
mental health. Whole essays on surviving the cycles
that push us to our mental edges only to then have
our soaring suicidality rates used against us...]

When shame | don’t even believe in starts to creep
close because of that language in the notes or this
nonverbal on their face or those ignorant questions
entirely unrelated to my care, | like to imagine the
other trans wonders who came yesterday or last
year, ten years ago, or will come tomorrow all there
with me. Stitching across time and space a less lonely
reality. | genuinely can’t help but smile, imagining the
traces of transness | know are there, all perceivable
at once. What a glorious array of bodies it would

be — telling stories of disability and chronic illness
through an immeasurable constellation of genders.

What if we, in all the ways our transness does and
doesn’t shape our chronic illness and/or disability,
could be there together, doing what we must to
have what we need? Masked and swapping stories
as we wait, laughing and crying and raging and
offering our thanks to those who do it better. What
shame would stand a chance in the presence of our
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gathering? It would be revealed for what it is —one
terrible symptom of all the buried longings beneath
rigid rules demanded from body and being. The
truth of our lives, an immeasurable gift.

If it is helpful, next time you must seek medical
assistance to take care of your precious you, feel
free to take me with you as a not-so-imaginary
trans friend. (I ask Leslie Feinberg to accompany me,
because | know, in hir presence, | could access my
courage.)

Take me with you and | will call you by your right
name. | will bask in the beauty of your particular
being. | will giggle at the well-meaning stumbles. | will
groan in the corner when the ignorance distracts.

| will offer knowing glances, and shared frustration,
and company in your wise navigation of systems that
still fail us and so many others. Whatever brought
you there, maybe trans care or other life-long care
or new and emerging need for care..whatever

level of comfort of discomfort, trust or suspicion
you carry about the histories of supremacies

and medical institutions, I'llaccompany you with

unwavering delight and space for every complicated
bit.
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Dear Rec Center Pool
by Molly Bolton

You & your 81 degree water.

You & the paint stroke of your bright orange slide.
You & your chair lift humming like a lullaby.

You & your locker room smelling of bleach and bar
soap—

| love you.

Massages are a hundred dollars an hour.
Healthcare is half my salary.

But for $35 a month

| am an astronaut in your waters—

explorer of the forgotten planet named
Free from Gnawing Pain.

No heating pads, no ice packs,
no calculations for how to get to the mailbox &
back.

Just you & your generous windows facing the pale
green trees.

You & your lifeguard swinging his whistle to bachata.
You & your easy ripples welcoming bodies to
buoyancy.

Dear Rec Center Pool,
| had a dream [ lived in your waters,
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propped my laptop on the edge of the shallow end,
made a paddle board into a kitchen table,
ate peanut butter & jelly with friends.

And at night,

instead of reading glasses,
| put on goggles,

two pool noodles

rocked me to sleep

like loving arms.
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To My Loved Ones
& Friends

by Robert Monson

| suppose | should start out by sharing what you
mean to me. How much your love lifts me, heals
me, calls me out of fear, and is a light to me when all
of my own have fallen by the wayside. Your circle of
love and trust remain invaluable to me at a time in
society that seems to diminish the “squishiness” of
love. Soft is despised. But, your love(s) help me to
remain soft and land in soft places.

And even as | say these precious words | wonder if

| can bring a painful statement to the table. “Let me
know if you need anything.” Ouch. That sentiment,
usually expressed in the uttermost sincerity,

can make me feel at times like | am the loneliest
person in the world. How do | tell you that life

with a chronic illness is overwhelming? How can |
accurately tell you that at times it transports me
into a place of childlike helplessness and despair? At
times, the cascading effect can result in depression.
How can | tell you what | need when it feels like |
am drowning? Do we tell drowning people to signal
when they need help? That would seem both absurd
and a bit cruel.

| wish that | didn’t have to open my mouth. As |
get older it isn't because | can’t think of a variety
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of needs, but rather because at times there are so
many that | am embarrassed to be known for the
severe amount of things | need. | need concrete
things. | need spiritual help. | need dinner. | need
$1,000. | need reassurance. | need love. | need a hug.
| need...yeah | need.

And | know you love me. | know your heart aims
to love me more. But, how do [, a product of “pull
yourself up by your bootstraps” culture, indicate
to you that | get scared and | need someone to
hold my hand in the night? How do | show you
that sometimes, even with a cool and collected
demeanor, that | am struggling to just remain
present? | am ashamed at times that the severity
of my own needs means that | despise when you
complain about yours. | try to keep that all in
check. I can’'t judge you. Neither should | try. |am
human though, and | struggle with your needs in
comparison to mine. But, and | am rambling here,
despising you means despising myself. There is love
between us. Connection that holds us.

| wish that instead of asking me to let you know
when | have needs, that you would lean in and

see how many needs are already unmet. Do you
know that | have dreams and goals outside of being
in pain? Do you know how much | am robbed of
these things when an emergency eats into my
finances? Do you know how much | like cooking, but
sometimes don’t have the energy or the money to
cook the meals that bring me so much joy?  hope
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that in being so honest you aren’t turned away.

Regardless of what happens, | love you more than |
can articulate.

Lovingly yours,
Robert
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The Stone in Me

by Blyth Barnow

You told me | was hard. | felt like stone, mossed

over and too slippery for you to hold. | was tired

and heavy. | ached with something you couldn’t
understand. Something you didn’t want for me, so
you left me alone with it. Looked away, hoping it
would drop to the bottom of a river that would flow
beyond our reality. | tried to tell you it wasn’t going
anywhere but it was too much for you to bear.

Can you imagine knowing that what the world fears
has crawled inside you and made a home? And

not just any home. One made of stone and sturdy
foundation. This is no starter house. This isa home
to die in. Can you imagine being two years in and still
wondering if this will kill you someday?

Has anyone ever tried to reassure you by telling

you that you haven’t lost brain matter after all? Can
you imagine the shallow comfort in that? Can you
imagine the absurdity of those words paired with a
world of indifference? People treating your body like
hyperbole instead of fact?

| woke to immobility. Heavy. Stone. They've always
told me | was an old soul, and it seemed my body
rushed to match it. Shuffling down the hallway, stairs
descended sideways one at a time. Chair by the
fridge to put groceries away, the exertion too much.

43



Do you know what it feels like to decay in plain
sight? To watch the world go on as if nothing has
happened at all? As if they are invincible? As if you
are so weak?

| spent two years getting back to some sort of
possible. Slogging through others’ skepticism.
Believing in myself when others questioned my
symptoms. They told me | was anxious, mean,
paranoid. Heavy. | was too intense. | needed to calm
down. Had | ever tried meditation? They wanted me
to stop being so hard. Hard to reason with. Hard

to understand. Hard to show up for. Hard to love.
They told me to get more exercise, push a little
further, stop focusing on it so much, be optimistic.
It is a lonely thing when others have to assume your
wellness in order to comfort themselves.

Maybe | am mean, | thought. Maybe | am hard.
Maybe | am the monster they've painted. All panic
and snarl. That could be true, but I'm also fucking
right. So fuck them. The stone in me grew heavier.

Do you know what it’s like to have your words
removed from you? To lose your sister’s name?

To lose your ability to regulate even the smallest
emotion? Have you seen me lose control of my
body? Have you watched me confront the illusion
that | ever had any control at all? Do you know that
my survival was built on that lie? That | could protect
myself. That | could overcome. That | could breathe
past the anger.
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This time last year | finally made it to a doctor

who was unimpressed by me. Not confused. Not
curious. Just clear. She heard it all day long. | was
nothing exceptional or strange, just another person
living with long haul. Her of-course-ness started

to give me my body back, my confidence back. It is
deep medicine, deep relief, to be ordinary - to be
known.

I'm tired of saying it is lonely. Lonely is too quaint a
word. | am not melancholy. | am not miserable. This
is nothing company can fix. | was right. They were
wrong. And in those small words is a rage, a wound,
a wonder, an awe. | knew if | waited long enough,

if | lived long enough, | would see a day when they
realized how wrong they were. That day has come
and gone and their penitence brought no comfort.

Do you know what it is like to try to release
resentment when there truly is no fault to

assign? How do you forgive a complete deficit of
understanding? There is nothing for it. | am forced
to just sitin it. Nowhere to unclench, nothing to
release. Have you noticed how suffocating it is to
understand?

These years, they taught me that [ am stone. Heavy,
immovable, strong. It is no burden to bear. It is a
pride. Stone is simply earth. Solid, sure. | am ground,
| am grounded. They walked all over the stone

in me, even while fearing it. And still, | held them

up. | stayed true. | stayed alive. This stone, it is no

45



weapon. It is an assurance. It is love. It is faith. It is
a reminder that | am steady, even when the world
isn't.
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Surely, Surely, Surely,
Surely

by anna k blaedel

For most of my adult life, | have derived pleasure
from my hands’ physical strength. Sitting down at
the piano, sanding wood down soft and smooth,
mincing plentiful piles of garlic and herbs, kneading
dough, braiding hair, writing essays longhand, hand
quilting baby blankets for each nibling...For years |
simultaneously took the particular capacities of my
particular hands for granted, and felt awed gratitude
at all my hands could do.

Intermittent hand weakness is one of the ways
chronic illness/autoimmune inflammation/
becoming dynamically disabled has manifested in my
bodymindbeing. During the first episode, | sat down
to write in my journal and found myself unable to
grasp a pen. While recovering from a bout with
Covid-19, | lost the ability to move or lift my hands
and arms entirely. | didn’t know if the paralysis was
permanent. The trip to and time in the ER was its
own traumatic hell. After recovering to my new
normal, | remain unsure if/when such dramatic
changes might happen again. The unpredictability
felt and feels disorienting, terrifying.

| have found myself, suddenly and inexplicably,
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unable to do things, or do them the way | long have.
Over the last years, | have dropped and broken
countless items. | have felt like a threat to precious
things, fragile objects, tender items. | have had to ask
for and receive help, often. | have felt like a burden.

| have been confronted by my own internalized
ableist discomfort with feeling vulnerable and
dependent. | have also been confronted by others’
ableist impatience and resentment, when | need
help.

Early on especially, but sometimes still, | raged at my
hands when they wouldn't, couldn’t, move and grasp
and carry and hold like  wanted them to. | grieved
deeply, while recalibrating all sorts of expectations.

| confronted long told lies: that | am in control of my
body; that | can somehow will my flesh into some
idealized productivity, capacity, ability; that being of
particular use is synonymous with having value.

One day, after breaking a beloved mug, feeling
weary and scary and worn, | put on Jamila VWoods’
song “Holy,” and got a jar of lavender salve made
by a friend. For the length of the song, | gently
massaged the salve into my own hands. “VWoke

up this morning with my mind set on loving me.”

| whispered and sang to my hands about their
belovedness, their holiness. | asked them to help
me learn patience, and practice loving kindness,
together. “The map of your palms, the temple you
be, you're all that you got.”
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The ritual invitation: Is there a part of your body that
you have raged at! An area of your flesh that has
been associated with pain, trauma, grief, dysphoria,
betrayal, or shame? Find lotion, oil, salve, or even
some water. Play “Holy,” by Jamila VWoods. For (at
least) the length of the song, gently touch, caress,
massage, hold, and tend your holy, beloved flesh. Set
your mind, and your flesh, on loving you. As you are,
as we are. “Surely, surely, surely, surely...”

| am still learning to relate differently with my hands,
to my hands, as my hands. | am practicing relating
to the holiness, the belovedness, of these hands,
worthy of tender comfort and pleasure, whatever
they can or cannot do.
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This Body, Our Home

by M Jade Kaiser

On my first day in raptor rehabilitation,

| met an injured owl who peered at me skeptically
from the back of their cage and asked me

what | know about practicing medicine.

“Oh, nothing much really. Not yet,” | confessed
meekly.

“But | do know a few things about being sick.

And suspicious, too.”
And so, | am respectful of their feathers.x

And | am careful with their pain.

And | softly mourn when | learn of their death,

a few days later.

Because yes, that singular and particular owl,

and also, all the others lost to cars and lead

and too many buildings and too many lights.

And too, the tattered land on which we both live,
And too, the polluted air which we both breathe.
And too, the poisoned food which we both
consume.

The whole chronically ill body of the earth,
telling its story through our lives

as we do what we can to survive

under rapidly disabling conditions.

The greedy hands of entitlement so cruelly

prod and poke and steal this life, caring not what is
lost.

How gently | wish to tend and mend and honor
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and delight in every aching wing, every precious life
- indisposable. How fiercely | wish to protect this
body, our home.

*in training, under supervision of a licensed rehabber
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Dear Ear
by Lis Valle

Thank you so much for being there for me all these
years. Forgive me for taking you for granted for
decades. Forgive me for not saying “thank you” once
you started carrying my eyeglasses. Thank you,
because now you carry my eyeglasses, my mask, and
my hearing aids. Thanks for protecting my beautiful
ear drum and my inner ear. While capitalism takes
advantage of acquired disabilities, making me buy
new equipment every three years, you remain there
for me - God-given - faithfully carrying more and
more for me to be able to function in this ableist
world.

Love,
LV.R.
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On Intersectionality
by Robert Monson

| cannot write on intersectionality without
acknowledging the words and work of both Kimberlé
Crenshaw and the Combahee River Collective. The
work that they have done to illuminate the ways that
oppression can mingle together with power and
the collapsing of peoples’ existence is undeniable.
If you're unfamiliar with the works of the Collective
or of Kimberlé Crenshaw, please take a little time to
research the sustained work that they have done.
Intersectionality is a framework or tool that allows us
to analyze the ways in which gender, race, disability,
class, and sexual orientation all intersect to shape
one’s experiences in the world. Intersectionality is a
way to explain how various interlocking systems of
oppression canimpact people differently based upon
some or all of the above categories. This is helpful
when speaking to and about the experiences of people
with disabilities. Put simply, there is no one size fits
all to understanding one person’s experience with
disability. Am | Black? Am | poor? Am | disabled? Am
| a man? All of these help shape my personal identity
and need to be understood altogether.

| often speak and write about America being a disabling
apparatus. Whether it is the harmful effects of water
in Flint, Michigan, the mental and physical anguish
inflicted by police brutality, or those who have become
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disabled because of lacking access to quality medical
care, it is accurate to say that America is a nation that
makes people disabled. In light of this, | am hesitant
to speak of the “disability community.” Or to use
phrases like “disabled people say...” There are too
many experiences and identities to speak so matter
of factly. One book that helps me understand this has
been Rabbi Julia Watts Belser’s book, Loving Our Own
Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness
of Knowing Ourselves Whole. Although Rabbi Belser
doesagreat job of speakingabout the wisdom she has
gained from others, as well as acknowledging other
social locations, she wisely brings the reader into her
particular world of being a Jewish person with her
particular disabilities. She does not shy away from
speaking of her wheelchair, and in fact attempts to
draw the reader in ever closer. Another book that
has helped me is Autistic and Black: Our Experiences
of Growth, Progress, and Empowerment by Kala Allen
Omeiza. This wonderful book captures the stories
of Black bodies from all across the African diaspora
as she allows them to tell their own stories, joys, and
pains. This interview-laden book allows for autistic
Black folks to share how poverty, geographic location,
gender, educational status, and sexual orientation
mingle with existing structures to make it more difficult
to be autistic. These two books have been critical in
understanding the range of experiences that people
have with the term disability. | often ask the question
“who gets access to being disabled?” because | know
that it depends on so many factors. | know people who
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To Languages

| Never Wanted

to Learn
by anna k blaedel

| keep trying to make a joke about collecting
autoimmune disorders like | used to collect anti-
queer United Methodist complaints, but neither is
really a joking matter, even if there’s humor to be
found within the awful, extended experiences of
each.

Like how | had more MRIs than | can count during
the 2020 presidential campaign, and how Tom
Steyer ads kept interrupting the music piped into
the clacking, clanging machine, and how can an
institution that charges $10,000 a pop really not
afford an ad-free Pandora account?

Or, like how | wrote responses to the second
complaint, or maybe it was the Judicial Council
review, or perhaps one of the (un)Just Resolutions
— it all swims together now — while perched half-
naked in my new lover’s kitchen, formally charged
with “practicing homosexuality” while feeling very
proficient, indeed.

Poet June Jordan wrote of “the very tissue of our
ongoing, tenuous, embattled experience...” She
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knew too well how tissue can turn against us — how
supremacy is cancerous, and how oppression is
inflammatory, and how brutality is etched in this
country’s origins, and how structures of power

and profit offer cures far worse than what they call
disease.

The HLA B27 is negative, which is great news,

but the ANA remains elevated, positive, which is
itself negative; and | wish | could tell Marian, my
now dead anti-nuclear, pro-Palestinian activist
mentor and friend, how antinuclear antibodies have
taken up residence in me, because there's a poem
somewhere in that wordplay: my very blood is anti-
nuclear! may it be so, until Palestine is free!

So we —we crip and queer and ill and disabled

and divergent and mad, we who they call invalid,
incompatible, disordered, divisive, perverted —we
learn to inhabit the realities that take up residence in
the very tissue of our lives. Ve accrue vocabularies
we do or do not want to learn. We learn languages
we do or do not want to comprehend. We
comprehend realities we do or do not want to
inhabit. VWWe inhabit worlds we do or do not want to
exist. And.

And | do hear the poetry, sometimes, in the strange
languages | am learning to speak: otolaryngology
and neuroimmunology, audiograms and oligoclonal
bands, hidradenitis suppurativa and eosinophilic
esophagitis, sensorineural hearing loss and
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demyelinating disease, bilateral axillary lesions

and flair hyperintensities, MS and EOE, UMC and
LGBTQ and PTSD, CIS and ASD, CSF and ADHD,
OCD and BOD and T4T (and then the joke: mostly
vegetarian but honoring a whole season for BLTs
—that’s ME!) Divergent from norms, incompatible
with orthodoxies — be they theological,
neurological, relational, vocational, and more. (No

wonder my immune system is confused, and my
PhD, for so long, ABD.)

There’s poetry in queering it all, because that’s what
we do. Practicing care, politicizing care, collectivizing
care, because that’s how we do.

We come into language from our longings, language
we are crafting for lives that are sacred — have always
been worthy, and always more poetry than fact:

Like, “stop” and “please” and “no.”
Like, “need” and “want” and “forgo.”
Like, “help” and “rest” and “slow.”

Our sacred existence, insistent. Insistence,

persistent. Persistence, sufficient. Sufficient, our
blessed existence.

57



Wash Over Me

by M Jade Kaiser

There are some days, some hours, some seasons,
and most nights after a certain hour where moving
anything more than my eyes feels like an impossible
task. Gravity keeps my blood from circulating
properly and leaves me feeling stuck under a
weighted blanket too heavy for my small body to lift.
Stillness is ease. Stillness is relief. Stillness can also

be frustrating and boring and lonely - and plenty of
times, stillness is just not an option.

There’s a song | associate with my flares - mostly
because it happened to be playing in the background
during one of my early days of adjustment to POTS.
When it all felt raw with unfairness and struggle.

As | sat on the stairs, giving up the simple task | was
trying to complete, the song whispered calmly in the
background, “There will be better days. There will
be better days. There will be better days.” And, also,
simultaneously, “Let the waves wash over me.”*

| still return to this song when | need to feel what I'm
feeling. To be honest and present and not move too
quickly past what's difficult. While also connected
to a sense that I'm not lost to feeling captive by its
presence in my life forever. Both/and.

1. Listen to the song “Tomorrow” by Miner.*
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. Let yourself sink into whatever you're feeling.
Anger. Sadness. Boredom. What is it? Feel it
all the way through.

. Repeat the song as many times as you need.
Linger here.

. Remember something you felt prior to this
moment. Something other than the thing
you feel now. Try to remember how it felt

in your bodymindspirit. Think of something
you hope is to come, still, in the future.

. Repeat the song once more, letting these
multiplicities live together - it’s ok to let the
waves of hard wash over you right now - and
there will be better days.
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Un/Masking

by anna k blaedel

| wanted to write a poem about face masks, but it
became a poem about neurodivergent unmasking
(and could have become one about trans masc-
ing). VWelcome to how my brain works — spirals of
resonance, tangles of connection, webs of relation
—where everything slips and slides together,
inseparable, permeable, each data point a line of
indeterminate, intersecting flight...

| learned to see my divergence as my downfall —a
shame, a failure, an embarrassment — never quite
sure what is the forest and what is a tree, but / and
oooooh, look: at this patch of lichen, on this bit of
bark, a lesson in symbiosis, queer creatures of the
both /and, growing wild and free.

And so | am relearning this as a superpower, how
everything is everything is everything — see? How
this tree helps me breathe, how whatever threatens
your breath endangers mine, too, how like the

Love Fellowship Choir sings, | really do need you to
survive?

In this world, today, masking is a superpower. In this
world, today, unmasking can be, too.

| have a friend who makes it a practice to post about
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COVID —rates and precautions and best-practices
for community care. It is lonely and revealing. Each
time | encounter their masked face, their disability
justice wisdom, their call for collective tending, | feel
less alone in the world, seen.

| have a friend who makes it a practice to post about
autism — echolalia and stimming and the wild world
of both seeking and being saturated by sensory
experience. Each time | encounter their wonder,
their delight, their celebration of what simply,
profoundly is, | feel less alone in the world, seen.

For most of my life, | have felt safest alone. Safety,
alone, is a lie told by whiteness, supremacy, and
coloniality. Alone is how | rest. | cannot survive,
alone.

Fanon wrote of masks, and skin, and the
revolutionary power thrumming yet through life
condemned, called wretched. He wrote of “a yes
that vibrates to cosmic harmonies,” and in this
symphonious yes | feel the rhythm of collective
movement, enfleshing liberation.

We craft masks of wood, bronze, cotton,
polypropylene. We craft masks from fear, shame,
exhaustion, desperation. VWWe mask to comply, to
survive, to creatively adapt.

Masking can conceal our need for support. Masking
can be an act of support.
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Sometimes we mask to connect. Sometimes we
unmask to heal.

This | believe: It does not have to be this lonely.
Isolation is rarely the best practice for thriving. To
be well, together, means masking more and masking
less.

Practicing not compliance, but care.
Protecting not only me, but we.
Becoming not just safe, but free.

Shedding the masks that stifle our aliveness.
Donning only the masks we still need.
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Dear Food

Delivery Driver
by Robert Monson

| wish that | could convey in words what it means for
you to deliver my groceries and my food while | am
lying in my bed and struggling to concentrate. | know
that you get a lot of negative criticism from so many.
Lazy. Incompetent. Unwilling. | see those assigned to
you and my heart is pained. | have experienced you
as a vital part of my life, and to the many of you who
have went above and beyond to get my food and my
necessities when | am unable to...thank you.

Thank you.
Thank you.
| wish | could describe how much | need you.

Because being incapacitated shouldn’t mean that
| can’t receive care. And | know that sometimes
the best care that | can receive is when | press a
few buttons and my phone says “order received.”
The time that it takes between that notification
and “your order has arrived” can seem, at times,
to be eternal. But, | have to be clear, at least right
now when | am in a relatively healthy state, that
any frustration that | experience as | wait isn’t your
fault. Perhaps | am mad at the world. Or at the
government. Or at systems that are exacerbated
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by chronic pain AND racism. Cuz’ nobody talks
about how ableist structures are compounded by
the insidious nature of racism. As | wait, | often get
frustrated. But | hope to never take it out on you.

| have no idea who you are, just a driver. Better
yet, | know that you are a human with your own
responsibilities, your own bills, perhaps your own
disabilities.

Sometimes | can'’t tip you in the ways that | would
like to. Sometimes | forget. | hope you know that
when [ am on my sickbed, that you are invaluable

to me. This delivery service isn't a game for me, it’s
vital. For every person who has forgotten to tip you,
or who has shortchanged you, I'm sorry. You make
life so much easier.

Gratefully,
Robert
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On Spirituality
by M Jade Kaiser

There’s little that appeals to me about most of

the common god-talk around disability. So much
assumes that divinity itself is a thing that transcends
disability — an implicit commitment to both god

as ‘perfect’ and ‘perfect’ as non-disabled. Neither
of which resonate for me as remotely sacred. Or
honest. Or interesting. Or useful.

What significance are we to find in a god who only
pontificates on suffering at a distance? Or one that
never knows the pleasure and possibility and power
living lives like ours?

What spiritual refuge is to be found in a god who
can always pay their medical bills or who goes on
and on about love while refusing to ever wear a
mask? What comfort is a god who takes on flesh,
but never needs to lay that flesh in bed all day?

| can no longer pray to anything called Divine that
has been made into the image of ‘Always Capable’
or ‘No Limitations.” Of ‘Relentless and Forever
Resilient” or ‘Never Asks for Help.” Of ‘Absolutely
Normal or ‘Has Never Lost a Limb to a Bomb!
What kind of god is that?

| won'’t hand over my soul to aspirations of
65



transcending this body, this unsettled mind, this
weary heart.

But | do, oh | do, believe in something holy, holy,
holy still. Something that has accompanied life
across the ages and still takes new shapes; creative
and adaptive and utterly fed up. Divinity that has
always materialized in disability, that lives with
chronic illness — a god gone Mad with love for this
complicated body of life.

| believe in a Sacred Wisdom that emerges from
experience. Mine, and yours, and ours, and that

of every living thing and place. Not always, not in
every moment nor action, choice nor reaction, but
absolutely, and especially, in the thing that happens
when we take care of each other, when we confront
what steals life, when we practice a world into being
where the gifts and ordinariness and magic and the
simple fact of life’s diverse shapes and forms are all
integrated into everything.

Sometimes this divine thing is as pronounced as

a collective coming together to disrupt systems

of domination and destruction. Sometimes it’s as
subtle as the yearning to un/learn how we harm
each other, or a meal left on the porch, or a little
more healing from the lies we inherit from this
system and that. Either way and other ways, there’s
a sacredness here, among and between and within
and around us — specifically, particularly, imperfectly.
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Vanderbilt University, she self-identifies as an
indecent theologian and playful scholARTivist.

M Jade Kaiser (they/them) is a co-director of
enfleshed who wonders, worries, and writes
their way through questions of collective soul
tending and stories of the sacred. They seek out
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a soft, Black man. His work includes looking
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spiritual nourishment for collective liberation @

enfleshed creates and facilitates spiritual resources
for collective liberation through writing, art,
contemplative practices, workshops, and other
creative resources. enfleshed was birthed in 2017
out of a deep longing for engagement with the
Sacred through collective, liberative, creative, and
nourishing practices and ideas unencumbered

by dogma, religious respectability politics, or
denominational ties.

Our intentions and efforts are to center the
wisdom, experiences, and desires of those
traditionally on the fringes of dominant institutions,
theologies, and politics. Our values align with the
poets, the healers, the truth-tellers, the tender and
fierce, the messy and untidy, the seekers, the queer,
and the strange ones across spiritual traditions.
Inviting transformation - internal, material, and
collective - we share offerings of nonconforming
embodiments of faith, ancient and unfolding. With
attention to the Sacred in the flesh of the earth

and all creaturely forms, we find Divinity in the
entangled, fleeting, beautiful and aching nature of
this “one wild and precious life.” (Mary Oliver)

Learn more about us at enfleshed.com.
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