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PREFACE

Preface
Dr. Kamilah Majied, Editor
Behold This Balm, This Banquet, This Blessing of Blackness
Welcome to the Special Issue of the Journal of Contemplative Inquiry,
Transcendent Wisdom and Transformative Action: Reflections from Black
Contemplatives.
I invite you to celebrate, to joyously engage with the insights in this
volume as an actual contemplative practice. More than simply reading
this Special Issue as an intellectual exercise, perhaps you might pause
and notice that this is an opportunity to commune with Black brilliance.
Before you read and perhaps during and after reading, may you
offer gratitude to the ancestors who fought for our minds, our rights to
think and read and write; who fought for our bodies, our rights to dance
and run, to sleep and drum; who fought for our hearts, our rights to
love and rage and hope and heal; who fought for our very souls, our
freedom to free, to be, to enlighten and be enlightened at our deepest core. Let your engagement with the ideas and words here connect
you to ancestral knowledge, earthly knowledge, universal knowledge
which has always abided within us. As you read and reflect, may you
know that both our capacity to take in these wisdoms and the authors
capacity to articulate them exist as part of a continuum of call and response that our ancestors enjoin us towards eternally. Notice that this
never-ending dialogue with ourselves and with one another is both a
hard-won blessing and an easeful joy.
In many ways, the authors in this volume offer prayers in these writings. Buddhist philosopher and educator Daisaku Ikeda (2006) says
Prayer is not a feeble consolation; it is a powerful, unyielding conviction. Prayer is the courage to persevere. It is the struggle to overcome our own weakness
and lack of confidence in ourselves. It is the act of im-
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pressing in the very depths of our being the conviction
that we can change the situation without fail. When we
pray, we embrace the universe with our lives and our
determination.
In this volume, you will bear witness to the determination, conviction, and acted-upon prayers of these authors.
You will meet educators at prayer in these pages. You will sense
their deep practice and know that they are practicing for the well-being
of their students, all people, and the edification of education itself. They
are teaching us how to educate towards the end of racism. Marisela Gomez is teaching us how to stay present and nature-engaged as we teach
about racism. Ericka Echavarria and Ovita Williams teach how to practice self-care when guiding people through racial equity work. Kathy
J. Brown shows us her protest artwork and describes Gullah Geechee
visuality as a contemplative practice in anti-racist pedagogy. Juan Rios
offers a model of contemplative practice to guide ethical use of technology in education and social work. Steven Thurston Oliver elucidates
how Zen Buddhist practice helps build and sustain Black queer joy in
the academy. Son, Diaz-Mendoza, Alford, Cuesta, King-Toler and Hayman write love letters as a practice of affirming one another and invite
us into this beautiful practice of supporting everyone in the academy.
And there is more.
This feast of faith also offers relational guidance for Black people
on how to heal and strengthen our connections with one another. Taking a deep dive into empowering and empowered parenting, Kimberly
Nao speaks of her son teaching her to swim as part of the embodied
practice that transforms the pains of parenting into beautiful growth and
bonding for both. Tricia Elam Walker manifests enlightened parenting
through decades of Buddhist practice and describes teaching her children to do their human revolution.
And there is more.
Black women’s wisdom abounds in this volume, artfully and
heartfully offered. Brandon Hutchinson’s poetry and prose reflect the
artist’s heart that lives in all of us and beckons us toward truth and
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healing. Ericka Echavarria’s essay calls us to learn from the harm we inflict on one another as we overcome internalized oppression through
practice.
This volume contains wisdom from across the human life span.
Young contemplatives like Rashid Hughes guide us to vitality through
a restorative non-striving practice. Sar á King brings neuroscience to
the fight for justice and reunites it with our overall wellness. Pioneer
Buddhist scholar and educator Jan Willis brings integrated guidance
from the Buddha and Dr. King to help us excavate wisdom from living
through ongoing racial violence alongside the COVID-19 pandemic.
And there is more.
Veta Goler dips into her own sacred basket of wisdom to help us
create a strong inner core “basket” that releases what is not needed
while holding fast what is vital. Shelly Harrell offers a triparted practice for us to elevate ourselves as we stay grounded. Dominique Malebranche charts our way home to embodied resilience and resistance.
Feisal Kirumira articulates the connection between anthropocentricity
and anti-Blackness and helps us reconnect with our nature-based ecocentric Black identities.
Oh yes, there is new language being spoken here. These tongues
are untied and talking liberation in new terms. Dominique Brown reminds us that we are ascendants, and to allow somatic practices to buoy
our ascendence.
And there is song and dance.
LaCriscia Fowlkes incorporates music into breathwork revealing
breath as coalesced with the music that moves us. Anthony Cruz Pantojas guides us through the Afro-Caribbean Barril de Bomba, Bomba, and
Flamboyán as contemplative conduits to our rhythmic roots.
There is journeying and there is returning home in this volume.
Phyllis Jeffers-Coly shares insights from her experience guiding Black
Americans through the contemplative practice of physically returning
to Africa.
There are practices in this Special Issue that help us align with our
ancestral lineage when we feel disconnected. Kaira Jewel Lingo has us
touch the earth to touch our ancestors. M’Balia Thomas has us open the
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gift of writings by Lorde, Anzaldúa, Hersey, and Lee so that we may be
in constant dialogue with them.
There are so many forms of prayer, practice, wisdom, and action
represented, discussed, and offered in this Special Edition. Allow yourself to feast and know that you will find more flavors in each meal—more
richness in each article—than you expect. May your journey with the
minds and hearts of these magnificent Black contemplatives open you
wide to new ways to pray, be, love, resist, and joy. May this reading be
a coming home to yourself and to your expansive, brilliant Black family.

References
Ikeda, D. (2006). Prayer (pp. 2-3). Middleway Press.
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Dialogue as Black Contemplative Practice
M’Balia Thomas				
University of Kansas
Across space, time, and texts, I have engaged in contemplative
dialogue with the writings of four writers—Black feminist poet
Audre Lorde; Chicana poet Gloria Anzaldúa; artist, activist, and
community healer Tricia Hersey; and novelist Andrea Lee. In doing
so, I have participated in a contemplative practice that is culturally
attuned to me as an African American woman as their writings—
in different ways—are in dialogue with Black feminist thought,
womanism, and Afrofuturism. Through these authors and their
works, I have found the wisdom, comfort, othermothering, and
language I have needed to make sense of my journey as an early
career scholar on the tenure track and to become a more authentic,
compassionate, and whole teacher-scholar.

Over the past five years, I have engaged in an ongoing dialogue with
Black feminist poet Audre Lorde, Chicana poet Gloria Anzaldúa, The
Nap Ministry’s Tricia Hersey, and novelist Andrea Lee. In dialogue
with these writers, I have engaged in a social, diachronic, and dynamic exchange of knowledge, thought, and speech practices that have
become the foundation of my contemplative practice. The writings of
these othermothers (James, 1993) have provided me with the wisdom,
comfort, language, and sisterhood I have needed to heal from the professional stresses of being Black, female, and pre-tenure in a Midwestern college town. Through my practice, I have learned to turn my face
toward the light (Goler, 2019 referencing Jones, 1965) and take pride in
and recognize the beauty in my experiences and the ways in which I and
my teaching have been transformed.
My dialogic engagement with Lorde, Anzaldúa, Hersey, and Lee is
an act steeped in Black feminist thought, womanist theology, and Afrofuturism. As such, my practice is culturally attuned as an expressly Black
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Contemplative Practice. Through their writings, my dialogue partners
offer insight into ways of thriving in the face of perfectionism, paternalism, defensiveness, individualism, quantity over quality, and worship of
the written word—characteristics that mark white supremacy culture
(Okun, 1998), but also academic life. Through their lived and textual examples of real and imagined spaces traversed by other women of color,
these authors bring me face to face with my past, present, and Afrofuturistic self. From their words, I am quieted and stilled of my anxiety,
while simultaneously being fed the language needed to express myself
and my needs and to care for myself and others during this journey for
tenure.
In the sections that follow, I describe my contemplative practice,
beginning with a definition of dialogue. I then discuss my dialogue partners and the ways in which the writings have centered and transformed
me as a scholar.
Dialogue
Dialogue is a literary and philosophical concept associated with Russian
scholar Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975). The term depicts the metaphysical
border along which the call (addressivity) and response (answerability)
of words and utterances “ente[r] into the dialogic fabric of human life,
[and] into the world symposium” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 293). This call-andresponse nature of words and utterances, Bakhtin posits, reveals three
things about how we human beings experience language (and thus
ourselves) in its spoken, written, and signed forms.
In dialogue with the words and utterances of others, we experience language as social. Language is a reinvestment in humanity; a bequest as an inheritance for others (Holquist, 2002). Thus, the language
we draw upon is simultaneously ours and not ours as we take up words
and utterances and give them our unique stamp. In dialogue with the
speech and writings of others, we experience language as dynamic. In
reflecting on the act of communicating, Bakhtin writes that “when the
listener perceives and understands the meaning (the language meaning) of speech, he simultaneously takes an active, responsive attitude
toward it, he either agrees or disagrees with it (completely or partially),
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augments it, applies it, prepares for its execution … sometimes literally
from the speaker’s first word” (1986, p. 68). In turn, the listener speaks
with the knowledge that their words will be met with a similarly active
response and adjusts their speech in anticipation. Finally, in dialogue
with the text and talk of others, we experience language as diachronic.
Language is propelled across time and geography by forces that mark
its place, moment in history, and occasion of usage. Propelled by material means—text, tablet, fiber optic cables, and Wi-Fi—language arrives
across time and digital space stamped with the evidence of the people
and places with which it has interacted.
To approach language from the perspective of dialogue is to acknowledge that words and utterances never simply mean; instead, they
have meaning for individuals, in specific times, places, and contexts of
use. Words and utterances have meaning for the author who writes with
some future reader in mind and the reader who takes up that discourse
in their current context. This social, diachronic, and dynamic aspect of
language reflects “a continuous process, an unceasing creativity … ”
(Vološinov, 1929/1973, p. 48) as language passes from generation to
generation and bends to our context and needs of the moment. While
language exists in its current uses, there is always the possibility for new
and different experiences with language in the future. Thus, the words
written by others across space and time hold important potential for our
present and future, as well as our practice.
Dialogue as Contemplative Practice
Engagement with texts is a readily recognized form of contemplative
practice, not only as devotion with or meditation upon a higher power,
but also as dialogue with the ongoing discourses in which our ancestors, and especially our foremothers, were engaged.
For example, in dialogue with the words and utterances of my
textual othermothers, I am able to engage the social aspects of my being even though I am alone or feeling lonely. I do this, usually at night,
through texts where I ponder and radically question the words (the
memories, experiences, imaginings, and deep reflections) of my dialogue partners. The deepest and often unvoiced queries of my heart
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enter into dialogue with the heteroglossia, multivoicedness, and polyphony of their intellectual voices. At times, this dialogue unfolds by
my highlighting or underlining sections of texts that speak to me; or I
read and then write down their words in my journal, attempting to commit them to memory. Other times, I repeat their words continuously
voicing and double-voicing until the utterances bend to my intentions
(Bakhtin, 1986) and offer up their meaning. This opens up possibilities
for new, potentially transgressive, linguistic ways for me to engage with
the wor(l)d. As I learn to enter into the experiences of another, I am reminded that in the midst of my loneliness that I am not alone; there are
others who have taken this journey before.
In dialogue with the speech and writings of these sister souljahs,
I am dynamically engaged in embodied and ritualistic practice, but internally still—centered and grounded. I enter into this practice through
the way in which I, a lover of material text rather than mechanical tablet,
select a book to read. This selection tends to happen at the same time
many nights. In my bed, once the TV is off, I take five to ten minutes to
reflect on my day. I quietly consider what topics I wish to address that
night and whose words might be lying in anticipation of answering me.
I head to my living room bookshelves and select a text. Occasionally, I
know the book, story, or passage I wish to revisit in advance of heading
to the living room; sometimes I wait to see who calls out to me from
the shelves. I select a text, walk back to my bed, and read. As I do so,
the words of my textual guides do not go unaddressed. I may write or
weep, talk to or talk back to the text, shout “amen” or whisper a silent
“yaas!” I may keep the moment to myself or share it with my spouse
next to me. The goal is to still myself in the wisdom being dynamically
revealed to me through the texts.
In dialogue with the text and talk of these women warriors, I retreat across time and through space into imagined and fictional places,
and yet I am present in the moment. Before bed, when I pick up a text
and dialogue with the words of another, I revisit times in my life when
things were different. I remember the people and places I have known,
the versions of myself I have loved, and dreams of my future self I once
held dear. I remember and I call them back to me—I call them home.
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These moments allow me to center and ground myself in the present;
they provide me with an opportunity to recall and reflect on what was
most meaningful to me, to gain compassion for myself and others and
our overlapping journeys, and to dream of a just world. In these moments, in the still space between wakefulness and sleep, I engage in a
creative dreamscape (Hersey, 2021) of analogies and metaphors that
soothe and guide my heart and mind as I ponder the wisdom of my
sister guides and draw upon their experiences to dream a (the) world
anew (Conwill, 2016).
My Dialogue Partners
Over the course of five years, I have engaged in an ongoing dialogue
with four writers. The first is Audre Lorde, the “Black, Lesbian, Feminist, warrior, poet, mother, woman … ” (Rowell, 1991) who I call Mother
Lorde (Thomas, 2018). In a paper titled, “The Transformation of Silence
into Language and Action,” Mother Lorde revoices the wisdom of her
daughter, writing that one is “never really a whole person if you remain
silent, because there’s always that one little piece inside you that wants
to be spoken out, and if you keep ignoring it, it gets madder and madder and hotter and hotter, and if you don’t speak it out one day it will just
up and punch you in the mouth from the inside” (Lorde, 1980, p. 22).
Mother Lorde continues, addressing our fears about speaking up, adding that this transformation of silence into language and action “is an act
of self-revelation, and that always seems fraught with danger” (Lorde,
1980, p. 22).
Lately, Mother Lorde has been teaching me how to travel through
the dominions of my anger (Lorde, 2017). I have never been comfortable
with anger, but in dialogue with Mother Lorde I am learning to sit with
my anger—to “examin[e] and refram[e] my own understanding of it”
without judgement (Bailey, 2019, p. 48). The wisdom of her own experiences with anger transcends space and time to show me that “[a]nger is
loaded with information and energy” and when “expressed and translated into action in the service of our vision and our future is a liberating
and strengthening act of clarification, for it is in the painful process of
this translation that we identify who are our allies with whom we have
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grave differences, and who are our genuine enemies” (Lorde, 2017, p.
111). Mother Lorde’s words are clarifying and healing; and through them
I am learning to “orchestrate [my] furies so that they do not tear [me]
apart” (Lorde, 2017, p. 113).
My second dialogue partner is Chicana poet Gloria Anzaldúa. In
the acknowledgement to her seminal work, Borderlands/La Frontera
(1987), Sister Gloria anticipated my arrival when she wrote, “to you
whom I never chanced to meet but who inhabit borderlands similar to
mine” (Anzaldúa, 1987, n.p.). These borderlands Sister Gloria writes
about involve spaces “wherever two or more cultures edge each other”
(Anzaldúa, 1987, n.p.). The borderlands are a place of “contradictions,”
“hatred,” “anger,” and “exploitation”—where the national languages
and speech practices of the Other are problematized and made the object of linguistic terrorism (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 57). Sister Gloria’s words
reach out to me across space, time, race, and culture to guide me in
confrontations with linguistic terrorism that I face in my professional life.
As a transdisciplinary scholar, I exist within the borderlands of several disciplinary boundaries—applied linguistics, rhetoric and stylistics,
and education. At first glance, these disciplinary spaces do not share a
common language, and at times, their ideologies appear incommensurable. However, from Sister Gloria I have developed a greater capacity to translanguage (Li, 2018)—to draw upon the multitude of national,
ethnic, professional, and social languages that mark my linguistic being
and refract my unique view on the world. In translanguaging, I am learning to speak with fluency and authenticity, to create my own border language and seek out those individuals with whom I can speak naturally
and freely. More importantly, I am learning to exist in the borderlands
and to “process the emotional residue” of the “unnatural boundaries”
(Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 3) that persist between those within my professional
spaces and me.
My third dialogue partner is performance artist, theater maker, activist, theologian, and community healer Tricia Hersey (Hersey, 2021).
Hersey is the founder of The Nap Ministry, an organization through which
she advocates on social media and via public and private community art
installations for “rest as a form of social justice” (McCammon, 2020).
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Drawing from womanism, Black liberation theology, and Afrofuturistic literature, Hersey’s public talks, interviews, and social media posts
aim to wake us up to the ways in which grind culture, capitalism, and
white supremacy have enslaved our time, relationships, and bodies and
to help us reimagine ourselves and our society anew. The foundational
origins of her work make hers a polyvocal and heteroglossic call to resist, repair, and rest our way to wholeness, healing, and community. Her
motto is two-fold—“rest is resistance” and “rest as reparations” (Hersey,
2021). With these calls, Hersey invites her audience and followers into a
“dreamscape … a generative space of freedom … for day dreaming and
preparing for the future we want to see” (Hersey, 2020).
Hersey’s calls of rest is resistance and rest as reparations resonate
with me deeply. During these years on the tenure track, I have “abdicated … the care and nurture of my body” (Thomas, 2019, n.p.). I do
not sleep enough, I am constantly working, overworking, and I have
done this in response to ongoing challenges to prove to others my
knowledge, ability, and commitment. The challenge to prove one’s self
is partly the nature of being on the tenure track. However, the call to
prove myself feels particularly loaded as an African American and as a
woman. In dialogue with Hersey’s tweets and artistic installations, I am
learning to pay myself first through rest, to resist the neoliberal push to
go faster and do more, and to combat the pressures to perform that
the academy nurtures in order to restore the spiritual balance between
myself, nature, and those around me.
My fourth dialogue partner is novelist Andrea Lee. An American
expatriate living in Italy, Lee has written short stories and books, mostly
about expat women of African descent living abroad. Her stories of the
diaspora of Black women remind me of the adventures and the fullness
of life I lived before I entered the professional world of higher education. Moreover, her writings remind me of the fullness of life I have been
missing since arriving in the Midwest college town that is presently my
academic home.
Before moving to this college town, my everyday world was broad,
outward focused, and global. My daily interactions stretched across disciplinary, national, and linguistic borders. Now, my professional duties
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are tasked with the immediate, the local, the here and now—there is less
room for tomorrow, imagination, breadth, depth, curiosity, or the novel.
Yet, through the short stories and novels of Andrea Lee, I am reminded
of times in my life when I had adventures, randomly encountered new
and like-minded people, and spent long, unplanned afternoons and
evenings with friends. In reading Lee, I am transported to these times,
places, and spaces and I feel wholly me.
Dialogue As Black Contemplative Practice
Dialogue has become an important part of my personal contemplative
practice as an early career scholar. My ongoing dialogues with the writings of Lorde, Anzaldúa, Hersey, and Lee have transformed me and my
teaching, and it is an experience that I readily share with any who care
to hear. Yet, while dialogue is an approach to contemplative practice
that is open to all, the texts and authors I have centered as my dialogue
partners render my practice a uniquely Black, and specifically African
American, one.
As Harrell (2018) points out, contemplative practices are culturally nuanced. They reflect a specific cultural orientation in the approach,
content, design and implementation of practice. Therefore, the dialogic practice I have described is uniquely a Black one. This practice
is steeped in the intellectual activism of Black feminist thought (Collins,
2013). In dialogue with the writings of my textual guides, I am provided
the language and encouragement necessary to engage in “truth-telling” and to “speak truth to power” (Collins, 2013, p. xx). Moreover, my
dialogue partners provide me with “alternative ways of producing and
validating knowledge” (Collins, 1989, p. 746). As a result, I am no longer easily duped or readily complicit in the desires of others to treat me
like a prop (Collins, 1989). Instead, under their guidance across space
and time, I take a self-directed move on the stage of my existence, producing scholarship that helps me address my anger by writing about
the testimonial injustices and linguistic prejudices that silence so many
marginalized voices.
Additionally, this practice draws upon a womanist philosophy
where “the squint-eyed, the perverse, the queer, the troublesome, the
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mongrel, the mulatto, the half-breed, [and] the half dead” (Anzaldúa,
1987, p. 25) can join together to rest and heal in mind, body, and spirit
from the collective trauma of capitalism, white supremacy culture, and
life in a socially unjust world (Hersey, 2021). This is a world against which
we may resist by bravely crossing the borderlands of spaces that we
inhabit and recognizing that we belong, that we have always belonged
(t)here. This means that I—the authentic me—have begun to assert the
right to exist in my academic space. I propose classes and workshops
that are authentic to my interests, grounded in my field, and unencumbered by the desires of those responsible for assessing my performance
for promotion and tenure to perform diversity, equity, and inclusion at
the expense of my belonging.
Finally, this practice is anchored in Afrofuturism (Womack, 2013;
Anderson & Jones, 2016). Afrofuturism invites us to imagine and address, not only a future self, but more importantly, a future self not readily “offered by the established social order” (Collins, 1989, p. 750). However, to get there—to imagine this new future self into being—we must
cease being busy so that we can reconnect with important aspects of
our past and present selves. To reconnect, it is necessary to make time
to travel literally and metaphorically to the spaces, places and people
who sustain us. Technology—specifically teleconferencing software like
Zoom—can aid such travel. Zoom has allowed me to travel freely across
space and time (zones). In fact, for the past five years, I have been part
of a multiracial/ethnic sisterhood-group of scholars. As we gathered initially on Zoom and later in person and then returned to Zoom due to the
pandemic, we have kept each other sane and whole, supporting one
another’s dreams, losses, and professional growth.
In the end, dialogue is a contemplative practice open to all. In fact,
it has its own place on the Tree of Contemplative Practices (CMind,
2021). However, when it is taken up and becomes a part of a social,
diachronic, and dynamic engagement with texts and discourses that
reflect the hope, beauty, intellectualism, and activism of Black life, it
takes on a life as Black Contemplative Practice. Some of us—I—need
this culturally attuned and soulful (Harrell, 2018) approach to practice.
Through this practice, I have learned to author myself from the outside
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in and I have come to realize that I am never alone. I am a descendant
of those who have come before and in reconnecting with their wisdom,
I am sustained and able to imagine a place for myself “Black in the Future” (Wormsley, 2011-2021).
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Gullah Geechee Visuality as Protest Art,
Contemplative Practice, and Anti-Racist
Pedagogy
Kathy J. Brown				
University of North Texas
College of Visual Art and Design
This article centers two fabric assemblage pieces I created in
response to the Black Lives Matter protests of the summer 2020:
the first piece made specifically in response to the murder of
Breonna Taylor. In 2021, I completed the second piece—her male
counterpart—created with similar methodology and materiality,
in recognition of the long history of Black men who lost their lives
and or were/are impacted by police brutality, specifically Sgt.
Issac Woodard. I believe that as a proverbial Black collective we
continue to be linked, in equal parts, by both collective memory
and concurrent triumphs. Here, as critical arts-based research, I
meditate on the sources of the work and unpack Gullah Geechee
cultural traditions which intuitively informed my art. Lastly, as a
former art teacher, current university professor and longtime artist
with periods of hiatus, I conclude by positing implications for the
field of art education.

Journey to the Work: Afro-Indigenous Epistemologies
I am a version of what Green (2019) calls a “Gullah Descendent….those
who have not been connected to the low country and have recently
learned of their kinship ties to the Gullah community through historical
and genealogical research” (p. 575). When my late paternal granddad
(see Figure 2)—a strong, generous, handsome, family-oriented central
South Carolina native—was still living, he proudly proclaimed (Gullah)
Geechee heritage and bore the phenotypical markers to prove it. Also,
from my childhood memory scape, he had a variegated accent or dialect. Grandaddy Brown didn’t share much of his past or family histo-
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Figure 1

© Kathy J. Brown
Note. (Left) Variations on a Theme and (right) Pre and Post Breonna Taylor: Clothes
you Can’t Remove. Kathy J.Brown (2020-2021), hand sewn fabric assemblages/collages with wire and zipper on readymade mannequin busts.

ry—at least not with me, one of his several grandchildren. Although
my father grew up with his dad in the home, even he doesn’t know
much about his father’s past. We do know that my paternal grandad
and grandmother left small town South Carolina for auto plant jobs and
opportunity. They moved their young family to mid-century Detroit as
part of the Great Migration. There they purchased a home and raised
a family in a thriving, family-centric, working and middle-class, segregated enclave on Detroit’s east side dubbed The Black Bottom. While
my maternal line migrated from Mississippi and Missouri, they settled
in the same neighborhood. Years later, The Bottom was dismantled in
the name of urban renewal which was often synonymous with “Negro
removal” (Weber-Davis, 2015, para. 26) when Highway 75 was con-
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structed as part of the “slum clearance” urban planning movement
(Weber-Davis, 2015, para. 15). Because I don’t know all of his story, I
am making the assumption that he may have kept his memories safely
tucked away because undoubtedly racialized trauma was embedded in
his southern farmer experience, alongside determination, intelligence,
resilience, diligence, pride, and ingenuity.
Figure 2
My paternal grandad, Joseph

© The Brown Family
My family’s story, like many others, is a fragmented American story
of unnamed or newly discovered ancestors, steeped in both tragedy
and success. In recent years, to mitigate my lack of knowledge about
my lineage, I embarked on genealogical tracings using the website
ancestry.com and cross-referenced other websites and online documentation. I found my paternal great-grandfather, who was born in
Charleston, South Carolina, which is geographically and culturally part
of the coastal Low Country. Unable to locate more information about my
great-grandparents, we surmised that the Gullah Geechee bloodline
runs through my paternal great-grandad Ben. Whether Ben’s lineage
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was from the South Carolina Sea Islands is unknown. For this exploration, I focus on the South Carolina Gullah Geechee because we know
with certainty that’s where my Grandad was born and grew up.
The massive protests during the summer of 2020 (re)ignited collective, internalized angst bubbling not far beneath the surface. As a
Black scholar, I immediately began contemplating alternative strategies
to further the movement—in my classroom curricula, in a co-collaborated an anti-racist virtual panel series (Onstead Institute, 2021/2022),
and in my making. I foreground art making because the vicissitude of
life necessitates calming strategies and mechanisms, and creativity has
always been a restorative praxis for me. Thusly, this writing responds to
the journal’s theme entitled Black Engagement with Art as Contemplative Practice. I unpack my points of reflection in three parts: (a) the experience of making, (b) cultural research, and (c) implications on my field.
More specifically, I examine my experience with making as mediation,
rage depository, and embodied catharsis, while unpacking generative
themes (Freire, 1990) of Black American family lineage.
My method of qualitative inquiry is arts-based research (ABR) in the
vein of Rolling (2016) who described ABR as the process of “abducting
from lived experiences and contextual relationships what I would term
as ‘differences in interpretation’ and thereby privileging improvisational
creative activity” (p. 4). ABR foregrounds making as a mode of inquiry
and rigorous site of investigation. Rolling continued, “…because we are
surrounded by the processes and products of arts-based systems for
making our socially agreed meanings, acquired knowledge, and cultural values visible and transferable surround us” (p. 4). I also consider
ABR as research in which we can situate ourselves, our knowledge production, materiality, visualities, and contexts. Furthermore, visuality can
be defined as “how we see, how we are able, allowed, or made to see,
and how we see this seeing and the unseeing therein … and how it is
seen are culturally constructed” (Rose, 2001, p. 6, citing Foster, 1988a:
ix). Here I use the term visuality to unpack my own seeing, and an exploration of the Gullah Geechee culture through three different gazes:
(a) my own as a distant ”[grand]daughter of the dust” (Dash, 1991); (b)
from lens of a cultural researcher; and (c) the unseeing of the Gullah
Geechee culture within the field of art education.
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My work started out of necessity while in quarantine in the late
spring/early summer of 2020. I started sewing again and experimenting with different patterns while making masks to donate to charity, family and friends. I hadn’t made art in any form in quite a while, and had
not previously employed sewing as an art medium. The culmination of
protest images, oral and written stories on constant social media loops
and TV coverage, alongside conversations with loved ones, fueled
a shapeshift in my sewing practice and purpose. An image began to
form in my mind: a sculpture of a female figure donning a head wrap —a
crown of sorts—to represent everyday Black women —an homage to
Breonna. I was inspired by artists such as Nick Cave’s afrofuturistic
Sound Suits, sculptural head wraps by Dallas-based fibers artist Chesley Antionette, and song lyrics. Moreover, as I further reflected on my
histography, I sought to draw connections between my present-day
practice and my family lineage because the figure’s “skin garment”
unintentionally morphed into quilting qualities, although I am not a
quilter (see Figures 10 & 11).
I purchased authentic Africa print and faux African-inspired fabric
from local stores and started cutting into strips and shapes, then experimented with juxtaposing patterns— I was subconsciously employing principles of strip quilting (see Figure 12). I started to tailor the hand
sewn fabric collage segments to fit the plastic readymade mannequin
form, subsequently adding a zipper to the “skin garment” (see Figures
3-5). As I let the textiles lead me and create on their own, the approach
was embodied improvisation. My interaction with the materials and the
process of sewing was therapeutic and felt like my own piece of the revolution. The physicality of cutting the fabrics, laying them side by side,
in analogous relation to one another, binding the pieces with thread in
anticipation of what path they might take, was a reflective experience.
As I began engaging with my past, wrestling with my present and recognizing how they inform my afro-future, I revisited my ancestors and
researched traditions of the Gullah Geechee peoples to understand if
and how tacit epistemologies informed my work (see Figures 10-11).
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My Making Experience
Sewing is utilitarian, but also a mindful, peaceful process. The tactility of
needle and thread, fabrics and texture, communing to create a finished
product or experience a process of practice, is rooted in repetition and
rhythm. Yen (n.d.) surmised, “Repetition is a key component of the relaxation response, because it appears to pull us into the present moment”
(para. 5). As the maker, cutting fabric (see Figures 8 & 9), pinning and
hand sewing one section at a time reminded me that Black women have
had a centuries-old relationship with needle work and material manipulation. Contemporary artists such as Bisa Butler, and Faith Ringgold before
her, have embraced and elevated the medium. For me, experimenting
with fiber arts, interacting with the materials was an active part of allowing the fabric to move and form on its own. Rolling (2016) describes this
as “the arts are also a socio-biological imperative through which to aggregate, accommodate, and assimilate ways of thinking not our own”
(p. 4). As the piece progressed, moving through stages via draping,
tucking, measuring over and around the plastic forms, the purpose to
the making coalesced—providing me catharsis and a voice. Each fabric
section of the figures involved processes that forced me to confront my
intentionality and artistic choices.
Figures 3, 4, 5
In progress photos: Variations on a theme

© Kathy J. Brown

© Kathy J. Brown

© Kathy J. Brown

Note. (Figures 3 & 4) April 2021. (Fig. 4) Zipper added. (Figure 5) May 2021: hair complete.

Figures 6 & 7
In progress photos: Variations on a theme

© Kathy J. Brown
Note. March 2022: updates, embellishments (in progress) of Variations on a theme (2021-2022).

Figure 8
In process, April 2021. Variations
on a theme.

© Kathy J. Brown

© Kathy J. Brown
Figure 9
In process, February 2020.

© Kathy J. Brown
Note. Work for Pre and Post Breonna Taylor: Clothes You
Can’t Remove and the beginnings of Pandemic Blanket:
Star Dust Monster (not pictured).
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Figures 10 & 11

© Kathy J. Brown

© Kathy J. Brown

Note. (Figure 10) [On the right] Title: Pre and Post Breonna Taylor: Clothes You Can’t Remove. c.
2020-2021, Hand Sewn Fabric Collage, Zipper and Wire on Mannequin Bust. Dimensions: approx. 22”(H) x 15”(D) x 17”(W). “Honoring the collective memory and indignation of everyday
black women, like the Fantastic Negrito’s (2018) lamentation/rage,’The Suit that won’t come
off,’ my piece morphed into a garment. The mannequin models the clothes, which onlookers
attempt to remove/wear. Post-mourning, in the morning, we still choose joy as a revolutionary
act.” – Artist’s Statement, Greater Denton Arts Council’s (2021) 34th annual Materials: Hard +
Soft International Contemporary Craft Competition & Exhibition and the Soul Renewal Exhibition.
(Figure 11) [On the left] Title: Variations on a Theme: Sgt. Issac Woodard and Malice Green (Ase)
c. 2021, Hand Sewn Fabric Collage, Zipper and Wire on Mannequin Bust. Dimensions: approx.
15”(H) x 8”(D) x 15”(W). “We honor Invisible Men/indelible marks/counternarrative/alternative
aftermaths/uprisings/social change/Kings/Transatlantic Children of the Mother continent
(Newkirk II, 2018). Perennially, we still choose joy.” – Artist’s Statement from Greater Denton
Arts Council (2021) Soul Art Renewal Exhibition.
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Cultural Research as Contemplative Practice:
Stardust Dynasties
Researchers posit that Gullah Geechee are the only African American
“subgroup” to have retained African derived cultural traditions (Greene,
2013). How the Gullah Geechee retained African-ness is attributed to
the remoteness of the sea islands and the influx of the slave trade. Enslaved peoples involuntarily lived and worked on coastal rice plantations. Due to swamp land and marshes, white enslavers did not live on
the plantations “during the season of mosquito-borne diseases” (Matory, 2008, p. 957). Thus the enslaved peoples had some semblance of
autonomy—if that is possible for a person in bondage to have autonomy. Matory (2008) additionally stated, “The term ‘isolation’ summarizes
the geographical distance of the Sea Islanders from the mainland. … the
year-round paucity of whites, until recently, on the Sea Islands, and legal
segregation” (p. 957). Moreover, the arrival of kidnapped Africans to
the South Carolina coasts lasted into the 1850’s; newly arrived Africans
contributed to further diasporic cultural exchanges (Matory, 2008).
Furthermore, over time the Gullah Geechee developed their own
“English-based creole vernacular” (Mufwene, 2016, para. 1) which
is rooted in the varied diasporic languages of the enslaved Africans
(Green, 2013). This language was first researched, documented, and
disseminated by Dr. Lorenzo Dow Turner, considered to be the first
African American linguist, beginning in the late 1920’s (Opala, 2000).
His research laid the groundwork for further Gullah Geechee studies
(Green, 2013). In literature, linguistic aspects of the culture were integrated into Zora Neale Hurston’s iconic novel Their Eyes Were Watching
God (Johnson, 2019), Porgy and Bess by George Gershwin in 1934, and
folklore stories such as Br’er Rabbit (National Park Service, 2005). Furthermore, Artsmidwestworldfest.org (n.d.) noted, “People who speak
Gullah sound like people who speak Krio, one of the common languages spoken among the people from Sierra Leone, West Africa” (para. 6).
Green (2013) reported, “Approximately 25% of the words and names
can be traced back to a language in Sierra Leone” (p. 574). Furthermore, as the slave trade grew and the need for rice cultivation along the
lower eastern coast began, it was discovered that African people along
the west coast of the continent, in agrarian communities in countries
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such Sierra Leone and Angola, were well versed in rice cultivation. Thusly, researchers posit that Sierra Leone (most notably Mende) is likely the
primary birthplace of the South Carolina Gullah Geechee (Green, 2013;
Opala, 2000).
The distinction between Gullah and Geechee as descriptive identifiers differ amongst researchers. Green (2013), citing the work of the
National Park Service (2005), reported regional distinctions: “‘Gullah’ is
often used to refer to those who reside along the coastal area of South
Carolina, and ‘Geechee’ is typically used to denote those who reside
along the Florida and Georgia Coast” (p. 573). However, Artsmidwestwordfest.com (n.d.) cited African origins as the source of the descriptors:
The term “Gullah” is said to be a version of the country named Angola, from which nearly half the slaves
brought to the Carolina Colony came. Many elders in
the Gullah culture believe that the term refers to the
African story of the Golas and the Gizzis—two cultural groups living near Liberia during the time of the
slave trade that also had large numbers captured and
brought to this part of the United States. In South Carolina, this group of African-Americans and the language
they speak are referred to as Gullah. In Georgia, they
are called Geechee. (para. 3)
Furthermore, Patricia E. Sabree (n.d.), a Savannah, Georgia Gullah
Geechee visual artist and former high school art teacher, differentiates
based on land proximity:
...Geechee derives from those near the Ogeechee
river in Georgia. Later on, that term extends to some
who live in South Carolina. Geechee is more specific
in these areas, but Gullah represents everyone. Therefore, you may see the term Gullah-Geechee for the
sake of inclusion. (para. 3)
Whichever is the true origin story, my grandad exclusively identified as
Geechee, but for the purpose of this paper we continue with the terminology Gullah Geechee.
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Intergalactic Legacies and Wisdom of the Ancestors:
Gullah Geechee Artmaking
In my review of the literature, the Gullah Geechee people are most
known for sweetgrass basketry, a practice derived from the mother
continent. The South Carolina sweetgrass blades are cleaned and the
basket is formed from the bottom up, starting with a basket ring, however “the baskets are sewn and not woven…[also] using other natural
materials such as palmetto” (Quet, 2020, 21:42). The sweetgrass grows
along the river basins of the lower, coastal eastern shore (Ghahramani,
et al., 2020; Grabbatin & Halfacre, 2011). However, climate change has
adversely affected this centuries-old craft due to land erosion because
sweetgrass basketry “depends upon the tidal marshes from which to
harvest materials… coastal development and climate change impacts,
such as sea-level rise, more frequent storms and hurricanes, and increased coastal erosion are likely to further impact their livelihoods and
unique culture” (Ghahramani et al., 2020, p. 2).
In my review of the literature, additional visual art practices were
more difficult to find, particularly quilting, fabric art traditions and contemporary art/artists. However, from varied sources, I discovered strip
quilting (Crap, n.d.; National Park Service, 2005; Opala, 2000), rag
quilting (Chisolm, 2013; Deemallon, 2014), and reverse quilts (Quet,
n.d.), and realized the visuality of my artwork had some similarity to strip
quilting, which consists of cutting strips of fabric and organizing them
into a pattern (see Figure 12). The National Park Service in 2005 (citing the work of David, 1989; Joyner, 1985; Twining & Baird, 1991) documented and reported the historical antecedents of strip quilting:
Enslaved Africans, who were transported to the Low
Country, brought with them a rich heritage of textile
art, including a tradition of sewing strips of cloth into
larger patterns. When quilting for their own families,
however, enslaved women combined their African
textile traditions with European quilting methods, thus
creating a unique creolized art form. Many of their patterns, particularly the strip quilt, showed a clear continuity with West African textile tradition … .Quilting be-

33

THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 9, No. 1, 2022

gan on the plantations to supplement the blankets that
were distributed by masters about every three years.
Slave women frequently gathered in the evenings, after completing their work in the fields, to make warm
and colorful quilts. Thus, quilting was both a time of
work and a time of social interaction. Quilts were usually made in the bright colors of African tradition rather
than the softer colors preferred by Europeans … . The
most common designs were patchwork, mosaic designs constructed from many types of cloth, although
they also made pieced, strip, and appliquéd quilts.
(pp. 61-62)
Portrait painter and South Carolina native Kevin Chadwick recreated the practice in a mixed media piece centering a mother and child
hanging strip quilts on a clothing line (see Figure 12).
Figure 12
“The Quilter”by Kevin Chadwick

© Kevin Chadwick
Note. “The Quilter.” 30” x 40,” Mixed Media on Canvas by Kevin Chadwick. Image courtesy
of the artist. IG: kevin_chadwick
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Furthermore, contemporary artmaking still includes “Gullah men
[who] have continued their wood carving tradition…Gullah women sew
quilts organized in strips like African country cloth, and still make their
finely crafted baskets” (Opala, 2000, para. 7) to commemorate, document, and commodify.
During a virtual lecture entitled Zooming in on Gullah Geechee
Craft and Cultural Sustainability, Queen Quet (2020) proclaimed “we
are stitching a legacy together, sweetgrass basketry and net fishing are
from Africa,… but quilting was repatriated from Gullah Geechee who
moved back to Sierra Leone and Freetown, Liberia…stitched over time
and within our African cosmology” (Quet, 2020, 19:22). Thusly, I use
the phrase intergalactic legacies because these art forms began long
before our enslavement. However, another researcher found that the
Gullah Geechee quilting styles can be linked the Mende tribe of Sierra
Leone. The Mende have historically created tapestries from hand dyed
fabrics stitched together (quiltofbelonging.ca, 2016).
Implications for Art Education
Culturally relevant education, which permeated the national, mainstream educational landscape in the 1990s (Ladson-Billings, 1995), then
evolved to culturally responsive pedagogy (Gay, 2018) and culturally
sustaining pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2014; Paris, 2012). Each iteration
speaks to the necessity of integrating or centering the students’ ethnic
visual culture and/or group knowings and histographies into curricula,
while still maintaining rigor and the necessary knowledge base. Moreover, in recent years, the term anti-racism is at the forefront of art education. Kraehe and Boyd-Acuff (2021) describe anti-racist pedagogy
specifically to be “a commitment to understanding and grappling with
racism in classrooms and in one’s own life as a teacher” (p. 135). The
organization Race Forward (2015) reported anti-racist pedagogy to be
“the work of actively opposing racism by advocating for changes in political, economic, and social life. Anti-racism tends to be an individualized approach, and set up in opposition to individual racist behaviors
and impacts“ (p. 25). Additionally, Wolfgang (2019) denotes that culturally sustaining pedagogy aligns with anti-racism:
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A culturally sustaining pedagogy in the arts would be
a pedagogy that is actively anti-racist. An actively anti-racist pedagogy is not simply inclusive of [POC] artists. Instead, it would be a curriculum that decenters
whiteness by explicitly naming histories harm, erasure
and exotification. Decentering whiteness in art education would involve, for many of us, filling in the gaps
that formal education in the arts left us with. (p. 24)
I posit the inclusion of Gullah Geechee cultural artmaking as part
of an anti-racist art curricula. Quet, in a virtual lecture entitled Zooming
in on Antiracism, further noted, “silence gives consent, so if you are not
speaking against it, it appears you are for it” (Quet & Noon, 2021, 10:30).
Aligning with Wolfgang (2019), antiracist advocate and speaker, Holly
Noon, in the same virtual lecture, stated, “if you are trying to figure out
how to be anti-racist, we have to address history first, before we can get
to how we can be anti-racist” (Quet & Noon, 2021, 17:20). Noon also
posits, “I think we need to really go and find resources about African civilizations prior to slavery to really understand that people had their own
languages and ways of life” (Quet & Noon, 2021, 17:50). During a graduate class I taught in Fall of 2020, we collectively self-defined anti-racist art pedagogy as dialectic, art based, research driven, praxis-laden,
counternarrative and that which situates the self (self-study).
In 2020, Rollings penned an iconic Black Lives Matter Open Letter
to the National Association of Art Education, comparing an anti-racist
approach in art education to the tenants of systems theory, asking the
question, “So, what if? What if art educators associated with [NAEA]
honed in on this broadest definition of art as a meaning-making system—
well-suited to generating new understandings in the face of senseless
acts of violence and inhumanity?” (para. 14). Additionally, Rolling (2020)
offers twelve strategies or “interventions” (para. 13). I posit including
Gullah Geechee artmaking into an anti-racist art curricula—encompasses and aligns with at least four of Rolling’s twelve interventions: (a)
Constraints which involve foregrounding social justice in your work;
(b) Buffer Sizes honors varied backgrounds of different certain groups
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expanding the cannon, and conducting your own research; (c) Delays
denotes counternarrative telling to dismantle stereotypes; and (d) Transcendence which moves beyond paradigm shifts to being “born again
with new found purpose” (para. 15).
Including the work of the Gullah Geechee people in our curriculum
aligns with those frameworks because foregrounding varied American
cultures not only broadens the canon for art educators, but also for artists, preservice teachers, teacher educators, and K-12 students. Naming Gullah Geechee visualities and epistemologies not only honors an
American story, but American land and resources. The artmaking traditions are rich in narrative, technique, and critical cultural understanding.
With anti-racism at the forefront of the field, art education researchers
state that liberatory practice should be rooted in truth telling, criticality,
culture responsiveness, and praxis (Kraehe & Boyd-Acuff, 2021; Rolling,
2020; Wolfgang, 2019).
I will conclude with a brief overview of suggested K-12 art ideas,
which can be adjusted to fit any grade level. For the K-12 practitioner,
implementing Gullah Geechee art practices into their curricula as art
is a step towards decolonizing their curriculum. For example, a South
Carolina art teacher created a painting lesson based on the artwork of
Jonathon Greene, a globally renowned contemporary artist and a South
Carolina low country native (Stellar, 2017). Jonathon preserves culture by
creating images of everyday life through his paintings, “draw[ing] inspiration from his Gullah/Geechee heritage, the people of his experience,
and the memories of his youth … [his paintings are ] in the permanent
collections of several major galleries“ (National Park Service, 2005, p.
60-61). A mixed media lesson could feature contemporary, multimedia
artist Fletcher Williams III (Williams & Rowell, 2016) as artist exemplar
who conceptually honors low country traditions through materiality,
symbolism and narrative.
Furthermore, I offer suggestions for fiber art projects such as strip
quilting tapestries using no-sew glue, fabric strips with an emphasis on
applying symbolism to each fabric piece or pattern, storytelling through
the textiles. This could include using examples of authentic Gullah
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Geechee strip quilts or artwork that features the tradition (see Figure
12) and researching the themes and history behind the work. Moreover,
the lesson should include student exploration and cultural research followed by group dialogue. Students could recreate or reimagine Gullah
Geechee artmaking—possibly deviating from the style, but employing
the themes and big ideas applied to their own art. Another example
could be a cooperative strip quilt—to collectively sew strips of fabric together by teaching basic sewing skills and considering what narratives
are told through the work (Knowitall.org, n.d.). Lastly, students could
research how climate change and land erosion have impacted the people and visual arts of sea island communities (Goslier, 2018; Grabbatin &
Halfacre, 2011; Green, 2013; Matory, 2008; Quet, 2020).
As I close this exploration framed in African-American/American
history, African-American present and Africana future, I seek to fill the
gap in art education literature about art making derived from the Gullah Geechee. I position Gullah Geechee cultural arts as an approach
to anti-racist art pedagogy and multimodal protest art. By sharing my
sojourn, my hope is that the reader contemplates their own tacit, ancestral knowledge for their own praxis. In our public or private milieus, we
must all work to recognize, name, and dismantle long-held systems and
(re)image inclusive, anti-racist pedagogies and practices.
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Teaching About Race, Racism, and Social
Justice with Mindfulness: A Pedagogical
Tool That Keeps Us All Engaged
Marisela B. Gomez				
Social Health Concepts and Practices
Teaching about race, racism, and social justice requires both
instructor and student or participant to stay engaged. A public
health pedagogy that includes mindfulness can help to ensure
this engagement. This reflective piece will highlight the effects of
mindfulness in general and specifically in helping to remain calm
during education on potentially activating material. A description
of the use of nature slides as bells of mindfulness to remind teacher
and participants, especially Black, Indigenous, and People of
Color/Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic, to pause and become
aware of the breath, relax, and renew themselves will be discussed.
This calm is necessary to assure that a pedagogy that moves us
toward racial justice is accomplished with clarity and insight, while
minimizing harm.

It’s been about 10 years since I began using this pedagogical approach—using mindfulness—in teaching about structural racism and its
effect on rebuilding abandoned communities. This came about as I began giving talks about the book Race, Class, Power and Organizing in
East Baltimore, a book about uneven development and the community
organizing to resist displacement of low-income Black families yet again
(Gomez, 2012). I found myself getting angry and rageful, despairing all
over again as I relived my involvement with some of the subject matter of
the book. I was directly involved in the organizing and struggle against
gentrification and displacement—1960s Urban Renewal style—in East
Baltimore as the Johns Hopkins institutions continued to expand into
predominantly Black and low-income neighborhoods. Talking about it
was activating, and I recognized that I needed to remain clear. Being
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clear helped me deliver more thoughtful information, invited in openness, and didn’t allow my anger and pain to overwhelm me. Coming
only from a place of anger, disconnect, and shutdown was not helpful in
inviting in conversation, co-learning, and engagement. As a mindfulness
practitioner and a preventive medicine and public health practitioner
of color, I recognized the re-activation into deeper traumas of racism
each time I talked about the project. And, I also knew what helps us in
recognizing and taking back our control, so we can speak from clarity
and remain hopeful, while acknowledging our anger and pain as African
descendant people. I also recognized the activation in other African descendant and Indigenous people in the audience, other people of color,
and non-BIPOC people. Teaching about racism in general—particularly
for African descendent and Indigenous people and other people of color—and the effects on our health requires pedagogical tools that helps
us to stay present and insightful for this work of healing justice.
Mindfulness and its Effect
Mindfulness, as a contemplative practice, is the practice of staying
aware of what is happening in the present moment (Nhat Hanh, 1999).
Instead of being overcome by an emotion, such as anger, one can remain aware that they are angry. This recognition allows other emotions
to be present as well. Breathing in awareness, following the breath coming into the body and leaving the body, helps to bring us back to this
present moment, helps us to notice what emotions or feelings we are
experiencing (Analayo, 2020; Evans, 2018; Magee, 2017; Nhat Hanh,
2002). This awareness of the present feeling prevents us from being
carried away by one emotion and losing our awareness of what else is
in front of us. This awareness of breathing helps to calm our minds, relax
our bodies, renew ourselves, notice sensations that are experienced in
the body, and increase clarity and openness.
Continuing research affirms that practicing mindfulness is an effective coping strategy for anxiety, anger, depression, trauma and other
social emotional and physical challenges (Black & Slavich, 2016; Boyd
et al., 2018; Brown & Ryan, 2003; Chopko & Schwartz, 2013; Hilton
et al., 2017; Hoffmann & Gomez, 2017; Kabat-Zinn, 1993). Staying in
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awareness of the breath triggers a physiological response termed the
“relaxation response” (Benson & Proctor, 2011). It builds neurological
pathways that promote presence, attention, social-emotional functions,
cognitive functioning, and self-regulation. Mindfulness practices have
been introduced in different educational settings from K-12 and higher
education (Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Suárez-García et al., 2020). In general, these practices are often introduced as experiential learning exercises separate from other subject matter. In particular, the discipline of
social work, for example (Gockel & Deng, 2016), has integrated mindfulness training as part of education within the broader pedagogical
movement of contemplative practices (Eppert, 2013).
Mindfulness as a Learning Tool in Teaching about Racism and
Health
I began using a slide of nature after every 5-6 slides of the lecture material. Imagine a series of slides on violent historical and present-day land
exploitation, defining how uneven development is our history of development in the U.S. (see Figure 1). Heavy stuff! Then, imagine a slide of
an expansive water scene, perhaps an egret soaring against a blue sky,
perhaps a flower, a mountain vista, a sunset, interspersed throughout
such a lecture. At the beginning of the presentation, I tell the audience
that they will see a slide of nature interwoven in the presentation, and
this is an invitation to take a deep breath in and out and become mindful
of their breath; to release what they just heard and saw, because we
would continue on in the same vein with the very next slide. The slides
of nature became mindfulness bells inviting them back to the present
moment, to reground in the here and now through awareness of the
breath coming in and leaving the body. In a slide presentation of 3040 slides, there would be 6-9 slides of nature. I immediately found the
calming effect of these slides. We all know how we become deeply involved with the material we are talking about. When the slides of nature
came up, I would stop and breathe. Becoming mindful of my breath, I
immediately reconnected to the present moment again, felt grounded
in the location I was standing, didn’t feel overwhelm or controlled by
anger, and remembered the larger picture.
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Figure 1
History of land exploitation: Plague of violence

The audiences I presented to included academic settings of various subject matter (urban planning, community art, public health, medicine, community nursing, history, peace studies, political science, law,
etc.), general public events, and community association meetings. Initially, participants would stop by on their way out and mention that they
appreciated the slides of nature, some almost whispering. As the years
continued, my talks have stayed relevant to this history of racialized land
exploitation as a social determinant of health and alternative ways of development for housing and health equity. The nature slides remain and
the comments back from participants are more explicit. Some report
during the comment/question and answer period that the nature slides
helped them stay engaged, kept them calm, helped their anger, kept
them in hope, kept them open, kept them from shutting down. Some
say that the nature slides were the best part of the presentation.
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Figure 2
Nature slide

Because of this consistent feedback, I continued to explore the
effect of this pedagogical approach to teaching about racism that
appeared to prevent alienation and shut-down in participants. For example, I developed a one-page document with two columns labeled
“Before” and “After” (see Table 1). I introduced an additional blank slide
before and sometimes after the nature slides and asked participants to
draw or write the feeling/sensation they had before and after the nature
slide. If there was a blank slide before the nature slide, participants were
invited to take a deep breath in awareness and note the feelings they
were experiencing in that moment before viewing the nature image.
Time spent on the blank and nature slides varied from approximately
10-30 seconds each. Figure 3 shows a typical sequence of slides presented in a lecture on the history of uneven community development in
racially marginalized communities. The slide used for the ‘before and
after experience’ would be discussed at the beginning of the lecture
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Table 1
Note (writing/drawing) sensation in body before/after nature image and
deep breath
Nature slide

Blank slide (before image)

Blank slide (after image)

1

2

3

4

(showed here within the lecture, for example). I gathered feedback from
about 250 participants in different academic subjects (social justice,
community engagement, history) during lectures on different aspects
of my area of scholar activism. In general, the “Before” responses included activated and heightened feelings, or shutting down, while the
“After” responses reflected more calm and hopeful feelings, or reconnection—both in writing and drawings.
A recent exploration has been to introduce a 30-second to 1-minute moment of awareness of breathing—with each image—in workshops about racism and policing after different segments. These in-person presentations resulted in participants reporting staying present to
the difficult material of undue police force. Lastly, in the age of COVID-19
and more virtual learning, I ask participants to write their feelings into
the chat before and after the slide of nature. The results are similar to
in-person presentations: participants move from feelings of being absorbed, ashamed, and heavy to free, calm, and inspired.

Figure 3
Sequence of slides in a lecture on uneven community development and its outcomes in racially marginalized communities.

Note.
Slide 5: Instructions to
note (by writing/drawing feeling sensations)
in body after taking a
deep breath and viewing
image;
Slide 6: Content of talk;
Slide 7: Blank slide to
note present feeling;
Slide 8: Nature slide,
deep breath.
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Why Calm is Necessary
Some in the public health discipline are finally acknowledging that racism is a public health issue (Devakumar et al., 2020; Yearby et al., 2020).
This is a big “first” step. The next step will be to deliver consistent curriculums that include the history of racism and how it affects the public’s
health and the path toward racial and social justice (Berila, 2015). Discussing racism can activate both Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) and non-BIPOC. It can re-traumatize BIPOC and can lead to
shut-down, denial, and shame for non-BIPOC. We as BIPOC must find
skillful ways to take care of ourselves so that we are not re-traumatized as
we continue to heal from the legacy and daily effects of white supremacy and racism. As teachers and students, curriculum teaching about the
effects of racism on health, and all other aspects of life, is necessary and
also difficult. Mindfulness can help us be present to the difficult emotions we feel while we take care of ourselves in the moment: knowing
when it’s too much and knowing when we can continue on with the subject matter. For non-BIPOC teachers and students, discussing the effect
of racism on BIPOC and non-BIPOC can also lead to difficult emotions.
Mindfulness can help to take care of these emotions and help to maintain awareness of what is being experienced. Mindfulness helps us to
not be overwhelmed with one or two difficult emotions. We can remain
in awareness of what is happening through awareness of our breathing.
Staying aware of our breath in these moments of difficult emotions can
begin to bring calm to our minds and bodies. This opens us to remember the other emotions that are also present, beginning to bring us back
to balance and clarity. By being fully present to the subject matter we
begin to notice how we are affected; we learn about ourselves and the
subject matter. We develop insight into ourselves through mindfulness
and this focused attention.
Engaging with challenging subject matters like racism requires
consideration of how to keep teachers and participants, especially Black
and other people of color, present to the discussion. This is necessary if
we want to educate for knowledge and understanding, minimize harm,
and assure that all learners acquire the understanding required to be
an active and effective agent of change for racial justice. Staying clear
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leads to better understanding which in turn leads to an openness to stay
engaged. Clarity results in insight of what our role will be in change.
Therefore, a pedagogy that assures an openness to staying engaged
during challenging racial histories is critical for change to occur. Integrating mindfulness practices in public health education is one way that
public health educators can themselves stay calm and remain engaged
so as to keep participants and students engaged with the education
of racism. This learning is essential in the steps toward our collective
recovery from more than 400 years of white supremacy and racialized
capitalism. More research is invited into this area of mindful pedagogy
in general, and specifically to address difficult topics necessary to understand and forge a path of equity and healing for all.
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Sacred Basket: Reflections on Facilitating
Black Women’s Self-Love Retreats
Veta Goler				
When the U.S. seemed to disintegrate in 2020 from the Covid-19
pandemic and the ongoing murders of unarmed Black people by
the police, my fear levels rose dramatically, and understandably so.
Like other Black women, I experienced intersectional oppressions
including, but not limited to, racism and sexism. I needed to shore
up my inner strength.
In this essay I discuss online retreats that I have been facilitating
for Black women since September 2020. I describe my approach
to the retreats, how participants have responded to them, and
the community that has developed through them. The retreats are
healing spaces that offer Black women contemplative themes and
practices to explore in community. And through contemplative
practices, the retreats increase Black women’s self-love, which
helps dismantle their internalized oppression by offering them more
accurate—and beautiful—images of self. These images shift their
inner experience, which then shifts their external experiences.

This is not a time to live without a practice. It is a time
when all of us will need the most faithful, self-generated
enthusiasm (enthusiasm: to be filled with god) in order
to survive in human fashion. Whether we reach this inner state of recognized divinity through prayer, meditation, dancing, swimming, walking, feeding the hungry
or enriching the impoverished is immaterial. We will be
doubly bereft without some form of practice that connects us, in a caring way, to what begins to feel like a
dissolving world.
– Alice Walker
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When much of the world shut down in March 2020 because of the
Covid-19 pandemic, and as this country seemed to disintegrate with the
ongoing murders of unarmed Black people by the police, it was clear to
me that I needed to shore up my inner strength. My fear levels rose dramatically, and understandably so. The challenges Black women face are
among the greatest challenges faced by anyone in U.S. society. We are
subject to intersectional oppressions including, but not limited to, racism and sexism. To find relief, I sought readings and podcasts and intensified my own contemplative practices. I soon realized that other Black
women were looking for help as well, and that I had something to offer.
I believe there are two fundamental ways to dismantle racism. One
way is for White people to acknowledge and confront individual and
systemic racism. The other way is for Black people to heal their own internalized oppression. My approach to ending racist and other forms of
oppression experienced by Black people is to work to increase Black
self-love. I would argue that everyone in this country has imbibed White
supremacist/anti-Black thinking, that it is in the water we drink and the
air we breathe. It either impacts us with internalized superiority or internalized inferiority, depending on the bodies we are in. By helping Black
people experience radical self-acceptance and let go of the self-hatred
that comes with facing ongoing racist oppression, I help dismantle the
psychic impact of that oppression. And by reducing the psychic impact,
I help Black people live as free beings. By living as free beings, we experience and produce a change in energy—within ourselves and around
us. Quantum physics tells us that the act of observing an experiment alters its outcome. Our presence affects what is. So, a change in how we
see and feel about ourselves affects how we move about in the world
and how others see and interact with us. Changing our inner reality helps
change our outer reality. And although Black women are not responsible
for ending racism, freeing ourselves internally enables us to experience
more freedom in the outer world—no matter what is happening. Our
willful free living erodes the energetic basis for oppression and helps
dissolve racism.
In late March 2020 I offered a 90-minute mini retreat on Zoom, and
in May a daylong retreat. These retreats confirmed what I knew: that
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people needed time to turn within for healing, and people needed to
do this inner work in the company of others doing their own inner work.
In August I facilitated another daylong retreat—this one specifically for
Black women. The response was so overwhelmingly positive that I decided to offer a series of mini retreats on self-love for Black women. Each
month since September 2020 I have been facilitating a mini retreat on
self-love for Black women, beautiful occasions for Black women to engage in contemplative practices and to do their own inner work in community. What I offer are Courage & Renewal retreats.
Background
I have been a Courage & Renewal (C&R) facilitator since 2007. The Center for Courage & Renewal was founded on the work of Parker J. Palmer,
whose writings and retreats help people to live what he calls “undivided
lives,” lives in which their work and their values—their soul and role—are
in alignment. Living this way requires deep introspection, a kind of work
that is not part of most people’s growth and development experiences.
C&R Circles of Trust®, however, provide spaces for people to do this
inner work, what we might call soul work, as well as principles and practices to support it. The main role of the C&R facilitator is to create and
hold space that is free enough for individuals to do their inner exploration but with enough boundaries for them to feel comfortable being
vulnerable. The C&R principles and practices that guide facilitators help
make this possible. For this essay, I want to lift up three principles relating to introspection that apply, generally, to human beings. An individual’s deep inner work is done best (a) in community, (b) through “third
things,” and (c) by connecting with their Inner Teacher.
The relationship between the individual and the community is the
cornerstone of the principle of community. The idea behind this is that
inner work is hard, and we need the support of others to engage in it.
In addition, sometimes in speaking to others, we hear ourselves more
clearly. Speaking out loud can help us know or understand what we
think or feel more fully. And finally, there may be things that others see
in us that we cannot see in ourselves. The mirroring we receive from
others can offer us important information.
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Indeed, a beautiful community has formed. Although the number
of participants is lower now than it was in September 2020, each retreat
has about 20 women.
The second principle acknowledges that we may need to connect
with our inner wisdom indirectly. Sometimes, if asked directly what we
feel about a certain thing we cannot answer from our depths. Instead, in
journaling in response to reflection questions about something else—a
“third thing,” such as a poem, a visual image, a story, or a song—our
deep inner understandings reveal themselves.
The third principle is the idea that we each have an Inner Teacher—
or Inner Wisdom, Inner Self, Soul. This means that each person has the
answers they need within. In C&R retreats, we offer space and questions
to help participants access their inner guidance, but we refrain from offering advice to others or trying to fix them. There are places for advice
giving, but C&R retreats are not the place.
The Retreats
The Black women’s self-love retreats are contemplative experiences.
They are designed to move participants from engagement with the external world into a space of inner exploration. From their experiences
of inner reflection, participants have opportunities to share in small and
large groups—and receive mirroring from other participants—so that
they can more readily identify what they have received and what they
need to remember as they return to their daily lives.
The first part of each retreat, which I conduct on Zoom, is what I
call “creating the container.” After welcoming everyone, I acknowledge
the Indigenous peoples who once populated the lands where we all
are, as well as our African Ancestors, then offer a poem, song or quote
and a few moments of silence to move us into retreat. From there we
have introductions—invitations for participants to speak uninterrupted
for three to four minutes in a breakout room with two or three other participants. These are not typical workplace introductions. I invite people
to share their name and anything they’d like in response to a prompt
such as: Share the season of life you’re in or what the poem or quote
brings up in you.
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Over time, the introductions have become more like check-ins as
repeat attendees have formed a trusting community. The prompts invite folks to check in with their hearts and then share with others who
are engaged in active listening. There is no back and forth conversation during the introductions or check-ins. This is a rare opportunity for
people to speak for several minutes as others hold space for them and
simply listen. It is not often that we are afforded such a luxury in our daily
lives, so this practice is precious.
After the check-ins, I share my intention for the retreat, offer an overview of the schedule for the day, and invite different voices to read the
Boundary Markers, our community agreements. In each retreat I also
make the same housekeeping comments. I invite people to engage in
each retreat as if we are sitting in a circle with a candle and flowers on a
table in the center of the circle, and to keep their video on, if possible.
My intention is that, despite the Zoom format, we each interact with living persons, and not their names and photos.
I then talk about silence. Black women have often felt silenced in
our White supremacist, patriarchal world. And in U.S. society, silence is
often a form of punishment. So, I acknowledge that people may have
negative experiences or associations with silence. I share my own love
of silence and the spiritual connection I find there, and encourage
people to engage with silence as much as they can, inviting them to
substitute other words, such as quiet or stillness, if they prefer. I also
remind them that in my retreats everything is invitational, so if they are
not comfortable with stillness or silence they don’t have to engage in
those experiences.
One more bit of housekeeping contributes to participants’ ease
in the retreats. I teach at a Black women’s college, where students are
often told, “This place was made for you.” They are reminded that they
do not need to carve out a space for themselves in a White patriarchal
world; the college is a Black woman’s space. I offer that phrase, as a
reminder to returning participants and as a welcome to new retreatants.
I welcome them and invite them to make themselves at home, not just
because they are at home, but because this retreat was made for them.
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The last part of creating the container is engaging in a contemplative practice, usually meditation. After that we are ready to move into
the heart of the retreat.
Each retreat has a theme that we explore through a multi-part experience usually including reflection, creation, and sharing. Among the
retreat themes have been: My Unique and Wonderful Gifts, What My
Soul Wants for Me, Aligning with the Universe Through Gratitude, The
Wonder of My Body, and Loving Myself Radically. And each retreat focuses on a particular contemplative practice, such as meditation, soul
journaling, gratitude as a practice, observation, or movement.
I have been impressed by the women’s engagement and often
thank them for being so “game.” By this I mean that some of the activities
that I invite them to participate in may challenge their comfort levels. The
women who find their way to my retreats tend to be comfortable with
contemplative practices. They are from different walks of life and different generations, and may not have an ongoing meditation practice, but
they are willing to engage in stillness and the other things I invite them
to do. Their engagement, the ways they give themselves to the exercises, and the depth of their experiences are profound. This is evident in
things they share in the large group and in closing circles, which reveal
them to be open, forthright, vulnerable, and deeply moved.
What Happens
With Zoom, one might have expected a contemplative retreat to be challenging for participants. Without the energy of face-to-face interactions
and with the possible discomfort of sitting at a computer screen—and
facing the reality of Zoom fatigue—I wondered if participants would not
be able to connect deeply with others. In fact, the opposite has been
true. The virtual environment has been a benefit in several ways. First,
holding the retreats online has increased access to them; they are more
accessible because participants do not have travel or lodging expenses. And there are women in the retreats from all over the world. Some
women have reported feeling greater comfort because they are in their
own homes. This makes it easier for them to relate to, interact with, and
connect with others. And the Zoom breakout rooms allow participants
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to interact in small groups, which also contributes to feelings of connection. The virtual platform has also changed participants’ experiences
with some exercises that I have offered in in-person retreats.
In one exercise that I use to help people experience the relationship between seeing and knowing, I invite participants to look deeply
into another person’s eyes as they draw a picture of them. The exercise is not about skillful drawing; the instructions are to avoid looking
at the paper or lifting the pen or pencil from the paper while drawing.
It is about being fully present in the act of seeing. Some people find
looking closely into another person’s eyes—especially while engaging
in an “art” activity—to be very uncomfortable. When engaging in this
exercise in person, sometimes people look away, laugh, or otherwise
demonstrate their discomfort. On Zoom, however, no one knows if anyone is looking at them. Although participants chose and pin a “partner,”
everyone remained in the main Zoom room, so individuals did not know
that someone had chosen them as a partner and was looking at them
closely. There may have been some discomfort with drawing, but the
looking was not problematic, and Zoom participants could look more
deeply into their “partner’s” eyes as they drew.
One participant offered her gratitude for this exercise. Her comments captured the goal of the retreats.
Your design was perfect. I loved how it built layer by
layer from the introductions tied into the seasons, to
the poem… the song, the wonderful pictures, our
break-out groups and our drawings and finally to the
crescendo at the end after our drawing when you said
that “the beauty we capture in someone else is the
beauty within ourselves.” It made so much sense and
created such warm, heartfelt and affirming feelings
within. I can’t say enough good things, except thank
you. It was an absolutely wonderful design.
In another retreat, I invited participants to dance as a form of meditative movement. I played meditative drumming music and asked everyone to turn off their videos, so no one could see anyone else danc-
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ing, and to move however they were inclined to do. Often people are
self-conscious about dancing, but the virtual platform eliminated such
discomfort. Participants were very enthusiastic about the dancing and
the drawing experiences. They felt that they got to know someone better through the seeing and drawing exercise, and some who did not
dance regularly reported that they loved moving.
The retreats have been a resounding success. Women are deeply
engaged, and their heartfelt words make it clear that powerful experiences are taking place. In one retreat a woman said—and not for the first
time—“I know I say every retreat was the best one, but this one really
was!” Another woman wrote about how the retreats are important to
her in a particular way.
I came upon the retreat accidentally in Summer last
year as I was looking up another event and it was there
in my suggestions. There are no coincidences, this was
meant to be. I have attended every single retreat since
the first one. It is a monthly dose of me time with sistas
across the Atlantic (I am UK based). I have loved the
diversity of ages at the retreat and the different focus
each month. I am so pleased to have embraced this as
part of my current self-love routine.
I am especially moved by her last words; my retreats are part of her selflove routine. Another woman spoke about the retreats in a similar way,
referring to the self-care aspects.
It’s clear you know us, what it’s like feeling “ ... sick and
tired of being sick and tired”! There is nothing frivolous or self-indulgent for needing self-care space,
among sisters gathered in the circle, you thoughtfully,
lovingly sustain … . The reliability, simplicity of the agenda, a graceful structure focusing individual and collective listening. Reflective, inspirational, soul-grounding
content, conveyed via visual imagery, prose, poetry
and song, it all works together.
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An important part of the self-love and self-care that these two
women value is the strong and supportive community that has evolved.
It is heartwarming to see the same women in the Zoom room month
after month, along with new women that participants have invited to
the retreats, as well as those that discover them on their own. Some
women knew each other before the retreats, sometimes signing up for
them together, but I have enjoyed watching people get to know others.
Perhaps it is the community agreements or perhaps it is simply delight
in being in an environment in which no elaborate explanations or justifications are needed in order to be understood, but an easeful respect
characterizes participants’ interactions. And because our focus is on
moving toward what we want, not away from what we don’t want, there
is a lighthearted and warm feeling to the retreats. Women feel supported by the others in the retreat.
To me, the most important part of the retreats is not that the women have a good time, but that they feel better about themselves. Loving
themselves more fully enables them to let go of the internalized oppression that results from the negative messaging Black women receive from
the external world through various forms of media, in schools and places
of worship, even within Black families. It is virtually impossible for a Black
person to grow up in this country without internalizing some notion of
inferiority, just as it is virtually impossible for a White person to grow up
in this country without internalizing some illusion of superiority. One of
my intentions in each retreat is to offer practices and experiences that
help participants love themselves and that they can return to as needed.
My Approach
The term “Black girl magic,” coined several years ago by CaShawn
Thompson, has become a common part of our language today. It refers to the wonderful capabilities, accomplishments, or experiences
of Black women and girls, despite racist, sexist oppression. I think of
the retreats as having Black girl magic because something inexplicable
seems to happen that leads to profound and wonderful experiences in
participants and to the beautiful community that has evolved. Over the
past year and a half I have found myself saying that facilitating retreats
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is my superpower. I am always quick to add that this statement is not
made from ego. But something happens to cause retreat participants to
respond enthusiastically to the retreats that I facilitate. I believe it is because somehow I have connected with Source or the Ancestors, somehow I am a vessel or conduit through which particular energy reaches
retreatants and enables them to connect to their own inner wisdom,
which is profound.
I have long believed the answers to all our problems are spiritual.
In my view, although we are humans existing on Earth, that is not the totality of who we are. We are spiritual beings having human experiences.
The Divine exists within each of us. Because of this, I believe we have
access to energy or power or assistance on other planes or dimensions
that can help us navigate what we encounter here on Earth. We connect
with this energy by turning within. When we do, strength, insights, creativity, and direction are available to us. In aligning with the power of the
Universe, our efforts bear the best fruit.
Simply taking a spiritual approach is not enough, however. In some
White contemplative circles, individuals don’t see the importance of acknowledging or addressing individual or systemic racist oppression.
They may argue that the Power of the Universe has no color, race, or
gender, therefore there is no reason to give color, race, or gender—or
any other defining factors of human beings—any special significance.
The argument is that “God’s got this,” and all humans need to do is to
pray, meditate, or engage in other spiritual practices and wait while
the Divine works things out. Known as spiritual bypassing, this way of
thinking enables White contemplatives to feel that their spiritual practices alone fulfill their responsibilities in addressing some of the complex
problems of today.
However, if I accept that the Divine has no color, race, or gender—
which I do—yet, know that we are all divine beings existing in human
bodies—with color, race, and gender—then I’m clear that another approach is required. A truer approach means that we move about as divine beings in raced and gendered bodies. So, rather than existing as
if our race and gender do not matter or as if we are powerless to affect
change, we must recognize that we are raceless and genderless divine
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beings living in raced and gendered human forms. The key to navigating that paradoxical situation is to turn within, to hear how our raceless
and genderless divine Self guides us to live as raced and gendered
humans. This is what I call living on the Mobius strip. We turn to the
inner world to connect with our true selves, which gives us the ability to
engage with the external world in authentic ways. Once turning within
enables us to truly be, then we know what to do.
During my own reflective efforts to discover my Soul’s purpose,
the image of a sacred basket arose as a metaphor for my retreat work.
There are several ways that this image captures what I aim to do. I believe all inner work connects us to the Divine within, so my starting place
is sacred. Like a strong basket, I hold space for the women to do their
work. The porous nature of a basket allows what is no longer needed or
the pain of hardships to fall through, so that the burdens women are carrying around are lightened through the retreat. I also think baskets are
a wonderful symbol of my facilitation because they are beautiful. And
Black women deserve to be surrounded by beauty and to be reminded
of our own beauty.
One of the blessings of the pandemic has been the ability and
space to connect with others through technology. This has enabled me
to offer my gifts to many more people than I would have been able to
reach otherwise. Holding Black women in beauty and helping them to
see their own beauty is important work. It is radical work. My retreats,
steeped as they are in contemplative practices, increase Black women’s
self-love. They counter the negative images about Black women that
have been presented to the world and accepted as truth. With clearer,
more authentic views of themselves as valuable and worthy and beautiful, Black women are freer from the various forms of internalized oppression. In moving about the world as free individuals, their presence
brings about an energetic shift that erodes the foundations on which
racism and other forms of oppressive stand. Thus, dismantling their own
internalized oppression helps dismantle racism.
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Rhythms and Archetypes of
Contemplation: An Afro-Boricua
Experience
Anthony Cruz Pantojas				
Tufts University
A critical appropriation of the prophetic imagination can orient us
to emergent strategies for a more interdependent commons. Given
the precarious times of the Anthropocene in which we are living, a
contemplative hermeneutic that responds to enduring oppressive
relational practices is necessary. This reflective treatise expounds
on three archetypes that underpin the exploration of an AfroCaribbean experience that is also a contemplative practice: the
Barril de Bomba, Bomba, and Flamboyán. I argue these archetypes
as poetics can orient us to new relational possibilities.

The ability developed over time to contemplate and embody practices of various cultural, philosophical, and spiritual expressions has
sustained people over centuries. These expressions have emerged
through modes of creativity applied as responses to the already existing
ecosystems and the emerging relations with sentient beings, as well as
other humans, within these environments. The awareness, then, of the
impact that the human produces in pre-existing ecosystems is an effect
of the Anthropocene. To provide a foundation that will move throughout this contemplative reflection, the critical theorist Povinelli provides
the following definition for the concept of the Anthropocene:
Anthropocene is the name that forces us to experience
the threshold of a coming impossibility—namely, the
impossibility of any longer distinguishing forms and arrangements of life (biology, biochemistry, philosophy of
life, biopower, biontology) and arrangements of nonlife
(geology, geochemistry, geontology, geontopower).
(Yusoff & Coleman, 2014, para. 23)
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The Italian philosopher Federico Campagna offers that “a prophetic approach to culture sees the possibility for a subject, through their activity
of worlding, to escape from their captivity in pre-established frames of
sense” (Campagna, 2021, p. 183). Both Povinelli and Campagna from
my understanding broach a critical appropriation of the prophetic
imagination that orients us to emergent strategies for a more interdependent commons. Given the precarious times of the Anthropocene
in which we are living, a contemplative hermeneutic that responds to
enduring oppressive relational practices is necessary. I am inviting the
Black Contemplatives with a desire to engage the intersections among
decoloniality, relationality, and a contemplative spiritual practice that
can inform a radical understanding of moral agency, bodies, and subjectivities. I’m Afro-Boricua, I’m of the island. I hear the cries of my ancestors. I aim to honor them daily. I feel the pain of colonization that
wears us down every day. I come from the vibrant dances, careful movements of the body, and sounds that animate the soul. La Bomba calls
me home each time. I’m an Afro-Boricua freethinker and inquirer about
the human condition. I seek radical movements that fight for collective
liberation for all. I have struggled in my journey but look to mentors and
movements for respite. Every day adds another layer of understanding
the human experience. I embrace the unknown. My identity is in flux.
I’m all in.
As a scholar and practitioner, I am informed and nurtured by my
relationship with cultural production, spirituality, and aesthetics. While
perhaps an unconventional way to regard the processes of challenge,
change, and resistance, these archetypical components symbolize how
I want to show up in the world. They remind me of who I am, my connection to cultural heritage, and to remain creative and adaptive through
uncertainty. My cadence and movements towards intentional relationality invite necessary moments to contemplate my work writ large and
make self-care a non-negotiable in a world moderated by productivity,
efficiency, and outcomes, a deliberate contemplative inquiry, and centering resistant liveliness and my humanity. This spiritual practice that is
charged with cultural significance clarifies my values and to work more
conscientiously towards my personal goals and those of social justice
and collective liberation.
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The realities of the Afro-Caribbean experiences are complex and
complicated by acts of violence throughout the histories of colonial
powers who disregarded the wisdom and spiritual reservoirs of Black
people, their stories, myths, and very lives extinguished and shrouded
by a whitening cloth.
Multiple traditions uphold the symbol of water as integral to their
cosmologies; it is a conduit between the unseen (myth) and life itself, a
reflection of the multiplicity of forms within nature and its ecosystems of
which human beings are part. People situated in the Caribbean islands
have been, and continue to be, influenced by the waves of many cultural and spiritual practices, including Afro-Atlantic, Indigenous, Near
Eastern, and European. One element which each of these ethnicities
and religions has in common is the journey through water which carried
them to their destinations.
My context and place of ancestry is Puerto Rico, an archipelago
existing in-between the North Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean Sea.
The island was ineluctably shaped by a multitude of traditions, from the
distinct religious devotion to Roman Catholicism, to the wisdom, insights, and beliefs of people from the Near East, from Muslim influence
over the past eight centuries of their presence in Spain, and aspects
of African culture brought along with enslaved peoples. Place of origin
plays a powerful role in personal narrative, and looking to the Caribbean, we can see Puerto Rico being one of the oldest modern colonies
of the United States. Here is where I draw part of my wisdom from the
stories shared, learned, and those I uncover almost on a daily basis, for
example, Taino (Indigenous) cosmologies, African-based spiritualities,
among many other practices.
The geographic location, histories, cultural exchanges/encounters, and narratives fuse and create the knowledges and wisdoms that
are embodied into the fabric of whole communities. Such embodiment
requires the development of various technologies of interpretation
which can then be utilized to respond to the immediate surroundings
and institutions of society. Ruminating on lived experiences as text and
material for deeper analysis and contemplation opens the possibilities
for re-imagining futures that are expansive and full of meaning, embracing the vast multiplicity contained in the Human.
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The Human experience is embodied as both individual and collective. It requires the contributions of various sources of knowledge,
cultural and material production, and transdisciplinary approaches to
fields of social inquiry. In order to contemplate one needs the past and
the present to converge. The past serves as an anchor and reminder
of how lived experiences, memories, relationships, traumas, and identities were formed; it is the root that nurtures our unfolding, including
the ways we engage new discoveries of ourselves and the world(s) surrounding us. As the Afro-Caribbean and transnational feminist theorist
M. Jacqui Alexander posits:
What brings us back to remembrance is both individual and collective; both intentional and an act of surrender; both remembering desire and remembering how
it works. Daring to recognize each other again and
again in a context that seems bent on making strangers
of us all. Can we intentionally remember, all the time, as
a way of never forgetting, all of us, building an archeology of living memory, which has less to do with living
in the past, invoking a past, or excising it, and more
to do with our relationship to Time and its purpose?
(2006, p. 302)
The consideration of space is necessary in order to allow for the
past to continue into the present. For example, museums serve to preserve the cultural, ethnic, and religious influences of a people in the ordinary as well as the extraordinary. Entering into these spaces provides
an opportunity to contemplate, carefully and with intention, processes
of survival and resilience throughout time, cultures, and societies, allowing us to consider how people unlocked the possibilities of “new” spiritualities as a response to their oppressive realities.
The exchange between the Spaniard colonizers and the Africans
who were brought by force to the Caribbean, including Puerto Rico,
depicts a clash and how the runaway slaves used their surrounding environment as a way of reinventing themselves while being informed by
their past. In other words, the Africans did not relinquish their will to
the European life—for them, one of servitude. Instead, they rebelled
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because of their knowing. The wisdom of their people and ancestors
guided them to contemplate from within their current reality, oppression and suffering, the power for transformation and expansion of new
ways of life.
One of the main institutions which contributed to the preservation
of knowledge and conservation of other material culture were museums. They have the capacity to serve as beacons for those who are
seeking answers, understanding, knowledge, or maybe even contemplating the various possibilities of a past through processes of reconstruction. It is the human person as opposed to the institutions that is
able to reconcile all the stories and the ecosystems found in the Caribbean. Specifically, in Puerto Rico a museum that served to visibilize
Lo Afro in the Island was called the Museum of our African Roots (Museo de Nuestra Raíz Africana), inaugurated in 1999 and which closed
in 2012. Noticing the short-lived timeline of the museum it is important
to learn from life’s circumstances how maintaining a malleable and fluid
perspective on cultural processes allows for timely and liberatory movement to take place.
Many countries in the Global South experienced processes of colonization which altered the way people would experience their lives for
generations to come. An example of how the impact of colonization can
be healed is by decolonizing the mind, which then requires a re-exploration of history and how to reclaim one’s Indigeneity, or come to terms
with results like cultural hybridity. However, embarking on this journey
requires accessing the archives of memory as a people, society, and
individually; in other words, liberating the funds of knowledge through
acts that in itself are contemplative. For example, in 2020, La Casa/El
Corredor Afro, a recent initiative, emerged from Dr. Marta Moreno Vega,
a known scholar, activist, and founder of various cultural institutions (in
the diaspora) centering people of African descent. The location of La
Casa/El Corredor Afro holds a deep historical and cultural significance
because Loiza was a city founded by free Black slaves. In the words of
the literary critic Santos-Febres, El Corredor Afro is an “alternative space
for exploring Afro-Boricua aesthetics in the too-long colonized realm of
visual arts and visual representation on the island” (Santos-Febres, 2021,
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para. 1). This Corredor embodies and creates an aesthetic by, for, and
from Afro-descendants to integrate the knowledge of the Social Sciences, the devotion to the orishas, and the decolonization of the mind
for those curious enough to enter through its doors. Entering denotes
an awareness of movement into a pathway where the Black creative is
revitalized, nurtured, and allowed to engage the identity that has been
held captive by a white imaginary and institutions who have modified
the Afro descents as part of the “main three races,” but one that is not
worthy of being centered and celebrated. As a response, a fluidity of
identities is tapped into in order to emerge as a transformed being.
Two cultural and community initiatives that have emerged in Puerto Rico to foster, nurture, and sustain the Afro-Puerto Rican as well as
the Caribbean interiority are the museum of African Roots and La Casa/
Corredor Afro, which provide two distinct perspectives of engaging
the Afro-Caribbean experiences in their multi-layered realities and providing the tools for dialogues, education experiences, and lectures so
that current socio-historical, economic, political, and religious issues
can be explored. As such, they can serve as contemplative artifacts.
The Casa/Corredor Afro, however, takes a grassroots approach by
keeping a pulse on current social issues in North America, Puerto Rico,
and the African diaspora. Through the Corredor new aesthetics become represented not only in terms of visibilizing but through a lens of
decolonializing. A clear example of how Afro thought is in itself an act
of decolonizing is through concepts like Sankofa, which emerges from
the Akan philosophical tradition, whose popular definition is, “Whatever we have lost, forgotten, forgone, or been stripped of can be reclaimed, revived, preserved, and perpetuated” (UIS, n.d., para. 3). By
becoming aware of the past—for example, aspects of diasporic experiences by choice or force, religious syncretism, the porous boundaries
around identity and belonging—it requires a sense of contemplation,
and from an institutional, collective, or personal perspective it evokes
an “Aesthetics [as] an inquiry into how artists, in their products and processes, utilize sensory and emotional stimulation and experience to find
and express meaning and orientation in the world and to deepen relationships amongst artists and their partners across differences” (Gurgel,
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n.d., para. 4). Furthermore, by allowing creativity and a contemplative
praxis to flow, the Barril de Bomba, Bomba, and Flamboyán are some of
the liberatory modalities within a Caribbean context.
The three archetypes interconnect a spirituality which is polyvalent and as such could be considered as part of the art expression of
the human experience. An important part of constructing “the social
imaginary is the space from which we imagine, and then become; the
space we inherit, reproduce, and inflect with the difference of our beings” (Pérez, 2021, p. 2). It is these spaces that serve as containers for
contemplation and action; it involves an awareness of the fullness of self
in all of its ramifications and manifestations.
The researcher Angel Quintero provides a framework of the body
as an extension of the self, including how the body is able to break away
from dominant cultural influences. Quintero states that
Saliendo de esa cárcel de larga duración, la corporeidad emergía radiosa cómo sede y modo de ser humano en este mundo y ponía al desnudo su relación con
el poder. Pero cuerpo es también la sede y el destino
del placer, de todo placer y del dolor, de todo dolor.
El cuerpo es toda la persona, su sede y su horizonte / Coming out of that long-term prison, corporeity
emerged radically as the seat and way of being human
in this world and laid bare its relationship with power,
but the body is also the seat and destination of pleasure, of all pleasure and pain, from all pain. The body
is the whole person, its headquarters, and its horizon.
(Quintero, 2009, p. 39)
The first archetype is the Barril de Bomba. The Barril is described as
“the kind of drum used in performances of the Afro-Puerto Rican musical tradition known as bomba” (Smithsonian, 2021, para. 1). Such an instrument requires a spiritual intention from a person in order for sounds
to be produced. The individuals transmit into the instrument their memories, sensibilities. It evokes from the performers a sense of call/vocation alongside the community, in service to the ancestors, elders, and
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orishas. The movements are contextualized by the dancer in which the
relationship between the drummer and the dancer are both products
of their socio-historical realities. And it is alternative spaces like these
which allow for a reclamation of traditions which have experienced acts
of erasure, violence, and defamation, where people can reclaim their
ancestral roots, reenact, and embody a relationality with ancestral wisdoms and knowledges found in the Bomba. “[W]hen Puerto Rico finally
reaches a point where it recognizes the value of its folklore, it will fight
to defend its honor” (Aparicio & Khadra, 2020, para. 11). There comes a
time after a process of contemplation that new epistemologies allow for
a relationality to self and others, and is then enacted as an instrument of
freedom from forces like imperialism, colonialism, and other effects that
impact the way in which people are able to visualize themselves.
The second archetype is the Bomba, the endemic dance with its
rhythms, movements, and protocols serving as a testament to the diversity found in the histories, narratives, and wisdom found in this Afro-Puerto Rican practice. When I reminisce about Bomba and contemporary figures and their families who are known in the island for their
work and contribution to the celebration of our Afro roots, I think about
la familia/family Cepeda, Ayala, among others. The Master Folk artist
Cartagena defines Bomba as
the traditional, participatory dance which is associated
with bomba in its truest form—also exhibits significant
regional variations. Regional variations, overlapping
terminology, and even idiosyncratic expressions of
bomba throughout Puerto Rico are indicative of the
oral traditions that have preserved bomba for over 300
years. (Cartagena, 2004, p. 19)
The rhythms found within the Bomba center the importance of the
bodies. Its performance and praxis call for a communal, spiritual, and
ethical praxis of liberation. Its roots in the African experience and transmitted as a mode of resistance, communication, and devotion recognizes the polyvalent nature of Bomba and its recognition that movement
encompasses an intimate knowledge of identity, histories, belonging,
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and contemplating the interplay of time, space, and location. For the
enslaved Africans (ancestors), Bomba “was a source of political and
spiritual expression. The lyrics conveyed a sense of anger and sadness
about their condition, and songs served as a catalyst for rebellions and
uprisings” (Taller Puertorriqueño, n.d., para. 2).
The third archetype is the Flamboyán, where “for Puerto Ricans,
this tree is a symbolic tree which symbolizes pride, hope, and rest”
(Ramirez, 2018). Growing up on the island el Flamboyán is seen in more
rural areas of the island, used on postcards and artwork. In my own
contemplative practice, the tree archetypes could represent mirrors of
legacies which until this day are being experienced in the Island of Puerto Rico. Because the Flamboyán is not endemic to the Caribbean but
an import from the Europeans, it turned into a symbol of Puerto Ricans
of rest. Similarly, if we consider that a tree needs water for its survival,
growth, and flourishing, the Flamboyán also symbolizes being transplanted and experiencing a diasporic process, needing adaptation.
Similarly, the body goes through the same processes.
Conclusion
Accessing wisdom found through practices of contemplation—through
those known and those in need of excavating or being rediscovered—
has served as a catalyst for Afro-descendants in the Caribbean for decades to transcend their lived realities and processes of transculturation
to slowly make for themselves alternative spaces that serve as community-based education centers and artistic containers. By pushing the
boundaries of traditional cultural, ethnic, and religious/spiritual definitions, those who embrace hyphenated identities (e.g., Afro-) have begun to be more visible in society, and national conversations are being
had. The usage of archetypes allows for multiple perspectives or processes of thought to exist and be named within the vast spiritual traditions that serve as conduits of liberatory aspirations. Tending to the
Afro is not only an act of survival, but it is an act of resistance leading
to self-determination and the right to exist. Religious and cultural symbols have served throughout time as technologies which have held hidden wisdom and untold stories of transformative realities. Now there
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are emergent generations who are invested in recovering, exploring,
and conserving the knowledges, be it through the contemplation of a
curated temporary or permanent exhibit at a museum, the Barril, the
Bomba, or the centuries of ongoing colonization. The Caribbean region
and the dominant class, those who hold to the discourses of oppressive
hegemonic regimes, have benefitted from the contribution of the labor,
knowledge, technology, and wisdom of Afro-descendants throughout
time, and the sounds, rhythms, and waters cannot be stopped: the liberation of a people will emerge as the fruit of contemplation of the inner world(s) and their (im)possibilities—which could be possibilities for
Black futures.
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When Grandma Comes to Visit:
Exploring How Communion with Our
Ancestors & Nature Deepens Our
Capacity for Healing, Restoration,
Resilience, and Resistance
Phyllis Jeffers-Coly				
Diasporic Soul
I am not quite sure what they are officially called—these itty bitty
brown seeds that show up in white whispy whirls in my home. I see
them as special and sacred because they give me a way to feel
tangibly connected with my ancestors, specifically my maternal
grandmother. The magic, the delight, the awe, the sense of wonder
that I associate with these seeds that show up in white whispy
whirls is what I hope to share when I integrate invocation, which
is typically familiar for our visitors, and yoga, which might be less
familiar, into the Heritage and Healing experiences my husband
and I offer to Black Americans in Senegal.
This piece, using the recent reflections of some of our guests,
addresses the ways that their first trip home, their pilgrimage to
West Africa, specifically Senegal, as contemplative practice fosters
a sense of well-being for Black folks in part because it offers us a
chance to be more aware of our union and in deeper communion
with Spirit, specifically in terms of communion with our ancestors
and nature, including the magic, perhaps, of white whispy whirly
seeds. I am interested in how they have and continue to deepen
their relationship with their ancestors and nature in ways that have
allowed them to stay grounded, rooted, and centered, and to tap
into a sense of expansiveness and possibility even in the face of
adversity. I have witnessed how these Spiritual connections allow
them to deepen their capacity for healing, restoration, resilience,
and resistance.
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I am not quite sure what the itty bitty brown seeds that show up unexpectedly, dancing in white whispy whirls around my home, are
called officially. They are special and sacred because they give me a
way to feel tangibly connected with my ancestors, specifically my maternal grandmother. And, be clear, I am not a botanist, horticulturalist
or green-thumb guru1 like my husband Eddy, but I absolutely know for
sure that these itty bitty brown seeds in white, whispy, whirls excite me,
sometimes to tears when they appear unexpectedly, randomly and
magically at moments that I understand are my grandmother speaking
to, affirming and reassuring me. There are other ways my ancestors engage me, but these itty bitty brown seeds dancing in white, whispy,
whirls feel the most sweet and delightful. They also add to my sense
safety, security and belonging because I am connected to and supported by our ancestors.
The magic, the delight, the awe, the wonder, and the sense that
Spirit supports us is what I hope to inspire in the sisters and brothers
who make their pilgrimage to Senegal with my husband and me. A pilgrimage that, in 2015, my husband Eddy and I made when we took a
vacation to Senegal that proved to be healing and transformative for
us as a couple as well as a turning point in our lives, professionally and
personally. In fact, our 2015 trip to Senegal opened the door for us to
consider moving there for a completely fresh start. As a result, Eddy and
I opened our outdoor plant-filled terrace café—Tangor Café—outside
of Dakar and founded Diasporic Soul in 2016. Diasporic Soul offers heritage and healing experiences that integrate both culture (SOUL) and

1
I am simply engaging in word play by using guru here rhetorically—using
alliteration and assonance with the “g.” I am in no way going down the road of
calling my husband a guru as far as his green-thumb goes (see, there I go again).
However, his impact as a “teacher” is reflected by the fact that he was nicknamed
Professor Onion Sauce by our two of our early visitors who fell in love with our
onion sauce and were moved by my husband’s knowledge of and disposition toward nature and plants. He conveys a deep respect for nature, which includes his
appreciation of the beauty he continues to create for himself and others—a refuge,
really—in our home, on our farm, and in our outdoor café. In fact, he is a key part
of the way in which our visitors begin to see their relationship with nature and their
spirituality in a far more expansive way.
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contemplative practices, including many that are included on the Tree
of Contemplative Practices and addressed in Barbezat and Bush’s Contemplative Practices in Higher Education. Further, our work is informed
by our understanding that white supremacy, anti-Black racism, epistemic violence and race-based stress and trauma disrupt our sense of safety, security and belonging. As well as our sense of our innate dignity
and worth. Thus, by healing we mean, evoking Alice Walker, putting the
energy, heart, and courage back into our bodies with our own culture
(SOUL) so that we can continue to transform and dismantle the institutions and relationships that have been causing us harm, injury, misery,
and trauma. Put another way, it means remembering and reveling in
the fact that we are most certainly Black. Dope. And All Good. And, as
singer Seinabo Sey2 reminds us in her song “Breathe,” we are Beautiful,
Magical, and Valuable. Diasporic Soul Heritage & Healing Experiences
offer Black people the opportunity to engage in cultural and contemplative practices that allow us to remember that we are in fact all of these
things. Our experiences include retreats and heritage travel opportunities for individuals, families, and/or groups of friends. We also offer
healing-centered leadership development experiences for Black collegians and professionals. And, while we offer retreats and workshops
in the United States, we know very clearly that making a pilgrimage to
Senegal is life-changing, impactful, and transformative in many ways.
In fact, while here, in Africa, our guests certainly deepen their capacity to feel a sense of belonging, safety, security, and innate dignity
2
Sey, S. (7 September 2018). Breathe [song] on I’m a Dream. Universal Music. https://www.okayafrica.com/seinabo-sey-breathe-video-gambia/. Seinabo
Sey, who is a Swedish-Gambian singer, wrote “Breathe,” which is an orchestral
string-backed song about self-love and self-acceptance, while on her first visit to
Dakar, Senegal. Sey explains that “she felt at ease in Senegal, but couldn’t quite
pinpoint why until she realized that she loved it in Senegal because she didn’t have
to explain herself to people. She realized that as Black women, so much of our time
is spent explaining obvious things about our culture or ourselves, when we would
rather just be” (quoted in Tambini, 26 April 2018). In other words, in “Breathe,”
Seinabo Sey speaks of Senegal being a place where she can do just that, breathe;
a place where she can express herself authentically as a Black woman.
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and worth. This is due in part because they experience a culture here
in Senegal that recognizes that we are supported by Spirit, both in nature and by our ancestors. Yet, in order to experience the sense of wonder and delight that the itty bitty brown seeds in white whispy whirls
bring me, they must be willing and able to “surrender to the realm of
the unseen, the unknown so that it can reveal itself” (Parker, 2020, p.
158) and “relinquish [their] need be in control” (Holmes, 2017, p. 165).
However, surrendering in a way that allows us to be open to Spirit can
be challenging because many of us have spent some portion of our
lives contracting in self-protection and bracing ourselves against “ongoing, recurrent, and cumulative” race-based stress and trauma (Parker,
2020, p. 62) that we experience in a culture where we often do not feel
a sense of belonging, where we do not feel safe and where we do not
feel secure. And, where we do not feel supported. And, surrendering
and opening up to Spirit is also challenging when we stay in our heads
because we have existed in a society where “the thinking mind” comes
first before the wisdom of body and Spirit. As Malidoma Somé notes in
his groundbreaking book, The Healing Wisdom of Africa (1998), “the
modern world is denaturalized” and “Western orthodoxies, often binary in nature, negate the body and see the earth as inferior to heaven.
And, patriarchal religions mask the ancient cosmologies that recognize
the mind-body-Spirit connection and the connection of our bodies to
the earth. As well nature’s role in our healing.” Thus, some of us have
a hard time surrendering, letting go and delighting in dancing itty bitty brown seeds in white whispy whirls floating about the house, which
means that seeing them as anything more than some sort of dirty mess
that must be cleaned up and discarded is out of the question. Yet, if we
intend to experience the delight and sense of wonder and awe that nature and Spirit offer us, if we want to experience healing and restoration,
then we must surrender.
So, no matter how much I love alliteration, assonance, and my
grandmother, in lieu of beginning with magical, mythical tales of rainbows, red birds or dancing white whispy, whirly things, we begin our
heritage and healing experiences with invocation and developing the
breath and body awareness that we might typically associate with the
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opening of a yoga practice. Here, in the context of prayer and invocation, I can explain yoga as union, with one’s authentic and true self as
well as with all that is Spirit and living. I can more readily explain that
yoga, and that connection to Spirit and that which is divine requires
us to surrender. Even though I do not necessarily use the term Ishvara
Pranidhana (Sutra 2.45). Combining the prayer and invocation that most
of my guests are familiar with and what may be fairly new to them in
terms of yoga allows me to connect the concept of the breath as life
force energy and the idea that yoga is an embodied way that we can
deepen our awareness of, communion with or restore our connection
to and with Spirit. Put another way, I use this approach to establish that
we are embodied Spirits who are connected to the sacred, God, the
Divine, which is fundamentally part of everything and everyday life,
(Holmes, 2017, p. 27), including nature. A foregone conclusion in traditional Senegalese culture. Thus, we can be open to the possibility of
recognizing how our ancestors and nature offer us support as we experience healing and restoration. Recognizing that our connection to
Spirit, to the divine energy in nature and our ancestors can contribute to
our capacity to heal. And, by healing, as Alice Walker tells us in Anything
We Love Can Be Saved, we mean putting the heart, courage and energy
back in our bodies with our own culture. Connecting to Spirit is the energy that Walker refers to. The heart and courage that she refers to are
learning to love and stand up for ourselves and one another in ways that
are not always easy in a world where white supremacy and anti-Black
racism continue to cause us misery, pain, harm and injury—individually
and collectively.
Hands down, the same delight, awe, joy, wonder, and sense that
I am supported that is elicited by the itty bitty brown seeds that show
up in white, whispy whirly seeds for me is evoked by Senegal’s beloved
baobab tree for others. These trees are in fact tangible and concrete
ways for us to connect with nature’s divinity, her Spirit. As a visitor to
Senegal, it is easy to never fully understand or make a direct connection
with the baobab tree. For many, seeing these sacred trees often only
consists of whizzing past them on the way to from one destination to
another. Or hearing a tour guide mention the row of them on Goree

81

THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 9, No. 1, 2022

Island as they crest the hillside to get to the island’s top perch or at an
overpriced nature refuge in a jeep with a tour guide who negates their
cultural and spiritual significance. In fact, meeting the baobab goes well
beyond noting that they are part of the observable landscape or the
country’s terrain.
The sense of the tree’s divinity begins with delight, wonder, and
awe when we walk through our town, Sebikotane, which is an enclave
outside Dakar that is home to nature-honoring Serere people, Senegal’s third largest ethnic group. The sacred nature of the baobab for the
Serere includes that fact that it is one of first trees of the Earth according to Serere beliefs about the origins of humankind. Thus, baobabs
are typically not cut down even though their fruit, leaves, and bark are
essential to the culture. If they are to be cut down a prayer that includes
naming the individual doing the cutting must be said; permission of the
tree must be granted. The baobab can also be an altar and in certain
circumstances, a sacred burial place for griots as well as a communal
gathering place.
For our guests, the trees’ sheer size and magnitude is part of what
evokes a sense of awe, wonder, and delight in the same way that folks
are struck by the size and mass of the African Renaissance Monument.
But, unlike the massive man-made monument, the baobab trees, like
the one that protects our town and the one near Eddy’s ancestral homestead, connect us to something sacred, to Spirit. As we open up and
surrender to our curiosity we are able to step closer and feel into how
massive these beloved trees are, and how small we are beneath them
and in the larger expanse of nature. Willing to get out of their heads
and let down their guard, our guests sense the life-force energy of the
trees they connect to during their time here. Energy that can be a bit
intimidating and uncomfortable at first because it is so immense and at
the same time unfamiliar. But her majesty is seductive and all that she
is and provides opens us up to her gifts and the way she feels like she
supports us just with her mere presence. Supporting us with the gifts of
protection and communion as she holds her prominent place in villages
and family compounds, particularly those of the Serere. As the dwelling
place of Spirit.
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The awareness of this connection with the baobab and her Spirit
in is reflected in the experience of one brother who has been visiting
us since 2018. During his first visit, his connection with the Spirit and
energy of the baobab tree was made. One that he explains by stating
that there is a “difference between knowing and believing,” which for
some might “seem like semantics.” He explains that “knowing God and
believing in God takes you on two different trajectories” to contextualize how he describes the way that his pilgrimage to Senegal altered
him, how he went from knowing to believing in his divine connection to
nature, trees specifically:
So, when I think about the baobab tree and trees in
general before going to Senegal. I believed trees had
power, I read about it; heard talks about it. This green
lady, I read about these things. But after going to Senegal [for me believing] moved into the knowing.
This brother’s shift from believing to knowing took place in part
because of an experience he had one afternoon early in his visit while
Eddy and I were visiting a seer with two other folks who were with this
brother on the visit:
I had a vision of these trees surrounding me in a circle. ... [T]hey (the trees) were all dancing around me.
And, Baba Eddy told me that, the seer had spoken
about me. I told him that I had had this vision of these
trees surrounding me . . . and he said the seer had seen
the same thing. That the Spirits had welcomed me to
Senegal. And they had surrounded me; the trees and
the Spirits had surrounded me. So, we were having
parallel or perhaps simultaneous visions, me and the
seer, of trees surrounding me.
So, from then on (during that visit and afterwards) seeing the baobab tree would shake me, would give me
chills. I could see that Spirit in that tree and that Spirit
could see me. And we would have some kind of com-

83

THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 9, No. 1, 2022

munion or dialogue. And when I pass by particularly
if there was a group of them or if was an independent
tree.
And, thus coming back here (to California) I don’t really
have such trees but I still view all and see and know
all the trees are different. And that they have a Spirit.
That we have some kind of kinship with them. That
they lived as human beings at some point, as ancestors. They certainly bear witness to us and if we are in
tune enough we can bear witness to them as well. That
experience [in Senegal] in terms of nature and the trees
has changed me forever.
The way that this brother’s experience with baobab impacted his
awareness and connection to nature and Spirit is similar to a young sister who came to us in May 2018. She too, on what became ultimately
her pilgrimage for her in spite of the Fulbright program directors’ intentions, spent time walking in and connecting to nature with us in Sebikotane:
I would say that my time with you opened my eyes
to asking my ancestors and Mother Nature for help. I
grew up very spiritual. My mother would always tell me
“leave it to God” and that always helped me throughout my life. But after my time with you, that awareness
was heightened. I knew I really was no longer alone.
I [have] the sun! Oh my god I [have] the sun, Mami
Wata, the ocean, the grand, powerful ocean. I [have]
the trees—so steady, so stable. You, Eddy, and Yaay3
taught me that I have the force, the grace, and the love
of nature always with me. And that is when I truly began to feel the love of God that Christians usually talk
about. Through God’s creation I found God. You all
taught me to talk and commune with nature in a way
that was already in me but needed to be unlocked.
3
Yaay is mom in Wolof and in this case refers to Eddy’s mom who lives
between our home in Senegal and Marseille, France.
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That same sense of awareness that this young lady has that she is
supported and connected to nature is reflected in the experiences of
others who have had Diasporic Soul Heritage and Healing Experiences
with Eddy and I. For example, one brother who came first as a student
in 2018 and then as a staff member with Xavier University in 2019 speaks
to how since the beginning of the pandemic he returned to many of the
contemplative practices that he was taught during his Diasporic Soul
Experience, including communing with nature:
Right before everything was officially shut down, my
girlfriend and I got a puppy. He (the puppy, Oscar) was
good for us in many ways; he forced us to go outside.
Walking and hiking have become regular parts of our
lives now thanks to Oscar. We are required to take a
breath, go outside, move our bodies, and ultimately
take in everything around us. Whether it is first thing in
the morning or in the middle of the day, communing
with nature has been a grounding force for us in an unstable time. I find that I am yearning to engage even
more with nature.
The way that this young brother has used nature to ground him as
he begins adulthood during a global pandemic made worse by the fact
that “racism is as pernicious as ever,” is reflected in the experience of a
young sister who brought him along with two cohorts of students for a
two-week Diasporic Soul Heritage and Healing Experience under the
auspices of Xavier University’s Stained Glass Initiative4. Like her former
student and mentee, she has come to a place where she is more profoundly connected and sensitive to nature as a living being. For example, she explains that after practicing restorative yoga under the moon
4
Xavier University’s Stained Glass Initiative, housed in the institution’s
Center for Diversity and Inclusion under the leadership of Dr. Kyra Shahid, offered
Black students the opportunity to participate in a Diasporic Soul Heritage and
Healing experience at no cost to the students as a part of their work around the institution’s ties to enslavement. The experience included pre and post weekend retreats in Cincinnati and their two-weeks in Senegal. Students completed Shahid’s
Anti-Black Racism and Epistemic Violence course as a pre-requisite and earned a
Global Competency Certification upon completion of the experience and submission of required artifacts.
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on the roof during her 2019 visit, she is far more conscious and attentive
to the moon. Specifically, she states that she can sense how the moon
impacts her physically, including her menstrual cycle. She recalls that
before our rooftop yoga practices she would see the moon but not really be fully aware of her, but now her practice includes sitting with her.
Much like her elder mentor from California who has moved from
knowing to believing in his connection to nature, to trees, she has become much more attentive to the energy of the trees that she meets, in
part because of the way in which the baobab occupied such an integral
part of her pilgrimage and the pilgrimages she makes with students.
She describes that now she not only sees the trees, as is the case with
the moon, she senses them, their energy, their Spirit. She described, for
example, how the trees on the campus of Tougaloo College5, though
comparable in size to the baobab tree, did not feel as majestic and
powerful to her. Instead, they felt heavy, sad and grief-filled. One might
wonder if the energy she sensed is somehow the impact of these trees
being rooted in the soil that certainly holds the blood, sweat, and tears
of Black Americans subjected to enslavement and who experienced the
brutalities of living in the Jim Crow South. What have these trees been
privy to, what have they witnessed, what have they absorbed? She has,
as she states, typically been able to sense the energy of other people;
now she senses the energy of other Spirit entities in nature.
This young woman’s deepened awareness and connection with
nature is reflected in the experience of another sister who attended our
Calm and the Chaos Healing Retreat for Black Women in January 2019
and who was our first Diasporic Soul in Residence from January to October 2020. Like the young brother who has used nature as a resource
during the pandemic and his first very stressful year as a Ph.D. student,
she has found herself supported by and more connected to nature:
Going within and figuring out why I feel the way that I
feel is something that I always used to do, but definitely
after Senegal I pay much more attention to the signs of
what’s going on within me. But, now I also try to un5
Tougaloo College is an HBCU that like Xavier University is part of the Universities Studying Slavery consortium. Both institutions have hosted the USS conference in recent years.
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derstand too and see the signs that are outside of me
as well. Like paying attention to nature. Being in nature
is something that I definitely have done more since I’ve
been back from Senegal. Paying attention to the trees
and leaves, the birds, everything that’s around me and
looking for signs in those things or signs presenting
themselves to me as well is something that I have definitely been more cognizant of since I’ve been back, especially the birds. There’s a lot of red birds around here.
The red birds she mentions reflect a shared understanding that she
and I have. One that is much like what I know to be true about the itty
bitty brown seeds that show up as white whispy whirls from my grandmother. They, the red birds, are one way that our ancestors show up for
us. For my dear friend in Cincinnati and for my younger sister in North
Carolina, it is the cardinal or cardinals in the window. For my friend and
artist Angela Franklin6, they are the red birds that offer solace and reassurance to the grieving female subject in When Feeling Blue, She Reaches for the Red Bird, one of the mixed media pieces in Franklin’s My Soul
to Keep series that explores the relationship between self-care and grief.
The red birds, here in Senegal and in the United States, are one way that
the Spirit of nature connects us to the Spirits of our ancestors. When we
feel safe and secure enough to surrender and let down our guard so
that we might be open to Spirit speaking to us via red birds or itty bitty
brown seeds in white whispy whirls. And, allowing ourselves to connect
6
Angela Franklin, a native of Cincinnati, Ohio, and owner of Chez Alpha
Books in Dakar, is a well-regarded multimedia artist who served as the 2019–2020
Artist-in-Residence with Xavier University’s Stained Glass Initiative. Her works
evoke and capture our history and our culture, including our capacity for resilience
and resistance in spite of oppression and life’s hardships. While her commissioned
works for Xavier tell a visually compelling and rich story about the institution’s disturbing and unresolved relationship with slavery and white supremacy, her 2018
series My Soul to Keep is a riveting and striking collection of multimedia art textiles
that she created to express and process her grief after losing her sister. The series
consists of multiple pieces, all of which deeply resonate with me, including When
Feeling Blue, She Reaches for the Redbird and Pour First from a Full Cup and a Full
Heart.
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to the ways in which we might communicate with them and that they
might be communicating with, protecting, guiding, and supporting us.
For instance, the young man who has found solace in nature along
with his pet dog Oscar during the pandemic, has also found himself
reaching out to his ancestors more often:
I rely on them (my ancestors) to get me through teaching classes (of predominately white affluent students
at a private liberal arts PWI). I just have this yearning
to know more about these people who helped us get
to where we are today. I think about the relationship
that I have with my grandmothers and how I yearn
for that same connection with my deceased grandfathers. I think about my cousin Donte who passed in
2017 and ultimately led me down this personal path
of exploration. I think about my Aunt Red who lovingly nicknamed me “The Professor” before either of us
knew that would be my career path. And I think about
my Uncle Phil who is the first sibling on both sides of
the family to pass and how it made all the survivors that
much more human.
With so much death around us7, I find it all that more
important to give honor where honor is due and acknowledge the sacrifices made for us to get to this
point. Every time I pray and write, I ask for the ancestors who mean me well, paved the way, loved on me,
and have experience doing this work to join me and
enjoy the fellowship that happens in the spaces I occupy. I even recently started collecting pictures with the
goal of starting our ancestral [altar] in our home.
Much like this young graduate student, one of the sisters who attended our March 2019 Calm in the Chaos Healing Retreat has found a
7
The death toll referenced here specifically refers to those resulting from
the Covid-19 pandemic.
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connection with the Spirit of her ancestors. Prior to coming to Senegal,
“[she] had a lot of questions about [her] ancestors” and held the belief
that “[her] ancestors were always out of reach.” However, “with guidance from the marabout (seer) and encouragement from Uncle Eddy”—
she gained a better understanding by the end of the retreat that allowed
her to begin connecting with her ancestors:
I discovered that even if I do not know my ancestors by
name, they know me and are guiding and protecting me
regardless. With that knowledge, whenever faced with
adversity since—I am rooted in the knowing that those
who went before me laid the groundwork for [me].
I had concerns about not being able to have a stationary altar due to my nomadic lifestyle and was taught that
an altar does not have to be immobile. I learned that
connecting with and giving offerings to my ancestors
can be as simple or intricate as I feel led. A year later,
upon getting my first apartment, I built my altar, which is
where I give offering and speak to my ancestors.
My spirituality is now rooted with the awareness of the
limitless influence of my ancestors. The knowledge of
my ancestors’ resilience and ability to withstand adversity has been an anchor for me in ways I never imagined.
[Their] ability to withstand adversity is rooted deep in my
flesh, and because of that—I think one of the best ways
to honor those ancestors is by being at peace and not
having to work so damn hard for what they already overcame. They did, so I do not have to—at least not in the
same way. I believe that every time I experience joy, or
overcome a disparaging thought, or fight through some
really heavy shit—I am honoring their fight.
Similarly, the sister who led the students from Xavier here has too,
particularly after her second visit, begun to develop a greater awareness of or connection to her ancestors’ Spirits. Most recently, as she
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prepared to bury her Aunt Vivian, she heard her singing “How Great
Thy Art” while working on the funeral program along with her cousin.
A song that had actually not been selected for her aunt’s homecoming
celebration, yet, upon hearing her aunt’s voice, she understood that her
aunt wanted it sung at her funeral. And, so it was. She also, prior to this
most recent loss, recalls hearing three of her other aunties speaking to
her at different times since her second visit to Senegal in 2018. For her,
as she describes it, she feels that she is more open to and aware of the
presence of her ancestors. And, she, like the young brother and sisters
navigating challenges of starting their adult lives, particularly during the
two pandemics, recognizes her ancestors as an important resource that
deepens her capacity to stay grounded, rooted, and centered. Where
she is supported in a way that allows her to deepen her resilience and
engage in resistance and seek justice with confidence, courage, and a
deep sense of agency and personal power. Where she is able to experience the healing that Walker and Somé speak of.
A healing that takes place when we feel safe and secure enough
to surrender and let go and open to Spirit. Healing that includes restoring our connection to nature as sacred and the Spirits of our ancestors.
Healing that recognizes that both nature and our ancestors as Spirit can
support us as we deepen our capacity for both resilience and resistance.
Healing that allows us to put energy, heart, and courage back into our
bodies with our own culture. Healing that allows us to understand that
we are indeed Black, Dope, and All Good. Healing that allows us to
revel in the fact that we are so truly magical, valuable, and beautiful.
Healing in ways that foster deep curiosity, delight, awe, wonder, joy,
and the sense that we are supported by the seen and the unseen.
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Black people living in the U.S. have had to resource themselves with
practices to help them remain resilient against the oppression they
experience. Pandemic-inspired challenges have made the collective
contemplation on how to engage in liberating, transformative
practices imperative. Faculty across the country have been tasked
with creating nuanced ways to cultivate contemplative, restorative,
and liberatory pedagogy. The focus of the current study was
to develop a clearer understanding as to how contemplative
practices help inspire people constrained by structural inequities to
actively shift their mode of being and teaching in higher education.
Through a contemplative practice known as echoing (Laymon,
2020), the authors wrote brief love letters to one another. Thematic
analyses of each letter yielded suggestions as to how this practice
could be used to further resource resilience, well-being, innovative
pedagogical practice, self-care, and spirit-nurturing rituals for

92

THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 9, No. 1, 2022

teachers, students, and staff inclusive of every part of the Black
diaspora. Additional discussion is offered on how echoing can be
applied across various contexts.

Members of the Black diaspora living in the United States have had to
allow for the emergence of deep learning around healing, transformation, and collective liberation to remain resilient against the racialized
oppression they experience—especially over these last pandemic
years. Coupled with the emergence of a novel coronavirus disease in
2019 (COVID-19) was the persistence of the normalized white supremacist virus of old, both wreaking havoc disproportionately on the bodies
of those racialized as Black in the United States. Those of us who have
been engaged in anti-racist, social-justice work were met with requirements to social distance from one another. Those of us teaching the
next generation of agents of liberation were required to do so remotely.
Movements once thought to be limited to being practiced in-person
were immediately forced to examine new processes for practicing with
one another from afar. In other words, we have been challenged with
having to rethink our conceptualization of safe space (Abegunde et al.,
2020).
All movement runs on at least one power source (Brown, 2017).
Human beings motivate both literally and figuratively via the heart
(hooks, 1999/2018). Social movements motivate via the collective energy of the people. Prior to COVID-19, those of us engaged in work to
help heal, transform, and liberate Black bodies from the various forms of
oppression they experience were able to convene to create the spiritual
and emotional containers required to hold the energy of the movement.
The batteries of our movements were charged when we gathered at
meetings, retreats, workshops, conventions, and other assemblies of
the sort. When new colleagues organized to begin working together,
they did so in person. In the age of COVID-19 however, we have had to
cultivate new practices in which we could engage to create the energetic containers necessary to motivate our work.
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With our collective work embedded within the historical opportunity programs of New York State, we have had to remain vigilant about
cultivating socially-distanced, yet technologically feasible and sustainable containers for our students. The Percy Ellis Sutton SEEK (Search for
Education, Elevation, and Knowledge) Department1 has consistently
provided access and opportunity to historically underserved students.
Such students tend to be economically challenged, first generation college students, BIPOC, and/or from immigrant communities where the
health and economic disparities exacerbated by COVID-19 have been
the most pronounced. Students from these communities were at highest risk for dropping out of college before the challenges imposed by
COVID-19 (Chatman, 2019; Dualeh et al., 2017). At SEEK, we take our
mission—to “produce life-long learners and advocates of positive social change”—seriously. As such, we have had to broaden our toolkits
to encompass an even wider range of contemplative, restorative, and
liberatory pedagogies to teach beyond content and towards shedding
conditioned patterns of learning and knowing.
Purpose of the Present Study
The most impactful question on our work of late is, “How can novel
contemplative practices help inspire people constrained by structural
inequities to actively [re]engage in shifting the common mode of being,
in general, and of teaching in higher education, specifically, from insipid
to transformational; from oppressive to liberating?” When our collective
formed, this question served as our primary challenge. Although we all
shared one comrade in common, all of us had not previously worked
together. As such, we were unaware of the similarities of our work and
how we could best function interdependently as a unit, rather than as an
amalgamation of independent experts. As a collective, we had not previously discussed what allows us to be inspired and what motivates us to
1
At its legislated inception in 1966, SEEK existed across the senior colleges at the City University of New York as academic departments with their own
faculty. Through erasure of department status, there are only two campuses where
SEEK departments remain. At most senior campuses, SEEK exists as a program.
This impacts the ability to participate in college governance on campus.
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show up to our work. We were unfamiliar with how to best connect with
each other, and how to use this connection to be present with our pursuits of equity and justice for Black-bodied people—both in and around
higher education. As we were all familiar with the power of using contemplative practices to cultivate interdependence, we agreed the best
way to initiate our work as a collective would be via such methods.
Therefore, the intention of this paper is to share a contemplative
practice to resource resilience, well-being, innovative pedagogical
practice, self-care, and spirit-nurturing rituals for teachers, students,
and staff—inclusive of every part of the Black diaspora. Ultimately, this
work is intended to cultivate the capacity for building community and
to inspire a vision that creates new possibilities for the transcendent and
transformative work yet to be done (hooks, 1999/2018).
Method
The contemplative practice in which we engaged has been referred to
as echoing. As introduced by Kiese Laymon (2020), echoing is typically
practiced in a group of four to five people who write brief letters to one
another to express their gratitude and appreciation for the privilege of
being connected to one another. Echoing is the process of repeating
details that are similar to, and make you think of, or remember, something else (Laymon, 2020). The impetus of this contemplative practice
is not entirely different from the common definition in that the letters
written within the collective often yield similar details, while helping the
letter-writers recollect shared interests and experiences that have had a
significant impact on their lives. Echoing further allows the letter-writers
to understand the core values each brings to the collective, in general,
and to their classrooms, specifically. Echoing requires each letter-writer’s attention to be focused on the present, ultimately bringing them
into deeper alignment for collective action. The practice is conducted
as follows: the 1st author writes their letter to the other authors; the 2nd
to the 1st author; the 3rd to the 1st and 2nd authors; the 4th to the 1st,
2nd, and 3rd authors; and the 5th to the previous four authors.
Given our time limitations and busy remote schedule, as well as
our desire to create a practice where we were present with what arose,
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we met remotely to discuss what would be the best way to write our letters, at which point we concluded that we would have a writing session
so that we could write our letters in one another’s presence. After discussing our intended purposes for engaging in the practice, we came
up with a short list of questions we could answer to facilitate the letter
writing process (refer to Table 1). Basing our decision on the number
of years each of us has served as faculty in the SEEK Department, we
agreed that the elder of the group would write her letter to the other
authors, the 2nd most senior member of the community would write to
the elder, and so on for each author in the order of their arrival into the
SEEK community.
When we convened again remotely to write our letters, we began
the practice by listening to a series of affirming mantras. Afterwards, we
each focused on the echoing questions in Table 1 to transition into writing our letters. After writing as much as we could for 30 minutes (with

Table 1
Questions used to guide our echoing practice
1.

What (and/or possibly who) has called you into this work?
a. What keeps you in this work?
b. What sustains you to do this work in lieu of the challenges
we experience in doing the work?

2. Who are we in “this” work?
3. What has resourced us in our journey in academia that we want to
share with each other?
4. How are we continuing to evolve and/or what are we continuing
to learn?
5. What unlearning has this echoing practice initiated for us?
6. What does liberation mean to us?
7.

What should be echoed through for future generations of SEEK?
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our microphones muted and cameras on), we briefly discussed how the
process went for each of us. We then agreed to finish our letters individually over the next 24 hours, and to post them into a common document to share them collectively. Three days later, we met again to read
our letters to one another out loud, in the aforementioned order. A bell
was rung after each letter was read so as to acknowledge the vibration
set within the collective by the reading of the letters. We met two additional times to discuss our reflections of the practice, the themes that
arose, and our overall sense of what we learned.
Results
Thematic Analysis
After reading our letters aloud to each other, we each separately went
back and reread each letter to assess emerging themes. In our last meeting, we deliberated and came to a consensus that there were four main
themes (and eight sub-themes) which were echoed throughout each
letter: grounding via the knowledge of our ancestors and presencing the
elders (sub-theme: the importance of remembering the past); centering
the teachings of Black educators (sub-theme: the work also referred to
as the hustle, engaging the struggle); unlearning harmful patterns and
systems to access what is hidden (sub-themes: unlearning the lessons
of harmful educational systems; the call to experience transformation);
and the power of vulnerability, storytelling, and being witnessed while
bearing witness (sub-themes: who we are in the work; manifested outcomes; looking toward the future). As seen in Table 2, each theme and
sub-theme was informed by specific phrases and concepts that were
echoed throughout the letters. We summarized these themes and subthemes as offerings of resourcing, or ways in which people of African
descent can renew and expand their capacity to fully inhabit their bodies as well as the space(s) in which they find themselves. Each theme is
discussed in further detail below.
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Table 2
Results of thematic analysis
Main Theme

Grounding via
the knowledge of
our ancestors and
presencing the
elders

Sub-Theme

Phrases and Concepts “Echoed”
Throughout Each Letter

The Importance of
Remembering the
Past

SEEK Legacy, SEEK Mission = A Just
Cause; Those who paved the way—Leaders & Those Working Behind the Scenes;
Soft Power to Influence Others; Sharing
History and Wisdom; Honoring Ancestors & Elders; Create/Design a Place
and Space for Marginalized, Racially-oppressed Students

The Work
(a.k.a., The Hustle)

Relationships; Learn about Self/Others;
Preparing Young People; Advocacy;
Building Trust; Striving for Excellence;
Meaningful Collaborations; Partnering on
the Journey; Sharing Wisdom and Light;
Curiosity; Empowerment; Honoring Human Dignity of Each Member; Rejection
of Status Quo; Providing Support; Intentional Work; A Calling; Reflection; Evaluation; Modeling Liberation; Searching;
Setting the Conditions; Being Teacher &
Student; Embodied Leadership; Service;
Gifts and Talents; Decisions; Adaptability;
Flexibility; Shedding Conditioned Patterns; Compassion for Self & the Suffering of Others; Service; Teaching Beyond
Content

Engaging the
Struggle

Opposition to Change; Obstacles; Barriers; Erasure; Rejection; Discomfort; Lack
of Safety; Self-Doubt; Rejection of Self;
Internalized White Supremacy; Degradation; Invisibility; Neglect; The Good
Fight; The Armor

Centering the
Teachings of Black
Educators
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Unlearning the
Lessons of Oppressive Educational
Systems
Unlearning the
harmful practices
of white supremacist systems to
access what is
hidden

Dominant Cultural Values; Beliefs, Practices of White Supremacy; Patriarchy;
Capitalism; Harmful Practices that cause
Damage/Trauma; Disdain; Low Expectations; Labeling; Reliance on Eurocentric
ways of Knowing; Survival

The Call to Experi- Arrival; Welcoming; Community; Acence Transformation ceptance; Unconditional Love; Patience;
Nurturing; Community of Care; Healing;
Comfort; Community Joy; Appreciation
of Difference; Community Values; Storytelling; Community; Parental Quality;
Protection; Family; Sisterhood; Visibility;
Honoring Every Person; Loyalty; Respect;
Authenticity; Magic; Wonder; Joy; Hope;
Faith; Allies
Who we are
in the Work

Transmitters of History and Culture;
Visionaries and Creators of Hope and
Change; Champions and Warrioresses;
the Dora Milaje; Queens; Leaders; Liberators and Community Builders; Sisters and
Brothers; Family; Keepers of the Faith;
Teachers and Students; Believers in The
Dream

Manifested
Outcomes

Life Changing Experiences; Collective
Achievement; Recognizing the Power
within; Power with Others, not over
Others; Self-Empowerment; Self Determination; Understanding about Life &
Mortality; Amplification of Voices; Focus
on Humanity; Greater Appreciation
for the Collective Experience; Ubuntu;
Self-Love; Love of Community; Increased
Compassion for Self & Others; Capacity
to be Fully Present; Liberatory Practice

Looking Toward
the Future

Preparing Future Leaders; Succession
Planning; Creating Pro-Black Space
& Culture; Continuing the Practice of
Interrogating Ourselves and the Work;
Changing the Way we Show up to the
Work; Undoing White Supremist Patterns
and Ways of Being; Model for Community Change and not Policy Change

The power of vulnerability, storytelling, and being
witnessed while
bearing witness
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Grounding via the Knowledge of our Ancestors and Presencing the
Elders
As we reflect on our work in the SEEK Department, of the utmost importance is that we acknowledge the presence of our ancestors. SEEK
is grounded in the legacy of political activists (i.e., Percy Sutton, Basil
Paterson), and social justice sheroes (i.e., Shirley Chisholm, bell hooks,
Audre Lorde). As such, we stand on the shoulders of these warriors.
The echoing practice allowed us to hold space for one another so that
we could reflect on the power of those who came before us and how
their work has been integrated into our ways of being in SEEK. Having
both an awareness of how the past is ever present and gratitude for the
teachings it provides, we are modeling the connectedness to those
who paved the way. When we are rooted in ancestral wisdom, it enables us to be grounded in their protection while being present to what
is arising in the now. This presencing allows us to better discern how we
can continue to move forward and what we can leave behind.
As mentioned, this practice began by centering the elder of our
collective. Although Black elders are often overlooked in academia, we
invited our elder to lead this practice, in reverence to her wisdom. In
doing so, we created an intergenerational model of collective learning
and being which is often disrupted by white supremacist culture. Lastly,
we learned that by honoring the ancestors and centering our elders, we
can actively connect to our youth. The greater our capacity to thread
generations through interconnectedness, the more we heal the disconnect that can arise from being part of institutional systems that attempt
to erase our histories.
Centering the Teachings of Black Educators
Current educational systems erase and devalue the contributions of
Black intellectuals, scholars, activists, and leaders. When we center
Black history, we reveal a deeply embedded wisdom that our communities have power to mobilize and bring change (Ortiz, 2018). Our collective echoing noted that academia is drowning in the centering of whiteness. We also named the continuation of the status quo with teachings
of predominantly white men, as well as the banking method of educa-
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tion, which is intended to indoctrinate students with little space for critical inquiry. We are currently experiencing increased attention on state
violence, particularly on anti-Blackness and how it manifests in higher
education. There have been initiatives to look at curriculum and other
practices that counter the maintenance of white supremacy culture in
the classroom this past year. With this current upswing of action and
dialogue, we demand that the work of Black activism and scholarship
not only be included, but centered in the structures of academic institutions. We remember both our collective power to organize, as it is in
our bodies and is part of our history. We interrogate our internalized
oppression, specifically how it manifests in the body and mind as discomfort and/or resistance. We invite the collective release of the “piece
of the oppressor which is planted deep within each of us” (Lorde, 1984,
p. 131). As Black contemplatives, we welcome all that arises, even when
what arises asks us to create deep change. Our letters remind us that we
must rebel against the white-dominant norms of our institutions, even
when we benefit from the privilege it affords. We hold the “both-and”:
we invite advocacy for the creation of spaces that are both anti-racist
and pro-Black.
Unlearning the Harmful Practices of White Supremacist Systems to
Access What Is Hidden
Contemporary authors share that to understand the lived experiences of Black people is to recognize positionality from a perspective of
being objectified, marginalized, ignored, and feared (Menakem, 2019;
Owens, 2020; Wade, 2020). Black bodied beings, especially those
who are female/femme identified, are often positioned to endure more
emotional labor than others, particularly as holders of anger and grief
(Wade, 2020). To reclaim our agency and unlearn patterns of harming
ourselves and harming others, we must give ourselves permission to sit
in the discomfort of our grief and anger (Owens, 2020). It is important
for us all to continue to examine these emotions in collective spaces
so as to name and sit with all the ways in which anger, grief, and disappointment show up in our work and our lives to reconnect this knowing
in our hearts and bodies. Healing is about reconnecting to all the parts
of us, even those that might feel heavy or burdensome.
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We also recognize that how we, as faculty, process our own healing serves our students. Our letters confirm that if we are not all fully liberated—if our brothers and sisters are still in chains, if our young people
are not safe, if our elders are not cared for—none of us is liberated. The
chains that keep us bound are both real and perceived. Liberation work
requires engaging in unlearning ways of being that are harmful to ourselves and others as well as relearning ways of being that are life giving.
Echoing invites us to offer love, compassion, and forgiveness to ourselves and others while we do this work. We all have our blind spots—
the places we need to bring into conscious awareness, the things that
hold us captive to behaviors which ultimately contribute to the replication of harm. In this contemplative exercise, we were tasked with taking
an introspective look while also experiencing our colleagues’ profound
self-reflection. This practice allowed us to open a portal into our collective blind spots so as to highlight what is hidden when we cannot see
and when we do not want to see. The more aware we are of our blind
spots, the better equipped we are to transform our behavior and hold
ourselves and the systems we inhabit accountable. Further, we noticed
that when we engage in the practice of unlearning/relearning, we model for our students how to do the same, and they, in turn, further this
practice with one another.
The Power of Vulnerability, Storytelling, and Being Witnessed While
Bearing Witness
Very seldom is the academy a space where vulnerability is encouraged.
Storytelling, by students, but especially by Black students, is not often
honored. The process of being witnessed while bearing witness to
the experiences of BIPOC folks is rarely centered. Assata Shakur said,
“Nobody is going to give you the education you need to overthrow
them. Nobody is going to teach you your true history, teach you your
true heroes, if they know that that knowledge will help set you free”
(p. 181). By engaging in the echoing practice, we were invited to be
in our full humanity, to bravely share while holding fear, discomfort,
and the awareness of being seen. By writing, sharing, and witnessing
our stories, this practice facilitated for us an embodiment of openness
and transparency, which feels liberatory. We have each been offered a
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glimpse of our eulogy before dying. By engaging in this line of inquiry,
we were inspired to ask ourselves how echoing could increase our capacity to fully embody the person others who love us, believe us to be.
By leaning into the practice of echoing for support, we were able to embrace the individual and collective power that academia has deemed
disruptive. Echoing has reminded us of the importance of resisting a
system that aims to devalue and dehumanize by revaluing and rehumanizing our wholeness.
Conclusion
Although we engaged in the contemplative practice of echoing months
before writing the final draft of this manuscript, we continue to feel the
healing vibrations of the experience. As such, we are now contemplating and reflecting on the following questions:
Where do we go with the practice of echoing in our
SEEK collective?
What could we manifest if we did this practice more frequently?
How would this practice alter our state of being at work
and in our personal lives?
The wisdom of impermanence offered to us by the COVID-19 pandemic reminds us that we must not squander this life. We must take
advantage of the here and now. We embrace fierce advocacy for our
students, our need for connection, for well-being, and deep desires for
joy and pleasure. Our letters taught us that our devotion to this work is
grounded in love, joy, and celebration. We lean into love of ourselves—
as Black women and men—and we honor all the varying ways in which
we embody excellence. We connect to this work as a collective and we
embrace our own unique desires of what brings us joy. By embracing
our joy and pleasure, we strengthen our capacity to be fully present and
to heal completely.
We understand that we can set an intention to build with interconnectedness. Further, we acknowledge that by first expanding our own
capacity, we expand the opportunities for the betterment of our stu-
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dents’ lives and the lives of those who serve opportunity programs. We
understand that containers for beloved communities must be built, and
that we have the tools and resources to do so. We inspire resilience by
sitting with ambiguity and suffering to create opportunities for connection. By remaining in touch with the past, we are reminded that we are
grounded and rooted in the support and protection of the ancestors.
We evoke their protection when we value how their sacrifices established the containers where we can be present to what arises—right
here, right now.
We have been empowered to prioritize what we think is most
important and to set the direction of our work. We are now the stewards of the work of SEEK. Our progress with this charge could best be
summarized in the words of the Delaney sisters: we are having our say
(Delaney et al., 1993). According to social justice activist and Buddhist
teacher, Lama Rod Owens, “if you are not ready to be in the complexity
of this work, then you are not ready to be free, nor are you ready to free
others” (2021, April 28). Therefore, as we contemplate the legacy we
want to leave behind, we invite other Black contemplatives to sit with
the complexity of the work yet to be done through the embodiment of
the reflective questions we offer in Table 3.
Table 3
Reflective Questions for Black Contemplatives
1.

How does my embodiment of White Supremacy and anti-Blackness show up?
a. How does this revelation inhibit my ability to live into liberatory practice?
b. How does this revelation cause harm for myself and others?

2. How does my healing, critical self-reflection, unlearning/relearning, accountability, and subsequent action to create a more human-affirming space allow my liberatory practice to thrive?
3. What does a co-conspirator practice look like, not only dismantling anti-Blackness and White Supremacy, but uplifting a pro-Black space and culture?
4. How do I, as a co-conspirator, best honor and magnify the transformative work
our Black and Brown (SEEK) ancestors have done, and we continue to do?
5. How do I find ways to be present to disappointment, grief, and anger in the work?
a. How do we support our collectives in being present?
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In closing, in an efforts to help facilitate the arrival of those who
will stand in our place after we progress through the continuum of time
and space to our next assignment in the universe, we invite the broader
community of Black contemplatives to join us in our commitment to the
following: teaching students the art of collective storytelling; continuing the work of embodied liberation and leadership; mentoring with respect and love; being teacher and student; engaging in both individual
and collective hustle for liberation; knowing and accepting one another
by knowing and accepting ourselves; and practicing radical love and
compassion for self and others. After all, as Harold Melvin & the Blue
Notes sang with Teddy Pendergrass in Wake Up Everybody (1975),
The world won’t get no better, if we just let it be.
The world won’t get no better, we got to change it (yeah),
Just you and me!

References
Abegunde, M. H., Tate, R. C., & Greene, O. N. (2020). Ase. Fire!!!, 6(2), 1-5.
brown, a. m. (2017). Emergent strategy: Shaping change, changing worlds.
AK Press.
Chatman, M. C. (2019). Advancing Black youth justice and healing through
contemplative practices and African spiritual wisdom. The Journal
of Contemplative Inquiry, 6(1), 27-45.
Delaney, A. E., Delaney, S. L., & Hearth, A. H. (1993). Having our say: The
Delaney sisters’ first 100 years. Kodansha USA.
Dualeh, D., Diaz-Mendoza, V., Son, M., & Luperon, C. (2018). The implementation of POWER (pushing our will to experience resilience):
An intervention to address retention and graduation rates among
men of color. Journal of College and Character, 19(2), 167-174.
hooks, b. (2018/1999). All about love: New visions. William Morrow.
Laymon, K. (2020). How to slowly kill yourself and others in America: Essays.
Scribner.

ECHOING: A PRACTICE OF LIBERATION 105

Lorde, A. (1984). Sister outsider: Essays and speeches. Crossing Press.
Melvin, H., The Blue Notes, & Pendergrass, T. (1975). Wake up everybody
[Song]. On Wake up everybody. Philadelphia International.
Menakem, R. (2021). My grandmother’s hands: Racialized trauma and the
pathway to mending our hearts and bodies. Penguin UK.
Ortiz, P. (2018). An African American and Latinx history of the United States
(Vol. 4). Beacon Press.
Owens, L. R. (2021, April 28). The path of grief, justice and liberation
[podcast]. Upaya Institute and Zen Center. https://www.upaya.
org/2021/05/owens-path-grief-justice-liberation/
Owens, L. R. (2020). Love and rage: The path of liberation through anger.
North Atlantic Books.
Shakur, A. (2001). Assata: An autobiography. Lawrence Hill Books.
Wade, B. R. (2021). Grieving while Black: An anti-racist take on oppression
and sorrow. North Atlantic Books.

The Journal of Contemplative Inquiry, 9(1). (2022). © The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society.

Swim Lessons: Black Motherhood,
Embodied Meditation, and Healing
Kimberly Nao			
Mount Saint Mary’s University
Contemplative practices offer a site for resilience, healing, and
alleviation of the pressures of parenting within the context of
oppressive systems, particularly for Black single mothers. This
autoethnography offers an understanding of how meditation
through embodied movement facilitates physical and emotional
healing individually and within the parent-child relationship.
Through personal storytelling, the author describes how swim
lessons, taught by son to mother, heal the pain, anger, and
separation they experienced during the difficult teen and young
adult years. Swimming, with its patterned movement, intrinsic
breathwork, and meditative quality, helps mother and son negotiate
his shift into adulthood, his challenges with mental health, and the
mother’s use of yoga asana (physical practice) and meditation for
self-care. Contemplation plays a key role in breaking down patterns
of behavior and thought (samskaras) and allows them to move
forward in new ways of relating to each other through “letting be.”

My son is my swim coach. He’s a good coach. He’s a perfectionist when
it comes to form. Knows when to push me and when to pull back. Praises me when I do well. Makes me laugh through difficult laps by swimming next to me under water so that I see him there along the way each
time I turn my head for a breath. Looks at me through darkened goggles. Gives me a thumbs up as bubbles escape his mouth and nose, his
overgrown curls on his capless head surging and flowing with each of
his underwater strokes. It hasn’t always been this way with us, but this is
the way it is now. Like many single Black mothers, I have forged a path
through motherhood that, as poet Langston Hughes (1994) described
in his poem “Mother to Son,” was “no crystal stair.” I am Black in a white
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world, a woman in a patriarchal society, and single in a world that often
lines up by twos. Mothering is already a weighty undertaking as women have fought for and earned places within higher education and the
work place and, therefore, often take on dual roles at work and at home.
For Black mothers, the task is even greater as scholars, therapists, and
practitioners of contemplative practices are acknowledging the ancestral legacy of strength, but also of trauma, on Black bodies, in Black families, and among the Black community. As Africans in America, we face
disconnection from our ancestral homeland, collective trauma through
the Middle Passage and enslavement, historical and present-day segregation, and the daily onslaught of racism that persists through to the
present. This trauma is housed in the body. Even as it is collective and
intergenerational, it is also individual and personal. bell hooks (2015)
writes, “Living as we do in a white-supremacist capitalist patriarchal
context … , choosing ‘wellness’ is an act of political resistance” (p. 7).
And because the political is necessarily linked to the personal, this resistance is inevitably tied to our collective and personal liberation. hooks
states further:
Knowing when to quit is linked to knowing one’s value.
If black women have not learned to value our bodies
then we cannot respond fully to endangering them by
undue stress. Since society rewards us most, indicates
we are valuable, when we are willing to push ourselves
to the limit and beyond, we need a life-affirming practice, a counter system of valuation in order to resist this
agenda. Most black women have not yet developed a
counter-system. (p. 42)
I intuitively sought out my own counter system—yoga. My image
of yoga was that it was a form of self-care that was self-indulgent and unaffordable. It felt selfish more than selfless, audaciously luxuriant more
than absolutely necessary for sustenance and survival. Increasingly,
Black women are connecting the idea of self-care, not to indulgence
and not even to sustaining ourselves in oppressive structures, but also
as a means of resisting them. Rather than being unaffordable, self-care
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practices are ones that we cannot afford to do without, hence Audre
Lorde’s famous line that “Caring for myself is not self-indulgence. It is
self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.” This sentiment
has taken on new prominence in a time when the danger that Black bodies encounter is increasingly evident in the midst of a global pandemic.
Therapist and author Resmaa Menakem (2017) states that “over generations, African Americans have developed a variety of body-centered
responses to help settle their bodies and blunt the effects of racialized
trauma” (p. 15). The body-centered response to my stress, chronic pain,
and high blood pressure was yoga. As a swimmer, my son quickly realized the pool was his form of meditation, his respite from the stress
of schooling was his counter-system to the daily incidents of racism. It
also provided the self-regulation he needed as an emotional and active
child. He taught me how this much-needed space of healing could be
found in the yoga studio, on a meditation cushion, and even in the pool.
“Still Climbin’” Through Collective Trauma
It’s not always easy to get to the opposite wall during the swim sets that
my son assigns me. The sets he gives me are timed and require me to
start at a specific second on the digital clock displayed on the wall at the
other end of the pool. After each lap he waits with me at the wall as the
seconds count down, me breathing hard to calm my heart as it pounds
and pulses the blood through my body to deliver fresh oxygen to the
muscles that need it. He gives me guidance: how to move my hand in
the water to maximize the stroke, how to turn my head so that I breathe
efficiently enough to conserve energy and assure that my movement
through the water is unencumbered. He gives me encouragement—tells
me how much faster I am swimming, how straight my form looks in the
water, how hard it is now but how much easier it will soon be. And then
he sends me off on the next lap often despite my protestations and complaints. “Mom, listen to your coach.” Seeing him there along the way
swimming next to me, kicking confidently and fluidly while I struggle to
the wall, his eyes on me, face in a determined look of encouragement,
both reassures me and makes me realize that we are at that point when
the roles have reversed. He is guiding me. I am following his instructions.
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These instructions are not just for swimming from one side of the pool
to the other. These are instructions for life. And our lives are contained
in a social world tinged with racial inequities that even make us unique
as a Black mother and son, swimming in a pool in a white middle- to
upper-class community. It is in this context and the challenges we faced
because of it that I now have so much respect for what he can teach me
and for the teacher that he has become. Since birth he has taught me
so much more without him even knowing it. I have had to stretch and
grow to parent him. In many ways we are opposites. He is outgoing
and social, a performer who thrived on attention and who shifted the
mood of a room when he entered. He externalized his emotions and
he felt them strongly. These same qualities did not bode well within the
classroom. I was the reserved student and, later, professor. I internalized
my emotions so that they were less obtrusive, held within the body.
The times when the waters of his childhood were rougher, when the
teaching was less direct, less smooth, less encouraging, were the times
I learned the most as I reached for tools to manage what sometimes felt
less like calm and more like crisis in parenting. He is what brought me
to yoga asana (physical postures) and meditation. He has brought me
to my highest yoga—the yoga practiced through mindfully managing a
healthy mother-son relationship.
As Menakem (2017) and Bessell van der Kolk (2014) point out, trauma is not just mental or emotional, but is embodied. Black women and
mothers face unique stressors under this collective trauma as we negotiate motherhood, the world of work, and our need for self-care. We
often keep pushing through life, like the speaker in Hughes’ poem, “still
climbin’” even through difficult times that require rest.
“(Life) had tacks in it,
And splinters,
And boards torn up,
And places with no carpet on the floor—
Bare.
But all the time
I’se been a-climbin’ on… (emphasis mine)
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As Black women, we relate to the speaker since her sentiments often mirror our own realities and that of the women who came before us,
so much so that our trauma often provides points of boundary-making
for Black identity (Dillard 2012). Trauma is part of the experience of being Black in America. Black mothering, then, requires that we mother
ourselves as much as our children. It means that we give ourselves what
we need to prepare for the job even when we never knew these were
needs or that we could find time for them or that we deserved them. I,
like many Black women, labored during the day on the job and in graduate school, and then returned home to labor (in both senses of that
word) as a mother all within the context of racism, sexism, and heterosexism. Relentlessly moving forward feels necessary for survival but is
punishing on the mind, body, and soul. In Hughes’ poem, the mother
advises and encourages her son with the exhortation:
So boy, don’t you turn back.
Don’t you set down on the steps
’Cause you finds it’s kinder hard.
Don’t you fall now—
In a reversal of the flow of learning in the poem, the swim lessons
with my son allowed me to contemplate the ways that he taught me this
lesson; that through being his mother, he grew me into the wisdom of
these words.
Mother-Son Relationship as Relational Yoga
Yoga, in Indian philosophy, is the study of Self from gross to subtle. Matter is the gross form; the mind and the soul are subtle. The body, as matter, provides a way for us to make sense of the world. In yoga, we can
pay close attention to what we see, hear, smell, taste, and touch. We
acquire much important information about the world and our relationship to it through the five senses of our physical body. We instinctively
learn what we like and dislike, what to eat, what to avoid, what causes
pain or pleasure. Yoga asana is the bridge from the physical (gross) form
to the spiritual (subtle) form. Thus, B. K. S. Iyengar (2005) states, “Even
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in simple asanas, one is experiencing the three levels of the quest: the
external quest, which brings firmness to the body; the internal quest,
which brings intelligence; and the innermost quest, which brings benevolence of spirit” (p. 24). Through meditation, we can also observe
our psychological processes—what we think and feel emotionally. The
mind is also matter, but in more subtle form. We can get an idea of our
patterns of thought, our prominent emotions, our obsessions, anxieties, fantasies, misperceptions—all of which serve to protect or promote
our ego just as our five senses protect our physical body. But unlike
our physical senses, samskaras—our patterned thoughts, emotions,
memories are imprinted in the mind as habits and distract from reality shaping the way we negotiate our lived experiences. The ancient
philosopher, Sage Patanjali, who wrote down the philosophy of yoga
previously encoded only in the oral tradition, states within the first two
sutras of his volume (or aphorisms) that the purpose of yoga is to calm
the fluctuations of the mind (Satchidananda, 2012). Calming the mind,
smoothing the ridges of these patterned waves of thought on the shore
of the psyche, regulates and heals the body.
Embodied Trauma and Embodied Healing
Western science is catching up with ancient knowledge about the clear
interrelationship between our thoughts and emotions and our physical
bodies. Van der Kolk (2015) describes how, through the care of our first
social relationship, our mother teaches us to regulate our nervous system as we are soothed through emotional and physical engagement.
Likewise, when we experience trauma, the body responds with the deregulation of our nervous system. What we think and feel is housed in
our bodies in the form of muscle tightening, hormone releasing, and
other physiological responses. These physical reactions are directly
related to our fight, flight, or freeze responses. But like our thoughts,
these reactions can become patterns that are tough to undo even when
we no longer need them. This is not always easy for those of us who
have experienced our bodies as sites of held trauma—often both personal and ancestral. Menakem states,
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…many Black bodies don’t feel settled around white
ones for reasons that are all too obvious: the long brutal
history of enslavement and subjugation; racial profiling
(and occasional murder) by police; stand-your-ground
laws; …and the habitual grind of everyday disregard,
discrimination, institutional disrespect, over-policing,
over-sentencing, and microaggressions. (p. 15)
As Black mothers we are often unsettled so that coping with stress
is completely normalized as a constant way of life. In fact, trauma can often lead to a disconnection, or what van der Kolk calls “losing the body”
as we seek to mentally cope with neglect or abuse and then hold on to
those physical and emotional responses in situations of relative safety.
My son and I have emotional samskaras that have shaped our
relationship and that are with us to be subconsciously healed in the
pool during our swim lessons. We have patterns of actions, reactions,
thoughts, memories, emotions, tensions, releases that are ingrained in
how we behave with one another. He is my son, flesh of my flesh blood
of my blood—with all the personal, social, cultural, and ancestral notions of what this means held up in us both. The mind-body connection
determines that our samskaras are bound up in our bodies and also in
what we think, feel, say, and do. These patterns run all the more deeply since I am a single mother and he is an only child. The only way to
break a pattern is to cease enacting it, to replace it with new, hopefully
more healthy ones. The reversal of the mother-son pattern, his guiding,
encouraging, strengthening me in the pool, is what allowed me to see
the ways that the pattern had and could shift. As we moved through the
world together, the waters were often rough. We have often felt that we
only had each other. Me and him against the world. It has not always
been easy. In fact, at times it’s been very hard. Since my son’s teen years,
and probably before, mothering in times of conflict—whether my own
or with him—triggered in me physical reactions of stomach tightening,
shoulder and neck muscle retracting, teeth clenching, breath holding,
heart ache. This is not an exaggeration. In fact, this is understatement.
This is what is real. My son and I have existed in the duality—spaces of
tension and release, contraction and expansion, enmeshed closeness
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and avoidant distance. And yet, my son is my swim coach. My son is my
highest yoga. The fact that we exist in the duality is what leads me to
yoga as a source of resolution. Yoga is where dualities are integrated.
It is where mind and body align for healing. My first entrée into yoga
came as I made space for self-care as the single mother of a Black child
in a white supremacist society, as a graduate student of education in
a system that often marginalizes Black children as much as it provides
opportunity, as a Black, queer woman negotiating anti-Blackness in a
heterosexist patriarchy. My son swam through his own turbulent waters
of schooling, which proved difficult as a Black child in predominantly white schools especially with his challenges with self-regulation. In
many classrooms and schools, Black boys are often not allowed the leeway of hyperactivity, strong emotions, and bumping against the guardrails of boundaries in adolescents. Add the misplaced pain and anger
of an absentee father and having a mother with high expectations and
the challenges of the relationship meant that we were often enacting
and embodying pain, frustration, anger and resentment. I went to yoga
when I finally acknowledged that taking care of myself and being away
from my young son and my work for that hour and a half each day was as
much a part of being a “good mother” as my presence and my labor. In
fact, in moments of my own deregulation, my son in his young wisdom
would say with his own exasperation, “Mom, go to yoga.” As a mother,
the call to go to yoga, whether from within or from my child, was a call
to heed my own mind and body calling for a space and time for healing, for regrouping, for strengthening in preparation for the challenges
ahead.
The Highest Yoga: Embodied Mothering and Healing
The first couple of weeks of our swimming together were joyous, strengthening, nurturing, and healing. My body was getting stronger in that way
that causes lots of pain before it starts to feel good. My neck, my shoulders, my abs—all those areas that require strength to swim are the same
areas where I hold tension. Even my breath, which I often hold in moments
of anxiety, is necessarily involved. Just as in yogic pranayama—breathwork—I am required to pay close attention to the breath. The long, deep
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breathing I practiced at home before or during meditation, created elongated and calming rhythmic movement in my physical and mental bodies
that I could use not only in swim but in times of stress and anxiety. This
is indeed why we call yoga a practice—it is exercised in a safe and contained space for use in times of need. Just as swimmers engage in swim
sets during practice to prepare for the actual meet.
My physical yoga practice has helped me immeasurably in the pool
and in the “real world” when the practice of observing and regulating
my thoughts and emotions, especially around my son. Although I have
been heavily focused on physical asanas, it’s my meditation practice
that allowed me to contemplate what was happening in my body. The
swimming brought me much pain. As I complained about it, a friend described it as a “good pain” since it came from working out. But it didn’t
feel good. I don’t just mean that it hurt, I mean that it felt like something was wrong. This pain felt like injury, though I had done nothing in
the pool to injure myself. This was a tight burning in the abdomen that
confused me about its source. Was I intensely hungry after swimming
and aching combined? Was there something inside from past surgeries
that was being stretched and taxed? Was it the pain of the womb, the
memory of tensing those same muscles in childbirth? The trauma associated with that miracle? Was it the ancestral pain of Black motherhood,
of loss? Or was it just the general good ache of working out muscles I
hadn’t worked in my yoga practice? I really couldn’t be sure.
During a meditation practice at that time, my teacher had us focus
on—of all things—the belly. As often happens, the practice gave me exactly what I needed when I needed it. It took me out of my head and
into the body. As I breathed into the belly, which was aching as it had
done for days, I allowed myself to feel the ache. Lama Rod Owens (2016)
writes:
Healing is being situated in love … It is interrogating
our bodies as an artifact of accumulated traumas and
doing the work of processing that trauma by developing the capacity to notice and be with our pain. If we
are to heal, then we must allow our awareness to settle into and integrate with the pain and discomfort that
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has been habitually avoided. (pp. 64-65)
I interrogated the pain in my belly. Much as I would ask my tongue
if a taste were bitter or sweet, my skin if a touch were painful or gentle, my olfactory system if what I was smelling were good for me or dangerous, much as I would ask if my worries were warranted, if my fears
were justifiable, if my anger could be channeled, I asked my belly what it
was trying to teach me about its ache. Pain whose source was unidentifiable because its source was ubiquitous. It was an ache. It was a burn. It
was sharp. It was consistent. Pain that at some moments felt unbearable
and prevented me from sleeping. Chögyam Trungpa (2002) describes
meditation as the practice of “letting be” (p. 8). In that “letting” what I
learned is that it was not good or bad pain. It was just pain. That thing that
tells the body that something needs healing. It was there because I had
been hurt. When or by whom is irrelevant. It was there because when I
am stressed, I tense up and sometimes when I am around my son I am
tense. My son is my swim coach. It is there because when I swim I need
to tense these muscles but I also need to relax them. It was there because when muscles grow, first they tear—that tearing causes the ache.
My son and I have experienced a tearing. We have known the pain of
disappointing each other, betraying each other, lashing out at each other through his teens and early twenties. But we are also as connected
as my limbs are to my torso. What I learned is that the ache of exercise
is followed by a regeneration of muscle tissue that ends up strengthening the muscles that were torn in the process of working them, and
so it is with the muscles in my belly. It was teaching me that despite the
ache, there would be new strength previously unexperienced. My son
had been pushing me in the pool as he had in life. It was not a good or a
bad thing. It was a thing that was helping me grow. That pain was there
to show me that nothing has been strong enough to completely rip us
apart. It has only served to strengthen new muscles in place of weaker
ones. Through this embodied learning we are discovering a new way of
“letting be” together. As my son moves from child to adult, this letting
be requires my letting go.
When I began the practice of allowing time for stretching the ten-
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sion out of the body, breathing to maximize efficiency of releasing the
calming response and oxygenating the blood, and sitting in stillness to
allow what thoughts and emotions needed to emerge, the true healing began. Even if we emotionally lose the body by disassociating from
it, our bodies are still connected to our psychological and emotional
responses to the conditions of the world around us. The “weathering
hypothesis” illuminates the ways that this is especially true for and detrimental to Black mothers, as it attends to the ways that socioeconomic
disparities lead to differences in birth outcomes for Black women who
are at higher risk of infant mortality at childbirth (Geronimus, 1992). In
other words, structural racism and the stresses associated with it are
risking the lives of Black mothers and their babies. The mind-body construct then is contextualized within a world that has as much of an impact on the health of Black bodies as anything that an individual mother
could herself do to improve it.
The Yoga of Racialized Trauma
Despite the view that yoga and other spiritual practices somehow transcend social identities such as race, gender, and sexuality, and therefore
does not necessitate attention to the ways that social structures impinge
on the body, mind, and spirit, yoga as a holistic practice is actually a way
not over or beyond the body, but through our racialized and gendered
bodies to liberate our mind and spirit. Yoga practitioner and therapist,
Gail Parker (2020), notes that there is a lack of therapeutic responses
to race based trauma and has, therefore, built a system of restorative
practices around the therapeutic aspects of yoga. She states, “Racially informed Restorative Yoga and meditation practices can help by offering opportunities to step away from repeated experiences of ethnic
and race-based wounding, while building the necessary stamina and
resilience to develop effective coping strategies” (p. 38). Because Black
bodies experience both individual and collective trauma, remedies
should be both individual and collective. Because our trauma is also intergenerational, as Menakem (2017) points out, it leaves imprints on our
genetic code as much as on how we interact within and between racial
groups, how we parent, and on how we must heal. Menakem states, “…
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we heal primarily in and through the body, not just through the rational
brain … In addition, trauma and healing … is a collective experience in
which case our approaches for mending must be collective and communal as well.”
We know that ultimately this healing is not just about coping. Parker nods to the yogic sages from India when she states that yoga leads to
personal transformation. The ultimate goal of personal or political resistance to oppressive structures is freedom and in Indian philosophy, the
goal of yoga is also liberation. Liberation, according to Patanjali, is attained through the body, indeed he states in Sutra 2:18 that, “The seen
is of the nature of the gunas (qualities of nature/matter): illumination, activity, and inertia; and consists of the elements and sense organs, whose
purpose is to provide both experiences and liberation to the Purusa
(the divine self)” (p. 98). Liberation, then, is reliant on the body and the
movement of the Self through the material world for its attainment does
not and cannot avoid the physical and social realities it encounters. Our
work together in the pool mimics the work I do in yoga studios through
the steady relentless movement of the body, the meditative calming of
the mind through rhythmic movement, and the underlying life-giving
prana (life force)—within the breath. The lessons we learn in the struggle will heal us. If the trauma moves from mother to son, then so must
the healing, so might the liberation.
The growth in my own relationship with my son has been a long
time coming. It is not over. We are in a moment of closeness. Of getting
to know each other again. Rather than mother and child, we are learning
each other as two adults who have been through so much together.
Who have loved each other intensely but sometimes not liked each other much. We have put each other through it. “It” being the toughest
aspects of growing that either of us has ever had to do and often not
wanted to do. But underlying all the pain and growth has been an intense love. The love of self that propels me across the pool, despite how
hard it feels, because I know it will make me stronger. The kind of love
for my son that allows me to let him teach me after I have seen myself as
his teacher. The kind of love that he has for me, the determined perfectionist and encourager, that person he has counted on to help provide
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structure and guidance in his life, but who has also in my own humanity
hurt and wounded him. The circle of unconditional love between the
self, the mother, and the son supported and strengthened by the center, the ache and the growth in the abdomen, the core. The corporeal
experience of this physical realm of existence. Out of the head and lived
and learned through the body, the breath, the heart. The highest yoga.
The greatest teacher.
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Zen, Contemplative Practice,
and the Emergence of Black Queer Joy
Steven Thurston Oliver				
Salem State University
This narrative essay offers an exploration of the ways in which
contemplative practice can be part of a strategy for nurturing
health, well-being, meaning and joy in our everyday lives as Black
contemplatives. Drawing on my experience as a Black queer
scholar and college professor, attention is given to the notion
of contemplative practice as a way of cultivating our internal
emotional, intellectual and spiritual resources from which those of
us who teach must draw upon to make our disciplines come alive
for ourselves and the students we work with.

When we are deluded, there is a world to escape.
When we are aware, there is nothing to escape.
– Bodhidharma
In writing this essay, I want to offer a few aspects of my life journey and
the movement towards a focus on contemplative practice and the scholarship of teaching and learning in higher education. To center my energies here in my early fifties, what some have described as “the afternoon
of life” (Jung, 2014, p. 72), is in many ways an effort to bring together all
of my experiences and apply them in a way that will have meaning and
value for others. As a Black queer man I want to experience Black queer
joy. Finding joy in who I am and in whatever my experience is in this
moment. I endeavor to be free so that others can be free. I suspect that
all of us who are Black and understand ourselves to be contemplatives
are in one way or another attempting to do similar things. To heal so that
others can heal. To be liberated to fullness of life so that others can experience liberation. Not just surviving, but being present and fully alive
while we are still here.
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Contemplative Practice and the Necessity of Time
Contemplative practice allows us to be with things as they are, without
a constant wish for things to be otherwise. We are able to settle into the
present moment with deep appreciation for all that we are, and all that
we have, here and now. As a Black queer man who is a scholar and college professor, I have been drawn to contemplative practice as a way of
cultivating and investigating my internal motivations, deepest thoughts,
truest wishes, actual beliefs and stances on a range of issues. I am able
to sit with all the complexity of life steeped in a sense of gratitude and
curiosity. This intentional internal investigation is essential for those of
us who teach, to make our disciplines come alive for ourselves, and the
students we work with. Contemplative pedagogy is anchored by and
flows out of contemplative practice in a reciprocal process whereby
one informs and feeds the other. There are no shortcuts if we hope to
embody qualities of centeredness, groundedness, and calmness that
others can feel when they are in our presence. These qualities cannot
be manufactured and it takes time and commitment to nurture and cultivate. We cannot “fake the funk” as they say, nor should we want to.
Black Queer Joy and the Sweetness of Life
Reflecting on my own experience, an essential and inescapable aspect
of “dealing with things as they are,” has been fully embracing the intersectionality of my identities. I am a Black man and I am gay, queer,
same-gender-loving, and two-spirit. I offer this terminology understanding that all the language we have is imperfect and insufficient to fully express all that we are. Initially, Crenshaw’s notion of intersectionality was
focused on the cumulative and compounding impacts of holding multiple marginalized identities (Crenshaw, 1991). Over the years the concept of intersectionality has been used (to the consternation of many)
to describe the colliding of many varied identities within an individual
body, whether those identities are marginalized or not. Both qualities,
my Blackness and my queerness are marginalized identities that inform
how I view the world, yet having survived for over five decades in a society that is as racist as it is homophobic, I’ve come to regard them as a
form of giftedness among all the various forms of giftedness that exist. In
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my work with BIPOC college students I will often ask them to reflect on
what they love about being a person of color. Yes, there are challenges,
but there is also beauty and more joy than our hearts contain if only we
are able to see it. I define Black queer joy as the ability to experience
and savor the sweetness of life, embracing the fullness of my identities
while facing and dealing with the aspects that are challenging with my
eyes wide open. Black queer joy informs how I show up in the world and
what I potentially make possible for others by being authentically who
I am in all places and at all times. Black queer joy is a lived reality that I
have cultivated and deepened through contemplative practice and it
has been a long journey towards self-love and acceptance. Whatever
identities you may hold, contemplative practice can be part of a strategy for cultivating health, well-being, meaning and joy in our everyday
lives as Black contemplatives. Contemplative practice has been a catalyst of my own journey of becoming, as a Black queer man who is also
an educator, a husband, a recovering diabetic, Zen practitioner, and
human being living in community with other human beings.
Zen Practice and Being with Things as They Are
My primary practice is sitting meditation (Zazen) rooted in the Soto Zen
tradition. As part of that tradition I have a teacher whom I meet with
regularly and I am part of a sangha in the Greater Boston region. I find
the act of simply being with oneself and meeting whatever arises to be
an experience as profound as it can be challenging at times. If you sit
quietly with yourself focused on your breath and observing your own
thoughts you may find that everything shows up, i.e., love, fear, anger, lust, regret, and memories joyous and painful. In my experience
a profound benefit has been coming to the realization that I am not my
thoughts or even my emotions. These are arisings that come and go,
and there is something solid, steady, and eternal that undergirds all of
it. In Zazen I come to understand the nature of reality and the habits of
my own mind. There is a deepening of awareness that brings a richness
to life even in the midst of challenging circumstances and we are able
to “just sit” in the middle of the whole catastrophe. I am able to be with
whatever arises and see something interesting in it that connects me to
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experiences of other living beings. It allows me somehow to connect
with and tap into my own experience of joy that comes with knowing
that I am exactly where I am supposed to be, doing exactly the thing I
am supposed to be doing. For me, it is this feeling of wholeness, congruence, and authenticity that is the essence and possibility of Black
queer joy.
Christianity and Islam: Seeking Meaning and Running from the
Truth
I’ve come to this place after a lifetime of many twists and turns trying on
different ideologies and faith traditions to find something that worked
for me and that I could be a part of. I’ve come to the conclusion that I am
simply wired this way to be in search of deeper meaning and an attempt
to make sense of what it means to be alive. Despite having grown up in
the mainline denominational context of the Episcopal church, as a teenager I gravitated towards evangelical Christianity and became a member of the Brooklyn Tabernacle. Brooklyn Tabernacle was and still is a
charismatic Christian church that in some ways was a forerunner to the
mega churches that have sprung up around the country. It was Christianity set to music that sounded like top 40 radio hits anchoring worship
and praise experiences that were fueled as much by emotionalism as
they were by the holy spirit. Interestingly, it was in this dynamic environment that my reality as a queer and same-gender-loving person came
sharply into focus. Church as it turned out was one of the rare places I
found where men were allowed to be vulnerable and affectionate with
each other. During Tuesday night prayer meetings, the pastor would often say, “Brothers with brothers and sisters with sisters, everyone, find
someone to pray with.” Those prayers could go on for what seemed
like hours. On one occasion my friend Omar came to pray with me and
he hugged me with such tenderness and affection that my heart melted
leaving no question of how I was wired in terms of orientation and longing for intimacy. To know someone and to be known by them.
Still for many years I resisted this reality. The leadership of the
Brooklyn Tabernacle, like many Christian pastors, regularly quoted Leviticus 18:22 and Romans 1:26-27 as evidence that being gay was an
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abomination to God and not compatible with a Christian identity. Along
with the doctrine of the church that clearly stated that homosexuality
was a sin that must be overcome through prayer and fasting, this was
the mid-eighties and there was also the terrifying reality of the HIV/AIDS
epidemic that was ravaging the LGBTQ communities just as I was coming of age. The church was a place of safety and a place of great harm in
the ways I was forced to negate and resist core elements of my psyche,
emotional disposition, and creativity that were innately connected to
and informed by my queerness. While I loved the people, the music,
and the affirming socio-cultural context, I left the church knowing that
I could never fit all aspects of myself into what I experienced as a very
limiting and constricting container. I didn’t want to leave and I simply
could not stay. If only I had known then that Black queer joy was possible, I would have avoided years of pain. This experience informs my
efforts to support BIPOC college students by making sure that student
affairs professionals are aware of the ways in which the church plays a
vital role in the lives of many BIPOC students as their primary frame of
reference, fostering a sense of belonging, and providing meaning and
purpose to their lives (Berger, 1973; Goode-Cross & Good, 2009; Lee,
2002; Means, 2017; Strayhorn, 2012; Strayhorn & Tillman-Kelly, 2013).
My process of coming out was not linear, but rather it contained
repeated episodes of coming out of the closet only to retreat seeking
shelter in closets often of my own making. I would have periods of embracing my sexuality followed by periods of trying to find ways to make
that reality other than what it was. In one such period I was drawn to
the study of Islam. In Islam I found a religion that had foundations similar to that of Christianity but without any of the cultural baggage I had
amassed from my years in the church. I appreciated that embedded in
Islam there was a love and appreciation of scholarship and an encouragement to develop the intellect. My attraction to being Muslim was
rooted, in part, in my attempt to make myself not gay through another
mechanism. Rather than relying on the laying on of hands to rid myself
of the “demons of homosexuality” that I experienced in the church,
the directive was to simply study the Quran and Hadith (sayings of the
Prophet). This was brilliant. I could study away my gayness by “replacing
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falsehood with truth” as I’d heard so many scholars say. The notion being that once you encounter the truth you will no longer want to engage
with that which is haram (forbidden). One teacher told me that with
regard to resisting my queerness I simply had to “throw the bull by its
horns” and not allow it to overrun my heart and mind. What is amazing
to consider in hindsight, is that I have never encountered more queer
people than I did in the church or in the mosque where sadly many are
attempting the same kind of self-imposed conversion and mutilation.
There was a violence to this constant pulling layers of myself apart and
not allowing those layers to be in conversation with each other. The result was a kind of imbalance that caused me to show up in the world as
fractured, inauthentic, and fearful of facing the truth in ways that negatively impacted all of my relationships and every area of my life.
Diabetic Fire and Reconciliation of a Black Queer Identity
What ultimately broke this cycle for me was landing in the hospital for
a week with blood sugar levels so high that there is no reason I should
still be alive. Fear had caused me to avoid regular physicals and while I
knew I wasn’t feeling well, I attributed my lack of energy to entering middle age and the need to lose weight. I had learned how to compensate
for my lack of energy and during this time my general stubborn stoicism
allowed me to plod forward and fulfill a dream of obtaining a doctorate
in education. Here I was, highly educated and seemingly successful,
and life slammed me down so hard, forcing me to reconcile and integrate all the disparate aspects of myself. I fought so hard and so long
that even as I felt myself slipping into what turned out to be a diabetic
coma, I still resisted and attempted to fight off all the medical staff who
were trying to save me. The lasting benefit of that traumatic experience
was that it forced me to face, and be with, the reality of my humanness
which included the fact of being gay, and furthermore, that as a human
being I am in need of community. I need touch and connection with
other human beings. There would be no escaping, nor should there be
a reason to escape the fact that for me the need for intimacy would be
most fully realized by being in a relationship with another man. Now
some 10 years later, I have a husband, a home and life that I love, and it
is surreal to realize that I almost didn’t allow myself to have any of it.
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My parents did a wonderful job of instilling in me and my older
brothers a strong identity connected to our Blackness. We were raised
to love our skin, our hair, our features and my father in particular was
relentless in making sure we were aware of all the great things that Black
people have accomplished in the world. For me, there was always a
sense of wanting to find beauty in what was given to me. I can appreciate the beauty of people of different racial and ethnic backgrounds
and never have the notion that they are somehow better or more beautiful than me and the people I come from. Blackness is a way of seeing,
knowing, and being in the world. I now understand that Queerness is
also a way of seeing, knowing, and being in the world and living at the
intersection of Blackness and Queerness brings more insights still that
should be expressed and celebrated.
Zen and Showing Up for Myself and Others
With Zen practice, I found a way of being that did not require this kind
of fracturing that I had experienced previously. I could bring all of myself
and the full range of my experiences and use it all as a point of inquiry. In some strange way all the things that had ever happened to me,
good, bad, and ugly, became something to be with, to work with, to
learn from, and offer to others so that they could learn from it, too. The
regular practice of meditation has resulted in clarity and inner strength
that ensures that while there are challenging things happening in the society, particularly around issues of systemic racism, I can see it clearly for
what it is and not be buffeted about by it. This gathering of myself unto
myself has resulted in a congruence that has allowed me to be a better
friend, husband, brother, and teacher with the ability to hold space with
and for students.
I offer up these stories hoping that they might be useful to others
who may be struggling to find and experience joy unique and specific
to all the identities they hold and all they have experienced in life. I shed
light on my journey and the particular things that have been meaningful
to me being fully aware that there are many ways and practices that people engage in to accomplish similar things in their lives. I also want to be
clear that while I ultimately moved away from the church and Islam, I did
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find beauty in those spaces and those experiences are still part of me. I
know of many amazing people in both faith traditions who are endeavoring to make them more welcoming and inclusive of LGBTQ people
and I have witnessed with great interest an evolution that continues to
take place. There are so many ways to be and paths that are available to
explore that I often wish that there was more time to engage with it all.
One does not need to be Black and queer to experience joy. One does
not need to practice Zen to have clarity and wholeness. However, I
would argue that joy, clarity, and wholeness are necessary for our experience of being human and I am interested in leaning into and learning
more about the ways human beings have realized this over thousands
of years of existence.
Commonalities of Contemplative Practices from Varied Traditions
Contemplative practices can come from many different cultural traditions. We find that almost every culture has some form or ritual that can
be described as contemplative in nature. I confess that since the form
of contemplative practice I engage with most regularly is rooted in Zen
Buddhism, I have at times struggled to understand all the through lines
that hold all the variations of practice together as an essential notion that
can be considered and talked about in concrete ways. Through reading
and having conversations with other practitioners it seems that what all
forms of contemplative practice have in common is a quality that stills
the mind and cultivates a greater awareness of the way things are and
the interconnectedness of all things. Whether that happens through
meditation, centering prayer, a walk in the woods, yoga or contemplative writing, in many ways what we are attempting is the same.
While contemplative practice can take many forms, I would argue
that it must be taken up with seriousness, intentionality, regularity, and
a time commitment that allows one to discern the benefits derived from
the practice. If your contemplative practice is yoga, then allow yourself
the opportunity through regular and consistent practice to uncover the
ways in which yoga can enrich your experience. In my experience, contemplative practice hasn’t been something I can pick up for 10 minutes
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here and there or whenever the mood strikes. It has been something I
return to again and again. My encouragement to others is to commit to
a form of contemplative practice and see all that you can see knowing
that your needs may shift over time. Different periods of your life may
lead you to different practices yet they will all require depth, consistency, and time.
Finding Balance and Committing to Practice
Twenty years ago I attended a talk by Imam Zaid Shakir at Zaytuna Institute (now Zaytuna College) in Hayward California. Sitting on the floor in
a tightly packed room, Imam Zaid laid out a framework calling for focus,
depth, and sustained concentration that has stayed with me although
any notion of being Muslim did not. He simply said that if one wishes
to be a scholar, it will undoubtedly mean that there will be times when
you can’t also be the life of the party. The effort, time and commitment
required to learn something deeply such that one can write and think
about it, and impart knowledge to others, will require at times a kind of
retreat. A pulling away from the crowd and salacious intrigue. One who
desires to be a scholar must cultivate the ability to be quiet. To be still.
To be alone with one’s thoughts. To pose questions internally, explore
possibilities, and to hear the answers reverberating through one’s consciousness and ways of knowing. I have always known this to be true
and understood that this was how I needed to engage with life, and I
have been attempting to live this way, albeit imperfectly, in the more
than twenty years that have passed since I sat with Imam Zaid. I would
be remiss if I did not balance the advice of Imam Zaid with an anecdote I’ve always loved about James Baldwin, who would often retreat,
needing space and time alone to write, only after he had experienced a
full evening of drinking and partying with friends. When asked why he
stayed up so late partying when he knew he was up against deadlines,
he would often say that if he didn’t party he wouldn’t be able to write
the book. Writing for Baldwin was a form of contemplative practice to
which he was committed, fiercely protecting the time and space needed to derive the benefit for himself and others. Whatever practices we
engage with as Black contemplatives, we need to approach them in
similar ways.
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Lessons of COVID-19 and Contemplative Pedagogy via Zoom
The quest toward authenticity and living a life of meaning has meant
finding ways to bring the full range of my experience to bear in the work
I do as a college professor. As I mentioned earlier, contemplative pedagogy flows out of contemplative practice and we are living at a moment when higher education is undergoing a seismic transformation.
The pandemic and the pivot to virtual learning has brought about rapid changes that it was previously thought would take 10 – 15 years to
come into fruition. Sadly, many in positions of authority are imagining a
future with what seems to me to be a diminished role for faculty. In the
coming years, many institutions will have fewer faculty and the ones that
remain will have a different function, more as mentors and encouragers
of students rather than deliverers of content knowledge. This change is
rooted in the belief that there are many ways for content to be delivered,
either with adjuncts or virtually, making the notion of tenure track faculty redundant and unnecessarily costly. What many in higher education
are missing is the value of human engagement in teaching and learning,
whether that be in person or on Zoom.
My pedagogy is heavily informed by Paulo Freire who argued
against the notion that students are empty vessels or blank slates waiting
to be filled by knowledge offered up by the professor. Rather, knowledge is co-constructed in a dialogue between teacher and students
(Freire, 1970). It is the mingling and clashes of ideas that are often the catalyst for growth and transformation. Contemplative practice allows me
to come to my role of professor with the strategies and insights necessary to facilitate dynamic learning spaces for students. Similarly, assignments are designed in a way that invites students to be contemplative
and introspective, exploring and expressing what they discover without
fear of being penalized. By the time I encounter students in the midst
of their college careers they have become masters at telling professors
what they think we want to hear. The invitation for them to be in touch
with their own thoughts, experiences, and beliefs is startling to many
and a welcomed change from what they’ve grown accustomed to.
While being on Zoom is not the same as being in person, there is
still a human interaction that is occurring. Over the past year of teaching
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totally online I have reminded students that we impact each other by
how we show up in the virtual space. Our participation and our countenance matters and although we are not physically together, we can still
see each other and feel each other’s presence. Rather than bemoan all
the things that virtual learning is not, I have been inclined to lean into it
with curiosity wanting to understand all that it makes possible for students and expanding access to educational opportunities.
Sustaining Ourselves as Black Contemplatives
I have a friend who is a mentor and professional coach. Lloyd is a Black
same-gender-loving man in his seventies who has held many faculty and
administrative positions in higher education over the years. I value our
connection and I have found that having a community of like-minded
people is critically important to sustaining ourselves as Black contemplatives. Lloyd and I can engage deeply and regularly about what it
means to be Black and gay in this moment in time. Not only what is challenging about our shared realities, but more importantly, what is beautiful about it. What does it allow us to see, to experience, and to know?
What is this Black Queer Joy and how do we sustain it? How do we live
it such that others can witness our lives and endeavor to have their own
joy called by another name yet equally and powerfully as sweet? Lloyd
recently said to me that for too long Black people in this country haven’t
been taught how to live, we have only been taught how to survive. I was
struck by the truth of this statement and forced to consider all the ways
this has manifested in my own life. What would it mean for me to truly
live rather than just survive? What do I want out of whatever time I have
remaining to live? How can I ensure that I am internally motivated rather than externally motivated, influenced and jealous of the paths others
take and how other lives have unfolded? How do I feast on my own life
and the richness of my experiences, once again finding beauty in what
was given to me? That this, just this, is more than enough? Contemplative practice cultivates within me the capacity to engage deeply with
questions which I will continue to explore for a lifetime. I am thankful to
have found a community of people grappling in their own ways, with
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their own questions, and with their own forms of contemplative practice. May we all find peace, may we all find true meaning, and may we
all experience each other’s joy.
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R.E.S.T.: A Practice for the Tired & Weary
Rashid Hughes				
Heart Refuge Mindfulness Community
In this article I explore how systems of capitalism and colonialism—
the larger anti-Black world—have conditioned modern mindfulness
meditation to be unattractive for Black contemplatives (Sharpe,
2016). I describe the Four Pillars of R.E.S.T. as a contemplative
offering that is free of colonial influence. R.E.S.T. is a contemplative
practice, intended to be practical and accessible for Black folks
who are fatigued from America’s centuries-old repeated attempts
to break our bodies and spirits. The intention of R.E.S.T. is to offer
Black people a contemplative path to liberation that not only
empowers us to remain resilient in the face of overt forms of injustice,
but also acknowledges our exhaustion and affirms our need to rest.
R.E.S.T. is an alternative to mainstream mindfulness meditation that
so often portrays suffering as an outcome of a personal inability
to pay attention properly, completely ignoring the fundamental
integration of life, where both the social and the personal are
constantly interacting and influencing each other.

Introduction to R.E.S.T.
When I first started practicing mindfulness, like many people, I attended lots of meditation retreats and trainings. I was told by other practitioners that retreats were opportunities to step away from daily life and
to really focus on deepening one’s practice. So that’s what I set off to
do. Coming from the Black Church tradition, I was unfamiliar with the
retreat formalities and practices, in particular, the practices of noble silence, eye gazing, and attention training.
Traditionally, noble silence is the practice of being aware of unnecessary physical and verbal expressions, as a way of establishing awareness of our inner life and our surroundings. Sister Chân Diệu Nghiêm,
student of Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh, describes noble silence this
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way: Noble silence does not mean that we are not allowed to talk. It
means that we don’t have to talk, we have no obligation to talk during
that period of the day or night. And she also states, inner silence makes
us available for ourselves, our loved ones, and the Wonders of Life
(Chân Diệu Nghiêm, 2019).
Simply speaking, eye-gazing is a contemplative practice that involves two people standing or sitting closely, and looking into each
other’s eyes for a period of time to build connection beyond assumptions. In Valin S. Jordan’s words, eye-gazing is a powerful act that opens
up the terrain of possibility for connection; its realization as a reflective,
introspective, and mindful practice helps to situate the reality of connection with the Other. What is learned through eye-gazing is the ability
to erase or remove the ever-present separations that exist between us
(Jordan, 2018).
Attention is the process of deliberately focusing one’s energy on
a particular object in their experience. The deliberate nature of turning
attention towards experience is to eventually train the mind to refrain
from being captivated by mental proliferations and desires. The mind’s
tendency is to move toward complication, to be endlessly attracted to
anything other than simplicity. So the first step in meditation is putting
attention onto something simple: the sensations within the body or
the physicality of being in the body (Pasanno, 2015). When the mind
wanders or becomes distracted, the goal is to reestablish the attention,
by focusing the attention once again on an object of the present moment. This is a process that takes time and effort, and eventually, the
muscle to establish and develop stability of awareness will allow you to
look at thoughts, emotions, and even physical pain without wavering
(Rinpoche, 2009).
Over time, I really began to appreciate the depth of noble silence
when practiced, not as a restriction or limitation, but as an opportunity
for building intimacy with myself and my surroundings. My experiences
with noble silence on meditation retreats have often felt very isolating
and even violent at times. Being one of five Black people on retreats of
60 – 100 participants and seeing people put their heads down when I
walked by them in the name of noble silence often made me feel deval-
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ued in my Black body and unseen in the space. Experiencing this for
seven straight days on a retreat is very fatiguing.
It is my personal belief that eye-gazing can serve as a powerful way
of diminishing the illusion of self and others. But when this practice is
taught without cultural and trauma sensitivity, many people walk away
feeling less seen, harmed, and fatigued. Trauma research shows that
direct eye contact, irrespective of the emotional facial expression displayed, may be a signal of threat under some social contexts or in populations that experienced negative events accompanied by eye contact
(Steuwe et al., 2012).
On retreats, I also noticed how my body responded to guided
meditation instructions that required focused attention on a particular
object of experience for a sustained time period. Although my body
would signal signs of fatigue and overwhelm, I would override my responses to remain an active participant in the retreat. Not to mention
that body movement was an unspoken “no-no” that everyone adhered
to unless it was a specific practice that required movement such as yoga
or a walking meditation.
In the meantime, I recognized that I was going to have to figure
out another way to care for myself while on retreats in order to prevent
exhaustion. I decided to listen to my body. Instead of pushing through
the fatigue of having to focus for long periods, I allowed my attention
to relax and to rest naturally. I explored what it would be like to rest
my attention, without any goal in mind. Thinking and emotions would
continue to come and go, however, my experience was held within a
state of effortless awareness. I was attentive and engaged, but my path
to this sense of expansiveness was letting go of any formal meditation
structure and to rest. This was a transformative point in my meditation
path and also deeply affirmative. At the time I had no idea that resting
and meditating could co-exist. And I began to think about all of the other Black people who might have also encountered some of the same
barriers that I ran up against on retreats. I couldn’t have been the only
Black person who had encountered these obstacles on the path.
I don’t want any Black person to ever feel defeated when trying to
meditate. Now I understand that culture, social inequities, and trauma
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need to be included in the topic of meditation if we really want meditation to be inclusive. The Four Pillars of R.E.S.T. are four possible doorways for Black people to meditate without the stress of adapting the
secularized, Europeanized presentation of mindfulness. The Four Pillars
of R.E.S.T. are:
R: Relax the Attention
E: Exhale All Striving
S: Sense the Silence
T: Tune in to Awareness
I have intentionally created this practice for Black folks who want a
break from the hands of capitalism and whiteness. Black people need a
practice that considers our social exhaustion and realities. R.E.S.T. is for
Black people who are simply “sick and tired of being sick and tired” like
Fannie Lou Hamer.
Methodology
There is an extensive body of work that highlights mindfulness and its
benefits. Results show that mindfulness training significantly improves
visuo-spatial processing, working memory, and executive functioning
(Zeidan et al., 2010). It is also well known through the increased interest and offerings of Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction programs that
mindfulness can have a beneficial effect on anxiety symptoms in generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) and may also improve stress reactivity and
coping skills (Hoge et al., 2013).
Through the work of Black scholars such as Mary-Frances Winters,
the author of Black Fatigue: How Racism Erodes the Mind, Body, and
Spirit and Joy DeGruy, the author of Post-Traumatic Slave Syndrome:
America’s Legacy of Enduring Injury and Healing, more evidence is
showing the residual impacts of intergenerational systemic trauma on
the Black body and mind. In David A. Treleaven’s book Trauma Sensitive
Mindfulness: Practices for Safe & Transformative Healing and Bessel van
der Kolk’s book The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the
Healing of Trauma, their trauma informed lenses to mindfulness reveal
that “Mindfulness has been shown to have a positive effect on numer-
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ous psychiatric, psychosomatic, and stress-related symptoms, including depression and chronic pain” (van der Kolk, 2015).
Despite the depth of study happening in the field of mindfulness
at large, and the information that has been revealed by Black scholars
on the effects of intergenerational trauma and Black people, very few
studies have emerged that actively explore the intersection of non-dual
mindfulness practices and the impact of White supremacy and capitalism on Black people who practice meditation. I am interested in exploring whether the Four Pillars of R.E.S.T. are a more accessible, non-dual,
and trauma-sensitive approach to meditation for Black people impacted by these systems of oppression.
My research and reflections are heavily influenced by spiritual
teachings from both the classical nondual meditation traditions of India and Tibet, Advaita, and Dzogchen. The teachings of Tibetan Buddhist minister and author Lama Rod Owens have profoundly informed
my understanding of “self-care” and “compassion” as liberatory practices for Black people. Cedric Robinson and Saidiya Hartman of the
Black radical tradition have inspired my outlook on the historical legacy of resistance against systems of colonialism, capitalism, and slavery
by Black people. The writings of Dr. Ashon Crawley challenge me to
consider how Black sociality is already pregnant with possibilities, alternatives, and radical ways of living in the world we wish to inhabit.
The ministry of the Nap Ministry and the Nap Bishop Tricia Hersey,
reminds me to look deeply into the records and histories of Black people creatively embodying rest as protest against the brutal systems
of white supremacy and capitalism. More recently, the intersectional
work of Dr. Sará King’s framework, the Science of Social Justice, has
helped me to consider that the way people who have experienced intergenerational oppression make meaning and sense out of the world
is constantly being shaped by these external forces of systemic oppression (King, 2021).
The absence of theory and reliable meditation practices centered
around the historical experiences of Black people and trauma-informed
nondual meditation led me to create a 5-week online course called
R.E.S.T.: A Practice for the Tired & Weary. This course offered an expe-
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riential learning environment for people who are worn out by systemic
oppression and are in search of a method of meditating that is grounded in resting in awareness instead of concentration. The Four Pillars of
R.E.S.T. (see above) are the essential components of the practice.
In 2021, close to 100 people participated in the class. Pre-surveys
and post surveys were offered to each participant of the course. To obtain a more focused understanding of the experiences of Black people
in the course, the author offered an additional online post-survey to 10
participants who identified as Black or African American. The survey
process involved voluntary participation, informed consent, anonymity
and confidentiality.
The survey featured close-ended “yes” or “no” questions, such as:
“Capitalism & White Supremacy are two systemic structures that have
been sources of exhaustion and trauma in my life.” Additionally, the survey included short open-ended questions that inquired about the impact of the R.E.S.T course on the participants. One hundred percent of
the Black participants who received the survey completed it. The results
of the survey indicate that nearly all of the participants feel that systemic
structures such as capitalism and White supremacy have been sources
of exhaustion and trauma, and 80% felt that the R.E.S.T. practices were
beneficial tools in addressing the symptoms of exhaustion and trauma.
There are some limitations to this data, in that it only features a
small sample of participants, all of whom were particularly interested
in this particular method of meditation. However, as the sample includes responses from Black participants, one can draw some initial
conclusions about Black individuals who are open to exploring meditation practices as a strategy for addressing the impacts of trauma and
exhaustion.
Mindfulness in Buddhism
One major misconception of contemplative practice is that contemplation is solely for cultivating a relationship with oneself. However, there
is so much more to contemplation other than the inward exploration of
self. The contemplative journey is a journey of wonder and curiosity into
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the inherent interconnection of self, other, and the world. In contemplation, we never arrive at a fixed answer about humanity or creation, but it
is spontaneous awe at the sacredness of life, of being. And in this place
of interest, there is a vivid realization of the fact that life and being in us
proceed from an invisible, transcendent, and infinitely abundant source
(Ort, 2018).
As a Black contemplative practitioner and teacher, I consider
mindfulness, when explored in its vast variations as found in its Buddhist origins, as a potential path for Black people. It is my experience
that mindfulness can cultivate resilience and also awaken the reality of
interconnection while maintaining our intimacy with our inherent goodness. Despite the racial inequities and systemic oppression that we live
in, I believe that mindfulness can support our ability to feel our inherent
belonging.
Although, I am not comfortable with recommending the secularized model of mindfulness to Black people, unless shared in conjunction with other contemplative practices (I will elaborate more about this
in the upcoming sections).
The original Pali term sati is where the word mindfulness derives its
origins. Throughout Buddhist discourses, the word sati has held several
meanings, depending on the context in which it is used. For four centuries, the Buddhist scriptures were preserved and transmitted orally
from one generation of reciters to the next (Bodhi, 2011). In the Nikayas,
sati is addressed as a faculty of remembering or recollecting—the monk
recollects that Dhamma (teaching) and thinks it over. The Satipatthana
Sutra says that mindfulness is established as a stance of observation or
watchfulness towards one’s experience. You also find mindfulness considered to have ethical and altruistic roles as found in the Loving Kindness Sutra:
With loving-kindness for the whole world should one
cultivate a boundless heart, Above, below, and all
around without obstruction, without hate and without ill-will. Standing or walking, sitting or lying down,
Whenever one is awake, may one stay with this recollection. (Fronsdal, n.d.)
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After reviewing several of the Buddha’s discourses on mindfulness,
it is clearly evident that mindfulness was never limited or intended to
be limited to one meaning or application. There is profound plurality in
the Buddha’s application of mindfulness. Mindfulness embodies interoceptive qualities such as activeness and insight, but also more engaged
qualities such as compassion and kindness. The spirit of mindfulness is
always in service of seeing through all forms of ignorance and social
systems that create and support the delusion of separation between self
and the world.
Decolonizing Awareness
Modernity and colonialism are two forces that have shaped mindfulness as we know it today in America. Mindfulness is depicted to be
hyper-centered around the individual and the practitioner’s personal
well-being. This non-traditional interpretation of mindfulness is filled
with gestures of erasure and repositioning values that are not indigenous to mindfulness Buddhist literature. The mainstream westernized illustration of mindfulness suggests that personal happiness and success
are the key benefits of mindfulness. The way to acquire these perks is
through disciplining the mind to pay attention. The marked language of
being mindful is being in the present moment. Indirectly, this voices the
idea that in order to live mindfully, a person must have the capacity to
continuously focus their attention on what’s happening.
The misrepresentation and watering down of mindfulness to attention training is a colonial viewpoint—a western conceptualization
of mindfulness. Attention is positioned and the individual is the sole
benefactor of this controlled mind. This colonial marketing strategy and
teaching philosophy has given paying attention in the present moment
authority over all other culturally relevant pathways to cultivating mindfulness. In marketing, this singling out of one particle element of a larger
framework is called product positioning, which refers to how a brand
wants to be perceived in the minds of customers relative to competing
brands. The objective of a positioning strategy is to establish a single
defining characteristic of a brand in the mind of the consumer (Indeed
Editorial Team, 2021).
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Developing the energy to pay attention does have significant value
for many practitioners; however, it is one pedagogy within a larger context of mindfulness that can be taught alongside or in conjunction with
other pathways of practice. Colonialism prides itself off of removing diversity, and establishing one singular approach, commonly known as
universalism. In the pioneering book Black & Buddhist, Sebene Selassie
expresses that this is a postmodern critique of the ideas central to the
European Enlightenment project, especially its universalist assumptions
of objectivity, reason, progress, and truth (Steuwe et al., 2012).
In Black American culture, diversity and multiplicity are central tenets of our way of living. There is not one expression of Blackness, even
though White America has attempted to define and contain us through
centuries of systemic injustice. We define ourselves through our creative evolutionary ways of retaining joy and metabolizing suffering.
We express this resilience in hip-hop, jazz, laughing, crying, storytelling, writing, dancing, and the list goes on and on. For me, Blackness
is about respect and spaciousness. Spaciousness is awareness without
competition between the uniqueness and multiplicity of culture. Respect is how we remain committed to compassionately orienting ourselves towards complexity, rather than turning away from it. So when
we meditate, we are not only seeking self-liberation, but liberation for
all people who find refuge in their Blackness, however they define it.
Laying Down the Intentions
The intention of R.E.S.T. is to provide a decolonized awareness practice
that is culturally appropriate for Black people. In this framework, each
pillar of R.E.S.T. serves as a guide post to experience resting and being
aware. Reclaiming agency of the attention is a natural and spontaneous
outcome of the R.E.S.T. practice, instead of the means to rest.
Within the R.E.S.T. model, we set aside all notions of controlling
and attending, and we ground ourselves in resting. The profound recognition of the spaciousness of the mind found in simply relaxing our
attention is healing. In this space, we feel safe and we can free ourselves
from the mental prisons inculcated by a racist society and culture (Yetunde et al., 2020). A relaxed, open awareness orients us to resolve the
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disconnect in ourselves that disables us to see the suffering and disconnect that we have with others as well (Canmore Theravada Buddhist
Community, 2021). There is no need to subdue thoughts or any mental/
emotional appearances, they are welcomed without attachment or rejection. The arising of mental phenomena are like a variety of flowers
in a wild field, each flower revealing the beauty of the garden. If the
attention happens to move around, the invitation is to recognize the
movement, relax the attention in awareness, and feel the freedom and
spaciousness of the mind.
From the perspective of R.E.S.T. our inner life is clearly seen and
held, as we practice letting reactions of greed and hatred dissolve in
the presence of awareness. Rather than replicating their energies with
attempting to get rid of them, we practice non-aggression and hold
them with compassionate attention. As we rest more, it becomes clearer that awareness is never disturbed or limited by the movement of our
attention.
R.E.S.T. is a practice of letting everything be without striving. Letting everything be invites us into a more relaxed relationship with our
experience. To trust life and to make room for our deepest hopes for
ourselves and our world (Yetunde et al., 2020). Being in a more relaxed
relationship with ourselves reorients a compassionate view of the world
as well. This reorientation is important because it positions us to embody the awareness that the heart of contemplative practices is about
experiencing what is happening and understanding that we can survive
the experience if we can connect to the spaciousness that is both in and
around our experiences.
Capitalism & Mindfulness
Since 1619, when the first enslaved Africans arrived in North America,
the use of African bodies for the purpose of economic development
has been central to the American consciousness. And, while slavery is
often considered to be primarily concerning imperialism and economic surplus, we also must acknowledge that land and capital were both
useless unless labor could be demanded (Williams, 1994). Labor, or in
this context forced working without any concern for the body, soul, and
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health of the worker, is directly compounded on the idea of sacrificing
human life to the deity of increased production. In this section, I am referring to this process of using human bodies for the sole purpose of
profit, production, or reward, as capitalism.
Even though slavery was eventually abolished, its unmoral and unethical dimensions, and prejudices towards Black bodies are very alive
in our modern work force culture. Today, there are no longer slave owners and enslaved workers, but we have the big corporations and private
companies who control how much value the workers’ time and energy is worth, generally leaving the worker underpaid for their labor. We
clock in and out at a certain time; we report to our bosses; if we are late
to work we are penalized, but arriving early and staying late is a rite of
passage that we are expected to endure if we want to keep our job. The
reality is that Black people leave organizations because of the fatigue
associated with needing to constantly prove themselves and not being
acknowledged for their contributions (Winters, 2020).
We basically live in a society where the social imagination states
that dignity and worth is connected to our ability to perform and produce. But when do we rest? When do we take time to feel and to restore
ourselves? How does capitalism contribute to fatigue and does capitalism influence how we relate to our minds, even during meditation?
With the mainstream mindfulness industry portraying mindfulness
as a strategy for self-improvement and reducing stress, it is clear why
many people find meditation to be stressful. The marketing of mindfulness is confusing and people are connecting meditation with either fixing their problems or enhancing their happiness rather than developing
a full recognition that the internal and external phenomena we experience as human beings are intimately tied to how society relates to us, as
racialized, gendered, economic beings (Liu, 2013).
According to Jon Kabat-Zinn, the founder of Mindfulness-Based
Stress Reduction (MBSR), mindfulness is the awareness that arises from
paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment and non-judgmentally. Zinn’s definition of mindfulness also creates the idea that awareness is the outcome of our personal effort. Once again, positioning the
practitioner’s spiritual progress as something to be earned. However,
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as Longchenpa beautifully says in You Are the Eyes of the World, awareness is not a contrived outcome that needs to be purified, but awareness is naturally nonjudgmental and free from all discursiveness. Serene
and insubstantial, like the sky (Lipman & Peterson, 2011).
For many Black practitioners who are already exhausted from the
inequities of capitalism, the modern application of mindfulness is just
an extension of the already burdensome structure that is the cause of
so much suffering. Instead of our bodies being put to work in order to
produce, our attention is put to work. In this framework, the capacity to
pay attention determines how mindful we are.
R.E.S.T. is an act of refusal and care for many Black people. It’s not
only a spiritual practice but it is also a protest against capitalism, a system whose DNA can’t be separated from its origins, American slavery.
As Rev. angel Kyodo williams says, as human beings that believe in our
own humanity, it’s our responsibility to resolve the disconnect within
ourselves, that disables us from seeing the suffering and disconnect
that we have with others (Canmore Theravada Buddhist Community,
2021). And for us, Black folks having to always pay attention, “being fully
efficient, always doing what we’re told, always doing what we’re programmed, is not always the most human thing. Sometimes it’s disobeying, sometimes it’s saying, o, I’m not gonna do this” (Kantayya, 2020,
1:22:00).
The R.E.S.T. model provides practical steps back to our fundamental state of balance and ease. We no longer have to override our nervous systems’ instinctual responses to rest and relax when we are feeling overwhelmed and overworked. When we ignore our basic need to
rest from all forms of laboring, whether physical or psychological, we
shut ourselves off from the inherent wisdom of our bodies, and the feedback that it is giving us in relation to our health. Working against ourselves without knowing it, we can burn out the balancing mechanisms
of our autonomic nervous system, and develop numerous and varied
emotional and physical symptoms (Canali, 2006, p. 1). Our attention is
released from its duties of focusing and being on guard, finding itself
resting in an effortless relaxed state of awareness. Our stress levels begin to decrease in this relaxed presence and the parasympathetic nervous system conserves energy and enables us to rest.
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“Sick and Tired of Being Sick and Tired”
Practicing mindfulness is nothing new for Black folks. As Black Buddhist
practitioner and teacher Mama Ayesha Ali always says, “we’ve been
practicing mindfulness (internally and externally) since 1619.” Internally,
we were aware of the deep brokenheartedness that we felt in our hearts
and bodies as we were stolen from our land, water, family, and culture
through the transatlantic slave trade. And externally, for millennia, celestial wayfinding knowledge—navigating by observing the stars and other night sky patterns—passed from generation to generation, guided us
to the north to freedom (West, 2018). And today, Black folks are mindful
not necessarily out of choice, but because a moment of mindlessness
could determine life or death.
For many Black people, being attentive and responsive has been
key to our survival and wellbeing as we navigate living in a racially violent
society that has never honored nor intended to honor our existence. So
for us Black folks, considering the transhistorical political, economic,
and social conditions that shape our reality, the modern extraction of
mindfulness isn’t enough. A contemplative practice should invite us to
both pay attention and heal; we are tired. Nakeia Homer says it well:
you are not lazy, unmotivated, or stuck. After years of living your life in
survival mode, you are exhausted. There is a difference (Homer, 2021).
The practice of R.E.S.T. centers effortless abiding as a direct path
to liberation. To ask us to pay more attention is like inviting someone
who is crying to stop crying and to focus on where it hurts; it’s deeply
traumatizing. And to ask us to pay attention without voicing our grief
and social realities, or what Sensei Zenju Earthlyn Manuel calls the fire
of our existence, is a form of erasure and it is deeply exhausting (Gleig,
2021). We are experiencing what author Mary-Frances Winters, in her
book Black Fatigue: How Racism Erodes the Mind, Body, and Spirit,
calls Black Fatigue. Winters says Black Fatigue is about the fatigue that
comes from the pain and anguish of living with racism every single day
of your life. It is about being fatigued by those who are surprised and
express outrage (with no action) that such inequities still exist. It is about
the constant fatigue of not knowing whether you or a loved one will
come home alive. It is about enduring the ravages of intergenerational
racism (Winters, 2020).
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R.E.S.T. is not meant to be in competition with any other contemplative practice. The beauty of R.E.S.T. is that it can serve as a complimentary practice to any other healing practices. We need practices
that take into consideration the race-based inequities, the race-based
violence in our country, and the data that shows how centuries-old racist systems lead to intergenerational stress and trauma, increasing inherited health disparities that manifest as generations of oppressively
inequitable life experiences and outcomes for Black people (Winters,
2020). I understand that these systematic causes and conditions deeply
influence how Black people experience meditation. I understand how
identities and other cultural factors of Black life create a uniquely complex set of realities that the mainstream modern mindfulness movement
chooses to tiptoe around.
For some Black people, the offering to relax the attention and exhale all striving gives us a break from holding the constant emotional
labor required of Black people in America today. In this openness we
may experience a releasing of subtle latent tensions in the body and
mind. When this energy is released and allowed to naturally arise in a
container of compassionate awareness, we feel safe and rested. This
empowers our nervous system to re-channel that energy into an active
response, so then the body has a response of power of its own capacity
to regulate, and the person comes out of this shutdown state into a process in which they re-own their own vital energy (Yalom & Yalom, 2010).
A Guided Practice-R.E.S.T.
In conclusion, I’d like to offer instructions for a short guided R.E.S.T.
practice.
1.

Find a comfortable posture of your choice. This could be
a sitting posture, standing, or lying down.

2. If you choose to keep your eyes open, let your gaze rest,
lowered on a point in front of you. If you choose to keep
your eyes closed, rest your eyelids comfortably.
3. Set your intention toward relaxing and effortlessness.
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4. Whenever you notice yourself shifting into “doing” or
“thinking,” simply return back to your original intention,
and begin again.
5. Relax your attention. Release any fixation that you might
have on any object. Be as ordinary and natural as possible. If you notice that your attention becomes fixated or
distracted, simply relax.
6. Exhale all striving. Empty yourself of any effort toward
achieving a particular outcome or result. Remain open
and accepting to the present moment. Let your experience be as it is.
7. Sense the silence. Surrender all attachment to what you
notice, and feel the intuitive sense of silence within you.
Be aware of the silence and feel the vastness of the silence.
8. Tune in to awareness. Recognize that you are naturally
aware, and you are conscious of this awareness. Trust
this effortless knowing and the silence. There’s nothing
to do, and nowhere to go. Just rest.
9. When you are ready to end the practice, gently bring
your attention to your surroundings and invite simple
movements to your body.
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Heeding the Signs: Using Contemplative
Practice for Sustainability as Black Racial
Equity Facilitators
Ericka M. Echavarria				
Columbia University School of Social Work

Ovita F. Williams			
Columbia University School of Social Work
As women of color working in partnership and individually as Black
Racial Equity Facilitators (BREFs) of critical dialogues, we recognize
the tremendous difficulty and demand in holding people’s
uncertainty, anguish, revelations, and awakenings. We expect
that white people will bring their tears, anger, denial of racism
and collective whiteness. When the pain emanates from Black
indigenous people of color (BIPOC), this can take an additional
toll on the livelihood of BREFs. The collective emotions in these
conversations are heavy and require preparation, centering and
co-leadership that will provide space for healing and sustainability
for BREFs. Building awareness of the particular emotional needs
of BREFs and creating a self-care practice cultivate intentionality
and presence, thereby mitigating any harm to either participants
or facilitators.
This article will discuss our healing and how we have curated a
way to move forward in the work. By intentionally centering our
own well-being we are releasing oppressive internalized narratives,
while prioritizing our own souls as Black women. We will explore the
ways we sustain our work as BREFs facilitating courageous racial
justice conversations, while also regulating our own responses
through a specific self -care practice we developed.

“How can I dialogue if I always project ignorance onto
others and never perceive my own? How can I dialogue
if I am closed to—and even offended by—the contribu-
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tion of others? At the point of encounter there are neither yet ignoramuses nor perfect sages; there are only
people who are attempting, together, to learn more
than they now know.”
– Paulo Freire
In recent years, conversations about the mechanisms of eradicating and
dismantling racist ideologies have become highly prioritized and necessary. In tandem with activism to dismantle racism, part of the discussion involves creating brave spaces to talk about racism within groups of
people with diverse identities, leading to a high demand for racial equity
training. Interventions for ending racism and social injustice now include
a proliferation of transformative cross racial and cross-cultural dialogues.
Called by several names, including anti-bias training, racial equity workshops, critical dialogues, and cross racial conversations, these trainings
include creating opportunities to have difficult and challenging conversations around race and our intersecting identities (Hardy, 2016; Ngounou & Gutiérrez, 2019). The ways we build community and dismantle
systems of oppression have recently included expert-led discussions focusing on our positionalities, biases, stereotypes, and the ways in which
we perpetuate white supremacist, dominant, and colonial thinking.
Racial equity facilitators are being asked to hold spaces for dialogues and conduct workshops coaching organizations at greater frequency and numbers. The work is varied depending on the training
request, identity and positionality of the facilitators and participants, as
well as the organization’s specific culture. For presenters and experts in
racial equity consultation, the work is exhausting, demanding and complicated with facilitators carrying the weight of emotional discussions.
Due to the great demands and challenges surrounding this work, it is
incumbent on those of us who are racial equity facilitators to find ways
of sustaining ourselves.
As Black women racial equity facilitators, we recognize the tremendous difficulty and demand in holding people’s uncertainty, anguish,
revelations and awakenings. Often white participants are bringing their
confusion, anger, supremacist thinking and tears to these conversations. Simultaneously, Black participants are in pain and frustrated. The
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collective emotions in these conversations require preparation, centering, co-leadership, and a self-care practice that will provide space for
healing for the facilitators. As women of color, we share our stories and
provide a self-care practice grounded in Black self-love, Black joy, and
Black resistance. We reflect on how this model is contemplative and
brought us to a place of healing and transformation in our personal lives
and our anti-racist work. Our “SELFCare” model, shared below, helped
us maintain our practice and continue in the work we value.
Black Racial Equity Facilitators
The literature has a dearth of material that pays attention to the distinct
experiences of Black racial equity facilitators. We hope by sharing our
stories we can open the door for more BREFs to speak of their experiences in this work. There exists an inherent paradox in that it is our
very Blackness that specifically positions us to be experts, analysts, and
transformers of the pain we bear witness to as we facilitate spaces. We
often lean into our lived experiences balancing the intensity and vulnerability required using what is presented in the space organically and
authentically. When the costs of using ourselves outweigh the purpose
of the training, we must heed the signs of burnout, take pause, and purposefully find ways to self-heal.
An important part of our healing and ability to move forward in the
work has been to behold our vulnerability and prioritize resilience and
even resistance. Our intimacy, grace, and unconditional regard for one
another have provided courage to step away, and find reprieve when
needed. These intentional self-care practices for recovery and restoration have provided paths of care, which have contributed to our sustainability throughout the work.
Beginning with our stories entering into racial equity conversations, we then move to the beauty of working together as co-facilitators, the incorporation of contemplative practices in workshops with
multiracial groups, and conclude with our development of a self-care
contemplative practice.
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Ovita’s Story
As a Black, queer, cisgender woman, experiences of racism and heterosexism were my lived experience, but talking about these narratives
in mixed company was more foreign, uncomfortable, and angering
for me. About fifteen years ago, my colleague, a white woman, was
involved in facilitating challenging conversation around race, gender,
and sexual orientation for social workers and students. She invited me
to co-facilitate these conversations with her. I was nervous, untrained,
cautious, worried about saying the wrong thing. As I witnessed my
white colleague over several years maneuver the room, hold white folx
accountable and manage the nuanced levels of feelings, emotions, and
experience in the room, I felt more and more uncertain. I was astonished when she asked a white Jewish participant to hold both their white
identity and Jewish identities simultaneously in an exploration of privileged and subjugated perspectives (Hardy, 2016). Cross racial facilitation expertise took confrontation, gentleness, directness, openness,
vulnerability, and patience. It also meant I had to face and understand
my own biases and my traumas and transgressions.
Teaching an annual seminar in field instruction for social workers, I
created space to be open and honest, and allow people to lean in and
take chances. My facilitation of these spaces helped me recognize the
power of my own vulnerability as a model for people to attempt talking
about themselves in a supportive, trusting space, and to take risks. Each
seminar, participants shared transformative dialogues and expansive
discussions on racism and other isms. Whether it was a Black cisgender
person who realized their own genderist comments, or white women
who tuned into their own fragility, or a person of Asian American background recognizing a need to speak out against anti-Black racism rather
than remain silent. Although each group is different and I am never sure
how I will be tasked to respond, I am always drained and spend days
decompressing.
Ericka’s Story
Although I have been having critical conversations around power and
privilege in many ways over the last 15 years as an advocate and an
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educator, it was my own work in racial equity processing group which
began around Spring 2015 that transformed my desire to have these
conversations differently. I decided to engage in a racial processing
group to process my own racial and vicarious trauma, which began to
slowly unravel after the birth of my son. As I struggled to manage the
grief and anxiety I felt over the loss of Black boys’ lives (Trayvon Martin,
Tamir Rice), I began excavating years of untapped rage and powerlessness experienced as an advocate serving Black and Brown communities in the child welfare, education, mental health, and criminal legal
systems. The group helped me further explore, unpack, and voice my
emotions in a mixed race processing group while continuing to engage in critical conversations in my direct practice. As a participant in
the groups, I experienced much of what I do now as a facilitator: white
folx’ fear showing up as silence or tears of white fragility, BIPOC folx
caring for the white folx, the BIPOC folx’ rage and mistrust, interracial
tensions between Black and Non Black people of color (NBPOC), anger transferred onto the facilitators of same race or ethnicity, moments
of connection through vulnerability, respect for other’s narratives, and
awakenings and shifts in the room. As I engaged in my own healing, I
felt more equipped to focus on wider facilitation of these conversations
and I wanted to support future social workers in developing capacity for
these kinds of dialogues. When I began teaching social work students
about power, racism, oppression, and privilege, I continued to see similar patterns in my classroom. The more conversations I facilitated, the
more I learned about my own power, privilege, and positionality and
how it impacted both my BIPOC students and white students. Through
my work in the racial processing group, I created space within myself to
hold many of the complexities of these conversations and offer support
to students. When I began using contemplative practices, for building
awareness and grounding, I found greater ability for this process. Later, I
was able to use these tools and techniques while teaching about supervision through an anti-racist and anti-oppressive lens to social work field
instructors with equal success.
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Coming Together
Facilitating critical dialogues takes capacity to regulate one’s own discomfort, while holding a barrage of participants’ confusing emotions
and feelings. Having a co-facilitator who is able to balance the process and be in unison can be hard to find. In our partnership story, we
were not searching for one another, but found one another, by chance
and by faith. Our combined tolerance and openness to sit with the
discomfort and unwieldy ways critical conversations happen, led to a
mutual connection.
As an Afro-Caribbean and an Afro-Dominican, we took risks sharing our fears and thoughts of the other, and fostered intimacy with one
another. We were able to talk about the way we saw one another as
Black women, unpacking harmful initial assumptions about one another. After a few years of consulting around teaching and facilitation, we
were able to see our shared values and approaches in educating students and field instructors around racial equity. We began to share our
own struggles, both personally and professionally, and were excited
to explore co-facilitating a challenging conversations seminar which
focused on supervision with social work students. The initial four-session workshop unearthed our synergy, awareness, and capability of
navigating the discussions. We consulted with one another through
every step of the seminar, including planning, impressions, challenges, and teachable moments. After each session, we spent time debriefing with similar assessments of the room and evolving dialogue.
Our shared identities as Black Afro-Caribbean women, similar
career experiences, and joint passion for leading critical cross racial
conversations helped us build a foundation for our relationship and
trust in one another’s assessment, approach, and insights. Sharing
our partnership story in racial equity and contemplative practices is
critical as we realized there is little written about how to sustain the
work of facilitating critical dialogues and taking care of one another
and ourselves.
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Our Use of Contemplative Practices
“What do we need? A curated, adapted set of awareness (mindfulness) and compassion practices—experienced at the level of the personal, the interpersonal,
and the systemic, as central components of teaching
and learning about race.”
– Rhonda Magee
The literature focuses on participants and less on the BREF’s emotional
care facilitating racial discussions. Crowder (2017) discusses the tools
to ground and assist participants to find and stay within their “window
of tolerance” for discomfort. Berila (2017) and Magee (2019) address
shifting participants’ conditioned responses of reactivity to more regulated and kinder responsiveness. The authors share the integration
of contemplative practices, such as mindfulness and embodied practices, to cultivate self-awareness and build capacity for the expected
discomfort. Racial equity facilitators offer practical elements to consider
before entering these dialogues such as having a team with different
racial identities, and working with participants who are willing to experience discomfort and tell their stories (Ngourou & Gutierrez, 2019).
BREFs can use these same practices to maintain themselves in the racial
equity work.
As racial equity facilitators we intentionally use contemplative
practices that help our participants dive deeper, slow down, increase
their ability to pay attention, be open, curious, nonjudgmental, and tolerate discomfort while bearing witness to one another’s stories. In a true
parallel process, these elements are also useful for our own self-preservation and endurance. We open the space with transparency regarding
the probability of lack of closure to issues which will arise, offer permission to speak one’s truth, and encourage engagement despite the discomfort (Singleton, 2014). Our dual-purpose practices include activities
ranging from guided meditations and embodied practices, reflective
journaling, music, and storytelling as ways of cultivating self and collective compassion in mindful ways.
Additionally, we use our lived experiences as Black women, to raise
consciousness and curate alternative forms of knowledge (Ngourou &
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Gutierrez, 2019) and lean into our unique positionalities to carry these
dialogues forward. As social workers, we embody using ourselves to
better discern patterns of responses that impede authenticity and vulnerability (Dewane, 2006).
Ovita’s Practices
Music is a tool to set the stage for accessing our interconnectedness. I
incorporate Aretha Franklin, Stevie Wonder, Bob Marley, Sam Cooke,
Billie Holiday, India Arie, and Andra Day to open up the space. The vibe
claims a space of centering the Black experience of healing, joy, and
pain. By introducing music, I am calling on my ancestors, to strengthen our Black women voices as facilitators, to help us carry our history
and stories into the room. We lean on the masses of Black and Brown
people who have made sacrifices before us. In the same vein, I use land
acknowledgements to call in Indigenous contributions to the history of
this country and the importance of First Nations stories in conversations
about racism. I use a guided meditation to name and acknowledge
all that we bring into the space regarding racial dialogues, including
our concerns and expectations about the sessions as an introduction
to mindfulness practice to begin cultivating equanimity. I use a familiar construct (the story of your name) to warm up the room, build trust,
practice bearing witness, identify interconnectedness, and lay the foundation to a deeper exploration of identity (Laker, 2015).
Ericka’s Practices
Using frameworks provided by mindfulness and somatic practitioners
such as Magee (2019) and Menakem (2018), I use guided meditation,
trauma informed mindfulness, and somatic activities (using the breath,
grounding feet, exploring what is in our heads, hearts, and bellies) to
cultivate self-awareness around our conditioned responses to racism
and how they show up in these critical dialogues. By connecting participants back to their bodies, I invite folx to pay attention to where
they hold tension as a way of taking notice to all they are carrying and
bringing into these conversations, and how it is not only what is in their
heads (thoughts) and hearts (feelings) that impacts their ability to whole-
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heartedly engage in racial conversations, but also what is in their bodies
(bellies). I use reflective journaling to process specific inquiries around
thoughts, feelings, and sensations to encourage further self-introspection and process participants’ reflections.
SELF Care as a Liberatory and Healing Practice for Black Racial
Equity Facilitators
“Caring for myself is not self-indulgence. It is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.”
– Audre Lorde
It is our contention that BREFs require another level of self-care to carry us through the work. Our identity as Black people creating space for
mixed racial groups to talk about racism and racial identity means we
are also holding and managing our own pain, trauma, and recovery. As
Black women, there is the additional labor of masculinity and genderism
present in these discussions. In order to be present and sustain ourselves
in the work, we must heed the signs of pain that we experience in our
bodies from reaching capacity, the mental and emotional strain which
comes with holding our own racial trauma in facilitation spaces, the everyday wear and tear of being Black and women, and the impact this has
on the different roles and responsibilities in all dimensions of our lives.
We offer an example of a harmful experience as BREFs that brought
to light the necessity of centering self-care and allowed for development and implementation of our model. While facilitating a racial equity
training, we learned that taking a break, having moments of stillness,
reflecting on our thoughts and feelings, examining bodily sensations,
and remembering what brings us joy, are practices which promote our
well-being. Through these practices, we identified a series of complex
somatic symptoms that were impacting our bodies, minds, and spirits.
After several group sessions of enduring discomfort, being forcefully questioned, and attacked, we felt and expressed to each other our
thoughts and feelings about moving forward with this planned training.
During one of our debriefing sessions, Ericka said, “I don’t want to do
this anymore, I am done.” She explained that her body and soul were
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speaking to her and she knew she had to listen. At this moment Ovita
also realized that an unusual tightening in her gut over the past several weeks had developed and the gnawing, nagging level of underlying dread felt every day, was her own hesitancy at continuing with the
workshop series. As two BREFs, the complexity and scrutiny were more
intense from people of color who criticized our methods, than from the
strong resistance of white participants. We were aware the responses
were not personal, but more about the intense way in which Black folx
felt demoralized, silenced, and dejected by their white counterparts.
Our take away was that we needed to pay attention to ourselves and
assess our capacity for continuing.
With this insight, we developed a model of self-care practices to
center our experiences and move forward with intention and radical authenticity. Our framework embodies the core elements of how we define self-care, and the ways we operationalized this concept into a contemplative practice.
Framework for “SELFCare” for BREFs
S – Stillness Pausing, being still and noticing what arises without judgment from others or ourselves. Notice what sensations arise, and where
they are in your body. Do you have a knot in your stomach, are you
having headaches? Where are you experiencing tightness? Staying in
the quietness of a flood of sensations allows for self-reflection in the moment. As in the example we shared above, we both paused and took
time to be still and notice what was arising in those moments. Prompt:
What is arising in the stillness? What am I feeling in my body and where?
E – Exploration Now that you notice your body’s sensations, explore
the thoughts and feelings associated with the sensations. What’s the
feeling, what is the emotion? Are you angry, sad, overwhelmed, anxious, heavy? Prompt: Name the feelings/thoughts associated with the
bodily sensation. When have I felt these feelings/thoughts/sensations
before?
L – Letting go Letting go of our insecurities, allowing them to move
through our minds, from the top of our heads to the bottom of our
soles. Releasing our narratives of internalized oppression manifesting as
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feeling inadequate, or not good enough or unprepared or intelligible.
Allowing and forgiving ourselves and one another for having self-doubt
and guilt for needing to step away. Eliminate any tightness, heaviness,
anger, or sadness by spending time in our bodies through activities
such as walking, yoga, dancing, etc. Confide and consult with a co-facilitator, friends, and community. Speak to yourself with positive affirmation, love, kindness, encouragement, and validation: “I am enough,
I am capable, I have power, and I have choice.” Prompt: What are some
things that I can do to help me let go of the negative feelings, thoughts,
and sensations?
F – Free Embodying freedom through centering our joy and spirit is a
radical act of liberation. By choosing ourselves in this way, we are able
to take a liberatory stance towards our collective self-care. When we
center our well-being, we are in fact claiming that our lives matter. Acknowledging and practicing self-care is also modeling and giving permission for others to do the same and thrive. Prompt: What makes me
thrive? What brings me joy? What actions must I engage in to be true to
myself?
Engaging in the “SELFcare” practice through our own experience,
we connected our bodily sensations to the array of negative feelings
BREFs experience during racial equity training. Despite our expertise,
feelings of inadequacy, failure, self-doubt, incompetence, and cowardice can arise, but can be quelled through this “SELFcare” contemplative practice. Holding space with one another and bearing witness to
one another’s pain helped us release some of these intense emotions
and heal. It was liberating to pause, step back, and recognize that all of
our years of experience as facilitators of critical dialogues were not lost,
but still accessible, and enriched by the experience of this practice. We
shared about the things that would bring us joy and help us thrive as
BREFs and in our personal lives. We connected on a shared sense of
responsibility and care for BIPOC participants and felt it necessary
to mitigate any further harm towards them by moving away from the
facilitation. Consequently, we were able to access our resilience and
resistance, and our choice to care for ourselves and the collective.
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This “SELFcare” practice allowed us to heal and empowered us to acknowledge a need to pause the training and reclaim our dignity and
self-respect.
Conclusion
This overview of our “SELFcare” model for BREFs has brought us to a
place of healing and transformation in our personal lives and with anti-racist work. This contemplative practice supports BREFs in acknowledging and healing their racial trauma by raising awareness, providing
self-regulating tools, and building capacity for sustainability in racial
equity conversations. Centering our own healing, we choose ourselves
in a way that is authentic and meaningful for us and participants. As a
result, we are able to make choices grounded in Black self-love, Black
joy, and Black resilience. We recognize our racial justice work includes
choosing our well-being and sustainability which consequently promotes our collective liberation.
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I’m the Only One Who Can Do It:
Healing My Very Own Black Body
through Contemplative Practice
Brandon Hutchinson			
Southern Connecticut State University
Written in a combination of prose and poetry, this paper captures
my journey to healing and healthy well-being. As a Black woman
tenured professor who is also a mother of three Black girls, a wife
to a Black man, I am full. And so, I have to make space to see my
own self clearly. Each day as a Black woman, I have to set the
intention to save my own life. In this selection, I bring to the page my
experiences with contemplative body work and energy practices
and capture my practice for survival, greater self-knowing and the
desire for so much more joy.

An Opening: On Moss and the Heart
Just the other day I was talking with my neighbor. She’s in her early nineties and has an immaculate garden. While I was standing in her lovely
Easter basket colored green grass—far enough away for safety but in
range for her hearing aid to be useful—she said, “I’ve got to get that
moss out.” Looking down I saw its spread in places she didn’t like; it
being a complete ruin, in her mind. I immediately became more attuned
to the amount of space it was taking up.
It’s not even wanted, I thought. I imagined in a few weeks when the
weather lifted I would see her sitting on a crate another neighbor gifted
her with, bent over, scraping up all that moss territory. At least it comes
up easy ... given its multitude.
On my walk home I began to make parallels between the mightiness of moss and the weight of grief. Both lay on so heavy and thick.
Some type of effort, some type of scraping over is required to get it out
of the way. A process has to happen to make room for the things you
really want to flourish, to bloom.
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A bit later this poem came:
“When Verdant Isn’t Good”
Colonies of moss — clumps of hurt all joined tightly
taking over the topography of my heart
Each and every ventricle, kinda struggling for air
Strangled
My neighbor lost her husband a few years ago and is still grieving. And me? Well, my story is really about the release of the strangle.
Of grief.
On Being Released from the Strangle: Working the Contemplative Practice
Admittedly, I struggle with consistency in my own healing. As a mother
of three Black girls, a wife to a Black man, I am full. I have to make space
to see my own self clearly. Each day as a Black woman, I have to set the
intention to save my own life. And yet, I often come dangerously close
to my own edges serving myself the very least and the very last. When I
had pneumonia a few years ago, I lay on the couch curled up worried I
might be dying. I wrote:
“Poem for the Day”
Dammit, if I hold the space
for one more person today
That isn’t Myself.
I just might die.
And later in the day, I wrote,
Life. Hard.
Sick again.
Tending to folk, helping them along.
Need. Balance.
My body is refusing to pretend.
It needs Love. Time. Rest.
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Poetry always mirrors back a truth. For the last several years I have
been struggling with lots of pain in my body that I am sure has been imprinted from my own trauma, things still unspoken in my family amongst
three generations of women, and regular ‘ole consistent racism. To
manage the pain, I go for body work—Thai massage, Korean scrubs.
I go for Reiki energy work; and I’ve even become a Reiki practitioner.
I meditate and seek truths in nature. These forms of healing, which I
consider contemplative, create a bubbling sensation. Things come up,
need to be reflected on. They literally spill out.
So—I write poetry about it. It’s my contemplative practice and it’s
often facilitated by body and energy work.
I know for sure that my body has been holding on to many-a lesson.
I know for double-sure that they get tougher and tougher to process
when I don’t study. My body-teacher is sterner now, less forgiving. In
fact, I am convinced that it’s raising the threshold; there’s so much more
discomfort. I am having to approach learning these particular lessons
with the same tenacity that I had when I was in high school and worried I
might fail my math Regents exam, yet again. I had to figure it out with the
quickness—if I didn’t pass it, guess what? I wouldn’t graduate. I audited
Mrs. Sales’ class for a year, going daily trying to figure out a language
that didn’t seem my own.
Now, I’m having to do the same thing except I’m my own teacher
and the student, too, of a language that is my very own. My biggest
discoveries, no longer latent: One, there’s absolutely no outside human
source greater than me. Two, I, in fact, have the best data on my body.
Three, while someone else might complement what I know about my
own body, they absolutely cannot trump my deep knowing.
It didn’t occur to me straight away that at the heart of healing my
body is acknowledging my own self’s deep grief. And when that clarity
came I realized I was being shown over and over my particular role and
my particular pathway to healing tight hips, a super cranky shoulder that
sends pain down my arm numbing my fingertips, a constricted throat ...
In both “Poem for the Day ... after Tui Na massage” and “Poem for
the Day ... after the Korean Scrub” I reflect not just on the locus of the
pain or its connection to emotion but how it lingers:
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“Poem for the Day...after Tui Na massage”
And this is what I was thinking….
When she jimmied down on that
nerve/ my whole life broke open.
I cried for all that pain,
Thinking
about how tired it must be
….
“Poem for the Day...after the Korean Scrub”
If you thought there’s no room for
your Heart to hold any more
sadness/ just you wait.
It spills over into your skin cells
down there by the left ankle, on
the side of the arm/
Back of neck.
Remains.
I guess it’s not a curious thing, the type of hands-on body work I’ve
been drawn to. The kind that hungrily scrapes over all the moss leaving
me all the way bare, inviting me in to see myself whole, open. Mostly
it’s painful in a—my body is writhing around all over the place—kind of
way; it requires a lot of breath. I mean a lot. I often have to be reminded
to breathe and sometimes I can get in a rhythm by riding the healer’s
breath.
Once I lay on a table with vibrating acupuncture needles on my
back body. Even with the language difference, I could make out: “It’s so
sad. You are so young. So much pain.” In both “for hanifa” and “poem
for three days” I show myself glimpses of the role I must play in my own
healing. Unquestionably, I gotta be engaged.
“for hanifa, it’s about the throat chakra--”
the core of her whole self said to me:
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she’d have to exorcise
me the way a Black mother of
three girls with natural hair
tends to her bathtub drain.
We will go in Deep and pull that Shit out.
….
“poem for three days”
1.
I figure it’s because I can’t seem to
cry out of my throat or release from my eyes
that my hips are taking on the
Task.
		
--begging to be de-numbed
2.
In my head I see myself
racing -- scrambled
around, mind outside.
Trying to pick up this, put
down that–
realizing I’m not getting at what matters.
I know I gotta tell you this
before I run out of time.
I don’t even know if I’m trying to
save my life any more.
		
--win-win for the hungry brain/so damn busy
3.
After I wrote that,
I could cry–
In an instant
Tears stuck in every slowly moving hobble
Being let out.
Then–
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I heard her.
My grandma, whose stinky and
Stiff body I been living in.
She said, “Brandi Leigh, you’re giving up… You didn’t listen
when I came before.”
And, she was/is right.
		
--is this why you’re here?
I can’t keep pooping out, my body is telling me. I am pissed for
coming in dead last, it shouts. My own self-study has captured the
changes over time: the pain is no longer invisible to others but literally
my whole gait, how I get out of the bed, bend down to rub my marijuana infused oil into the sides of my knees—all of that is noticeable. I’ve
got all kinds of external marks and if I want to pass my own damn class
this time, some loving-kindness consistency is due.
A deep dive pouring into me.
On Contemplation
My discoveries have been jammed packed with the tough and the
rough. My journey to healing has brought me face to face with the fact
that I have inherited my grandmother’s body. I guess unknowingly I’ve
been preparing for this moment for lots of my young girl life. I spent
many a-summer in North Carolina with my grandparents. I had lots of
time to get to know her body and didn’t even know how useful it would
be to me. Peering up close almost eye to eye, I’d tweeze gray hairs out
of her chain. When she washed the dishes I noticed how she placed the
weight of her body on her right hip; sometimes there was a lazy shift to
the left but the body was never straight ahead with a neutral spine and
pelvis. I watched her body settle in and take up the expanse of the chair
as we sat underneath a shade tree, eating tomatoes from the garden
with Lawry’s seasoning salt. How would I have known then the value of
that data?
The ways in which our stories ripple together forming a similar
body. It’s so similar, it sometimes feels uncanny. All of a sudden, it seems,
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I have an arthritic type of walk that was Desmonia’s very own. The way
she would brace herself just as she was about to stand up. “Shew shew
shew,” she said, almost like a whistle. I sound like her now. I’ve taken on
her body to learn my own.
Healing happening immersion style.
I continue to learn through contemplative practice that how I have
been living is just not working out anymore. Holding on to stories of
personal, generational and ancestral abuse—because I don’t think I can
share them—is squeezing me out. I’ve got grief running up and down
my nerve endings.
“You teach best what you most need to learn” is the instruction
from a quote that I love the most. I am not sure where I read it or even
who said it, but its impact has been long lasting. I teach courses in the
English department at a state university. One of the things I find myself
doing in my course on Black Women Writers is talking about the value of
breaking the culture of silence and authorizing one’s self. We talk about
the systems that are in place that make this difficult for the Black women
protagonists. And when we see the power that comes from a breakthrough, when there’s a shift in a character due to her own centering,
her powerful self-authorization, I celebrate inside myself.
What I can do with ease in the classroom doesn’t always transfer
into my own life though. The following poem, a reflection on the novel,
Push, shows my apprehension of not just naming abuse but of breaking
the cycle of silence and shame with my girls (two teenagers, and one,
months shy from being 21):
This is what Sapphire wrote Precious to speak:
“I think I waz rape.”
If I author myself, I can teach my self to tell my daughters:
“It wasn’t just me--but “....” and “….” all shared some variance of
“----.”
Nah,
Maybe it only works for fiction.
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On Consciousness and Reflection: With an Eye Towards Healing
I sat down for my guided meditation. Exquisite pain in my left shoulder
blade. I was reminded to bear witness to what was happening in my
body. In my mind I went off thinking—so this thing happened to me as
a little girl. And it was confusing especially because I thought I had invited it. And then another thing happened for the span of a year. This
was even more confusing because I didn’t know what to do with the
fact that there was some pleasure associated with it. I didn’t even know
the word shame then. And then later in my adult womanhood, I learned
what happened to my mom and grandma.
I kept thinking, this grief, it lives in my shoulders and in other places, too. Until, bam, I decide that I don’t want it to anymore.
I am still trying to integrate this lesson. To save my own life, to pass
my own class, I have got to catch it. I’ve got to decide something different. I’ve got to see the possibility of a new way of being. Contemplative
practice opens up a pathway—one that helps me to see and feel myself
more clearly. It takes me to a place that keeps me in my body, in reflection about it.
A loving reminder for how I can craft a healthier way of being came
through after a meditation:
Once I decided to make myself pregnant with myself
I immediately went to wretch.
And. Let. Go.
In Process, In Practice
With the three sounds of the gong,
I was lifted out and back.
From the inside out--wrists alive and trembling.
Pain. Diminishing.
Throat Opening.
Eyes. Nose. Releasing.
		
--for me and my daughters

The Journal of Contemplative Inquiry, 9(1). (2022). © The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society.

Rising Up Rooted: Black Wisdom as
Emancipatory Contemplative Practice for
Resilience, Healing, and Liberation
Shelly P. Harrell
Pepperdine University
Black wisdom is offered as a transformative, liberatory, and healing
resource with particular applications for disrupting the five dynamics
of oppression—dehumanization, disconnection, destruction,
delusion, and disempowerment. Cultural wisdom is a key element
of emancipatory contemplative practice which intentionally
centers strategies for decolonizing inner life. The integration
of Black wisdom into contemplative practices can provide an
ancestral and experiential connection to a sense of belonging
and “home,” as well as establish an empowering foundation from
which personal and collective liberation can flourish. Black wisdom
can be incorporated into contemplative practice through cultural
expressions (music, African proverbs and symbols), applications
that utilize embodied practice as communal ritual, and practices
that emerge from concepts based on African-centered systems of
wisdom and spirituality (e.g., ubuntu, sawubona, àse). The 3-part
Rising Up Rooted process is offered as a soulfulness-oriented
methodology that provides opportunities for planting, cultivating,
and manifesting Black wisdom.

Wisdom is wealth. – African proverb
The centering of Black wisdom and knowledge in contemplative practice is offered as a rich, transformative resource for all peoples. More
particularly, Black wisdom is lifted up as a resilience, healing, and liberatory resource for ameliorating the impacts of racial trauma and intersectional oppression on Black mental health. I locate myself as a Black
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cis-gender woman, born and raised in Detroit in the 1960s. My primary
professional roles are as a psychology professor, researcher, psychotherapist, meditation teacher, and facilitator of group processes. My intellectual homes are in multicultural and community psychologies with
particular emphasis on Black/African-centered and liberation psychology approaches. I come to contemplative practice both through my
own spiritual, cultural identity, and personal development journeys, as
well as through seeking culturally-resonant, psychologically-informed
methods relevant to the empowerment, mental health, and liberation of
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC).
The illumination and elevation of Black wisdom is an act of liberation. Asante (2003), in his seminal work on Afrocentricity, argued for
resisting the marginalization of African culture as a necessary condition
for Black liberation and social change. Disrupting the five dynamics
of oppression—dehumanization, destruction, delusion, disempowerment, and disconnection (Harrell, 2021)—is facilitated through culturally-affirming knowledge that can serve as a foundation for resisting their
negative physical, psychological, spiritual, and collective impacts. In
dominant social narratives infected by the ideology of white supremacy, African indigenous knowledge systems are positioned as inferior
to those of Europe (and Asia). Simultaneously, Africa is exoticized and
cultural appropriation is reflected in the commodification of cultural expressions from throughout the diaspora (e.g., rap and hip-hop music).
Thus, a central aim of the work described in this paper is to contribute
to creating applications of contemplative practice that center Black wisdom as a strategy for healing and liberation.
Contemplative practices are conceptualized as a diverse group of
strategies for deepening and expanding experiential awareness and
critical consciousness by bearing witness to lived experience—internally, relationally, and collectively. Reflecting a holistic and integrative
understanding of contemplative practices, the enhancement of awareness and consciousness is inclusive of somatic, emotional, cognitive,
relational, communal, cultural, sociopolitical, and spiritual experience.
From a liberation psychology perspective, the foundational concept of
critical consciousness can be understood as an important contempla-
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tive practice method. Evolving scholarship on critical consciousness
theory has its foundation in the Freirian concept of conscientização,
the process of using one’s lived experience to see and make sense of
the dynamics, contradictions, and social realities of oppression (Freire,
1993; Jemal, 2017; Montero, 2009; Watts et al., 2011). It highlights
strengthening connection to what it means to be fully human (humanization) and to be in authentic relationship with other humans for the
ultimate purpose of liberation. Critical consciousness involves developing sociopolitical awareness of oppression through praxis—cycles
of observation, reflection/analysis, and action. Authentic dialogue is a
core critical consciousness strategy in which relational processes facilitate the emergence of expanded awareness to inform transformative,
anti-oppressive action.
The concept of emancipatory contemplative practice is proposed
to intentionally center strategies for decolonizing inner life and transforming internalized oppression in the service of mental, emotional, somatic, psycho-spiritual, relational, and collective liberation. Liberation
requires both embodiment and activism. Liberation requires revolution
and evolution, internally and externally, as it invites us into the perpetual dance between inner and outer change. The application of liberation psychology for Black people centralizes the reclamation of culture,
identity, and agency to address the systemic causes and human impacts
of racism and intersectional oppression (Bryant-Davis & Moore-Lobban,
2020; King, 2013; Thompson & Alfred, 2009). Sanchez Carmen et al.
(2015) speak of healing through sociopolitical wisdoms that represent
insights, meaning-making, and social analysis of our sociopolitically and
culturally situated lived experiences. Recent scholarship on healing and
liberation in the context of racial trauma and intersectional oppression
has similarly identified critical consciousness as a vital element (Chioneso et al., 2020; French, et al., 2020). Emancipatory contemplative
practice draws upon critical consciousness methods within a holistic,
integrative, and culturally-inclusive approach to the interdependence
of inner and outer transformative change. Accessing, generating, and
circulating experiential, cultural, and sociopolitical wisdom are central
mechanisms of action in emancipatory contemplative practice.
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Conceptualizing Wisdom
Knowledge without wisdom is like water in the sand.
– Guinean proverb
The following discussion of wisdom guides the work of bringing together Black wisdom and emancipatory contemplative practice for healing,
resilience, and liberation. The conceptualization of wisdom offered here
reflects African indigenous and diasporic wisdom (Adams, 2020; Atta,
2017; Eze, 1998; James, 2018; Lajul, 2014; Presbey, 1999; Somé, 1999;
Wiredu, 2004), diverse writings on wisdom in cultural and sociopolitical context (Barone, 2021; Classen, 1999; Doetzel, 2018; Grayshield &
Del Castillo, 2020; Sanchez Carmen et al., 2015, Takahashi & Overton,
2002; Thaman, 2003), and is informed by general wisdom theory and
research (Baltes and Smith, 2008; Bassett, 2005, 2011; Holba, 2011;
Sternberg, 2004; Walsh, 2015; Weststrate et al., 2016).
Wisdom is ancestral and collective, connecting us to human experience that transcends time and place. Wisdom is passed along across
generations and through the vast interconnected dimensions of life, in
both horizontal and vertical transmissions. From an African-centered
perspective, wisdom reflects an understanding of the deep interconnectedness of persons, nature, and Spirit. Wisdom is communicated via
oral, written, and artistic expressions of cultural and lived experience.
When we are in the presence of a wise person, we can feel their emanating wisdom in ways beyond the words they may speak. However, words
and sound carry energy such that the experience of strong connection
with a quote, proverb, song, poem, prayer, folktale, or sacred text passage can often be felt resonating in our bodies. These expressions of
wisdom can put words to our own unformulated experience such that
there is a resounding internal response of “yes.” They can touch an inner
place of deep soul-knowing that is powerfully affirming, communicating
that someone else has been through what I am going through and I am
not alone. Wisdom can be experienced as an embodied deep knowing, intuitive sense, clarity of understanding, and relational resonance.
While the specific organization of words may be attributed to a particu-
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lar individual, these expressions are impactful because they communicate collective wisdom and illuminate shared human experience.
Wisdom is often associated with maturity, equanimity, and sound
judgment. The cognitive component of wisdom reflects abstract reasoning, critical thinking, holding contradiction and paradox, and cognitive flexibility. Wisdom allows us to see beyond surface appearances
and illusions, to see things as they are, to discern truth. Walsh (2015)
offers the importance of self-knowledge and perspicacity, with the latter reflecting a sense of perspective, clearness of understanding, and
discernment. The affective component involves awareness of emotional
experience, connection to our emotional life, and the elevation of prosocial emotions such as compassion and love. Doetzal (2018), from an
Indigenous cultural context, describes “heart wisdom” as a type of spiritual intelligence by which we come to know things through emotional
connection and a sense of deep, soul-level experiencing.
A wise person will always find a way. – Tanzanian proverb
Wisdom is alive as a dynamic energy that manifests, moves, and
evolves. Wisdom emerges and transforms from our lived experience.
However, wisdom is more than the content of what we see and understand. Wisdom is also what we do with what we see and how we activate wisdom in our daily lives. Wisdom can inform and inspire the ways
we live and relate to others. We can think of wisdom as both a tool and
fuel for the art of living that enables us to be proactive and creative in
co-constructing our lives. Activated wisdom reflects the processing and
integration of “data” from both our own embodied experience, and as
well as from the testimony and witnessing of the lived experience of
others. This data includes the many pathways through which wisdom is
communicated in our bodies, emotions, and mental processes (e.g., imagery, insights, imagination), as well as in human relationships, connection with nature, ancestors, and Spirit. Bassett (2011) describes wisdom
as involving situational awareness and choices that enhance our shared
humanity. While wisdom can be transcendent and universal, wisdom
as action must be contextualized in ways that take the relational, social,
cultural, political, and environmental dynamics of our lives into account.
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Wisdom also informs the existential human quests for meaning,
purpose, and understanding of the human condition. Wisdom involves
the capacity to live fully, authentically, and meaningfully, in alignment
with one’s highest purpose and deepest values. Indigenous African
wisdom emphasizes responsibility to the collective, to descendants,
and being in harmonious relationship with spiritual forces and the natural world in ways that reflect understanding of one’s place in community and cosmos (Somé, 1999). Wisdom also includes an awareness and
acceptance of the inevitable challenges of human existence (ICHEs)
(Harrell, 2016), those “givens” of the human experience that none of us
can escape. These include change (impermanence), vulnerability and
pain, isolation, disconnection, powerlessness, uncertainty, unknowing,
unpredictability, and the inevitability of death. In particular, managing
uncertainty is frequently identified as an important aspect of wisdom
(Baltes & Smith, 2008; Walsh, 2015). Wisdom involves facing life’s ICHEs from an empowered place of equanimity and clarity. Black existentialism locates the quest for understanding our human condition and
living a meaningful life as inseparable from what it means to be Black
within the inevitable context of racial oppression (Bassey, 2007; Fanon,
1963; Gordon, 1997). Research on the phenomenon of post-traumatic
growth suggests that wisdom can increase and evolve after significant
life adversity (Calhoun et al., 2010). Adversity brings us face-to-face with
the human condition and provides fertile ground for the emergence of
wisdom.
Ultimately, wisdom involves a process where the multidimensional
and multilayered nature of lived experience is metabolized into an energy that we can use to enhance our personal and collective lives. Synthesizing the above, wisdom is defined here as a dynamic, interconnected,
and integrative process of deep experiential, collective, spiritual, and
embodied knowing and discernment that is both emergent from lived
experience and enacted in our choices and actions. Wisdom reflects understandings and insights that are universal (transcendent), as well as
contextualized in relational, cultural, sociopolitical, and environmental
conditions and realities.
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Black Wisdom
“For I am my mother’s daughter, and the drums of Africa still beat
in my heart.” – Mary McLeod Bethune
It is important to illuminate and center Black wisdom and knowledge.
In both academic and popular media settings, wisdom has commonly and most strongly been associated with ancient Greek and Roman
cultures. However, the human quest for wisdom is incomplete without
the inclusion of wisdom from cultures of the global majority who represent Black, Indigenous, and People of Color. The decolonization of
wisdom involves a process by which indigenous peoples name what
has been stolen and erased, and reclaim their indigenous knowledge
and wisdom. Black wisdom incorporates wisdom traditions and cultural
wisdom expressions from throughout the African diaspora, inclusive of
the multiple countries on the African continent to the many locations
globally where Black people live and have established community.
Black wisdom reflects the spiritual and philosophical systems of African
civilizations and communities across time, as well as the wisdom that
has emerged from surviving and thriving in the context of racial oppression over centuries. The latter includes the racial trauma of the Maafa
(the “great tragedy” of the Middle Passage), colonial occupation, and
the multitude of ways that anti-Black racism and the ideology of white
supremacy continue to operate. Black wisdom is revealed and enacted through cultural reclamation and cultural identity, activism for social
justice and liberation, the beauty of Black love and family, the refuge of
Black community, the achievement of Black excellence across multiple
domains of life, Black creative expression, and Black joy and celebration. All affirm, express, and lift up the humanity of Black persons. Cultural systems and frameworks reflecting Black wisdom include, but are
certainly not limited to, the following: the principles of Ma’at from Ancient Kemet (Egypt); the Yoruba Ifá spiritual tradition (the foundation of
many religions including Lucumí, Santería, and Candomblé); Ntu/BaNtu philosophy and the ethic of ubuntu; the adinkra symbols and proverbs of the Akan; the Nguzo Saba (7 principles) of Kwanzaa; Africana
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philosophy; African-Centered/Pan African Black Psychology; womanist
theory; Black theology of liberation; Black humanism; and Black existentialism (Akbar, 2003; Bassey, 2007; Clark, 2013; Deterville, 2016; Gordon, 1997; Hopkins, 2004; Jones, 2003; Martin, 2008; Mugumbate &
Chereni, 2020; Myers et al., 2018; Nobles, 2006; Ojelade et al., 2014;
Phillips, 2006; Sutherland, 2011; Udo, 2020; Wiredu, 2004).
Black wisdom is a powerful transformative resource. The multicultural psychology and Indigenous health literatures locate culture and
cultural wisdom as a resources for healing (Adekson, 2017; Bojuwoye
& Sodi, 2010; Brave Heart, 1998; Chioneso et al., 2020; DeLoach & Peterson, 2010; Duran et al., 2008; Edwards, 2011; French et al., 2020;
Grayshield & Del Castillo, 2020; Gregory & Harper, 2001; Hanna et al.,
1999; Hoskins & Padrón, 2018; Monteiro & Wall, 2011; Moodley, Sutherland, & Oulanova, 2008; Myers & Speight, 2010; Nobles, 2006; Ortega-Williams et al., 2021). Black wisdom provides a connection to culture
enabling contact with an affirming center that provides an always available “home” to which one can return for grounding and guidance. It
provides an alternative to the illusions of Black inferiority and deviance.
Black wisdom has a particularly important role in liberation through
countering dehumanizing and limiting narratives. Centuries of oppression have provided a reservoir of Black collective lived experience on
how to develop and cultivate resilience, heal, and thrive. Black wisdom
is thus a source of resistance to oppression and contributes to critical
consciousness. The deep insights and guidance from this wisdom can
be brought to bear on the challenges of surviving and thriving, as well as
inform the work of dismantling systems of oppression and transforming
the world toward justice. Black wisdom can free the mind and protect
the soul from the damage of racialized and intersectional oppression,
including internalized oppression.
One of the most devastating and pervasive impacts of racism and
intersectional oppression is disconnection—from our bodies, hearts,
and minds, as well as disconnection from the bodies, hearts, and minds
of others. Hopson and Hopson (1999) offer the concept of soul detachment, and bell hooks (2003) describes the phenomena of soul murder.
These both illustrate how disconnection from our aliveness is used as
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protection from the pain of continual assaults to our humanity. Duran
et al. (2008) emphasize the importance of culturally-grounded soul
healing in the context of the soul wounds of intergenerational, historical, and collective trauma with the guiding position that “culture is part
of the soul” (p. 288). Thus, central to healing is cultural reconnection,
connecting to inner aliveness through soulful experiencing, coming
into harmony with nature and in alignment with the activity of spirit. This
holistic, culturally-infused, psycho-spiritual work involves accessing
ancestral wisdom and increasing connection to culture and community. The process of releasing the ways oppression can take hold (mind,
body, heart, and soul), and re-establishing awareness and grounding
in our interconnectedness can facilitate the work of healing racial trauma, building resilience, and becoming whole (Chioneso et al., 2020;
French et al., 2020; Harrell, 2018; Sanchez Carmen et al., 2015). Black
cultural expressions (e.g., music, dance, poetry, spoken word) and cultural practices (e.g., rituals, ceremonies) can be powerful vehicles for
cultural connection and healing trauma (DeLoach & Peterson, 2010;
Monteiro & Wall, 2011).
The healing, resilience, and liberating functions of Black wisdom
can be achieved through emancipatory contemplative practices that intentionally create opportunities for reconnection and revelation. This involves opening space to access our embodied cultural, collective, and
ancestral memory. Black wisdom can be incorporated in multiple ways
including: (1) the content of practices (e.g., use of African proverbs as
prompts for reflection and dialogue); (2) the modality and implementation of contemplative practices (e.g., practice as communal ritual); and
(3) centering key concepts from African diasporic systems of wisdom,
knowledge, and spirituality.
An example of the latter is an integrative intention setting and
breath practice inspired by the Yoruba concept of àse (Harrell, 2021).
Conceptually, àse is the divine life force that unites the spiritual and material dimensions of life (Deterville, 2016; Vega, 1999). When spoken, it
is a powerful claiming of manifestation (“make it so” or “and so it is”). A
programmatic exemplar of the centering of Black wisdom in both communal and contemplative practices is the Emotional Emancipation circle
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process of the Association of Black Psychologists and the Community
Healing Network (Grills et al., 2016).
Rising up Rooted
A tree without roots cannot stand. – Congolese proverb
A contemplative process called Rising Up Rooted is offered as a methodology that can be used to center Black wisdom. The process is informed by the author’s SOUL-centered (Soulfulness-Oriented, Unitive,
Liberatory) approach to contemplative practice (Harrell, 2018). Soulfulness is defined as a quality of experiencing life in a deeply connected
and connecting way, an enlivened and embodied inner attunement that
illuminates authentic lived experience and radiates into outer expression. It is a spirit-infused, life-enhancing, interconnected aliveness that
is characterized by deep connectivity and inspired expression. A soulfulness orientation is offered as one of the interrelated pathways into
the enhanced awareness that characterizes contemplative practice. It
emphasizes soulful experiencing and complements the repertoire of
practices which center bodyfulness, heartfulness, and mindfulness. It is
suggested that for people who identify with African diasporic cultures
(and others with shared cultural sensibilities and values), a soulfulness
path can be a resonant entry point into full presence and awareness.
Soulfulness is an integrative somatic-emotional-spiritual felt experience
that facilitates and reflects contact with soul-level experiencing (e.g.,
feeling moved, inspired, attuned, affirmed, called, rooted in truth/wisdom, spiritually-connected). Music and dance are core expressions of
soulfulness that reflect the spiritual embodiment (an intense and intimate
body-spirit connection) that is prominent among persons of African descent. As such, soulfulness is often accessed and cultivated through
practices that involve music, dance, and other cultural expressions.
Rising Up Rooted includes a range of contemplative practices
that emerge from the SOUL-Centered Practice (SCP) framework (Harrell, 2018). The SCP principles and processes reflect central elements
of Black/African-centered psychology. These include the centrality of
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spirituality, interconnectedness and interdependence, harmony and
balance, a holistic orientation to human experience, a relational/communal sensibility, resilience and overcoming adversity, liberation in the
context of historical and ongoing oppression, expressive creativity and
inventive improvisation, and orality (storytelling, drumming, song, testimony of experience) (Akbar, 2003; Jones, 2003; Myers et al., 2018; Nobles, 2006). The SCP framework provides opportunities for enhancing
cultural connection through practices that center Black wisdom as expressed through quotes, proverbs, music, art, cultural symbols, poetry,
dance, and more.
Wisdom is like a baobab tree, no one individual can embrace it.
– Akan proverb
Given the significance of interconnectedness in an African-centered worldview, elevating communal and relational practices is central
to bringing Black wisdom to life and maximizing the healing impact of
enhancing human connection. This emphasis on connection reflects
the African wisdom of ubuntu. This foundational African-centered ethos
is concerned with the spirit-infused and interconnected nature of our
personhood and relations with other persons (Dladla, 2017; Edwards
et al., 2004; Magena, 2016; Mugumbate & Chereni, 2020; Washington, 2010). While the word ubuntu has origins in southern Africa, the
concept exists throughout the African continent (e.g., botho, hunhu,
utu, maaya, biako ye) (Mugambate & Chereni, 2020). As a foundation
for Pan African/Black psychology, Nobles (2015) states: “a human being is a spirit that affirms its humanity by recognizing the humanity of
other spirits and on that basis establishes humane relations with them”
(p. 408). An individual’s humanity is enhanced when they embody and
express ubuntu wisdom in how they live, recognizing the fundamental
interdependence of persons and thus being responsible for collective
well-being. This means showing hospitality, care, cooperation, benevolence, working toward the communal good, and honoring the dignity,
worth, and humanity of other persons. The wisdom of ubuntu can be
strengthened through contemplative practices that incorporate rela-
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tional-communal processes in ways that recognize the spiritual energy
that binds all life together. Specific soulfulness practices have been developed that feature the wisdom of ubuntu (e.g., Soul Circle practice,
Sawubona practice).
Wisdom deepens and emerges through human interaction. Gunnlaugson (2011) describes second-person (relational) contemplative
practice as transformative learning through dialogue and explores its
connection to collective wisdom. This is the foundation for the practice
of Collective Wisdom Emergence (CWE) (Harrell et al., 2017), a generative and dialogic contemplative method that utilizes wisdom sources in
the service of resilience, transformation, and growth. The CWE (“seewe”) practice provides a relational structure for working with wisdom
in group contexts. The process begins with the presentation of an intentionally-selected expression of wisdom (e.g., quote, proverb, poem,
song lyrics, prayer, passage from a sacred text, an artwork, video clip,
etc.) and invites bringing one’s full, experiential presence to it. As group
members share associations, memories, and lived experience, opportunities open up for personal and collective insights to arise and evolve
through interactive dialogue. CWE integrates communal and contemplative processes to provide a space for deep connection to (and affirmation of) human experience, revelatory insights, and the emergence
of the group’s communal wisdom. CWE is an important foundation for
Rising Up Rooted group practices that center cultural expressions of
Black wisdom.
Knowledge is a light that is in [hu]man[kind]; it is the inheritance of all
that the ancestors knew and sowed deep within us, just as the power of
the baobab is contained in its seed.
– Tierno Bokar, Sage of Bandiagara (Mali)
The Rising Up Rooted process is inspired by the majestic baobab
tree, the African Tree of Life. The baobab symbolizes resilience, nourishment, protection, healing, versatility, growth, presence, strength,
and wisdom. Baobabs can live up to 2000 years with every part of the
tree having use and value to enhance life (Lewington, 2012). Baobabs
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are mystical, medicinal, and ancestral. Metaphors reflecting the life
of a tree are utilized throughout the Rising Up Rooted process and include planting seeds, deepening roots, nourishing growth, rising tall,
and bearing fruit. In his beautiful book, The Healing Wisdom of Africa:
Finding Life Purpose Through Nature, Ritual, and Community, Malidoma
Somé (1999) states that “nature holds the wisdom of the cosmos” (p.
49). Drawing from a process in the natural world is congruent with wisdom commonly found in African diasporic cultures that illuminates the
centrality and sacred interdependence of natural phenomena and human life. The three parts of the Rising Up Rooted process (Rooting, Resourcing, and Rising) each reflect a phase in natural growth “from root
to fruit.” Various contemplative practices can be identified that are consistent with the focus of each of the three parts of the process.
Rooting starts with planting the wisdom seed. This involves identifying an aspect of human experience to bring into more focused
awareness and full experiential presence. The seed can be an immediate somatic, emotional, or spiritual experience that is calling for our
attention, a glimpse of personal or transcendent truth, the inner soul
voice that whispers to us, or other indications of our embodied wisdom seeking to emerge. The seed could be a lived experience in the
world that is ready to be metabolized into wisdom. The seed can also
be an intentional stimuli that is selected for its embedded wisdom, including cultural and creative expressions (e.g., a wisdom quote). There
is an element of discernment involved in order to determine what we
will plant that is in the service of growth and transformation. Thus, this
first phase involves choosing the seed we are planting and initiating
an inner relationship with the seed. Rooting practices help us sustain
presence with the seed long enough for it to take root within. Guided
meditation, reflective writing, and the CWE practice described above
are helpful rooting practices. An important rooting practice is getting
to know our “inner soil” through scanning the body-mind-heart-soul for
associations, sensations, memories, experiences, images, meanings,
messages, or spiritual connections that arise in relationship to the seed.
Various meditation strategies that loosen up and attend to the health of
our inner soil can be critical to prepare a place to plant the seed where
it can be nourished and grow optimally.
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The focus of the Resourcing phase is to tend to what has been planted with loving care. After rooting in presence, resourcing is about cultivating transformative growth infused with an energy of love. Growth is
optimized in the context of love. Practices congruent with this phase involve cultivating a nurturing relationship with what is moving, growing,
and transforming within. By nourishing our own body-mind-heart-soul,
we are watering and feeding the soil within which the wisdom seed has
been planted. Resourcing involves intentional interaction with what is
happening as the seed opens up and begins its amazing transformation.
As sunlight facilitates growth, resourcing practices also involve a variety
of ways to illuminate and shine more light on what is growing. We shine
light on our own experience by naming, claiming, and speaking it. Resourcing involves opening ourselves up to be enlightened through observation, authentic conversation and deep listening, reading, expressive writing, experiential immersion, creative expression, movement,
communing with nature and Spirit, and meditation. Resourcing can also
involve protecting what is growing. As the seed opens and the emergent growth is bursting through the seed’s protective covering, and as
that initial growth begins to sprout above ground and is exposed to the
world, we become more vulnerable. Grounding, compassion, and developing spaces of inner refuge are important resourcing practices. An
example from initial implementations of Rising up Rooted is the offering of “metta” phrases. The Buddhist wisdom of the brahmaviharas (the
“divine abodes” of lovingkindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, and
equanimity) is consistent with our grounding in the African-centered orientation of ubuntu in their offering of ways we can embody love towards
ourselves, others, and in the context of life’s challenges.
Finally, the focus of the Rising part of the process is to initiate movement from “nourishing to flourishing,” to bring into manifestation what
has been sowed and cultivated. The emphasis is on actualizing and expressing what has been growing within. The inclusion of the rising component is to emphasize that the ultimate value of contemplative practice
is the connection of inner transformation and outer expression. As we
become more intimate with our own inner life, our roots become deeper and we are able to rise higher. Rising practices aim to facilitate opti-
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mal growth into expression of one’s greatest potential such that the wisdom we planted and cultivated will bear fruit. Rising practices include
visualizing and setting intention for the manifestation of our highest aspirations and the realization of our deepest values. Rising practices involve the practice of showing up in our lives authentically and engaging
our lives with courage and integrity. We do not rise alone; rising is not a
decontextualized endeavor. Rising involves living in alignment with purpose, in harmonious co-existence and balance with nature, in attuned
relations with other persons, in conscious awareness of sociopolitical
dynamics, and in rhythm and flow with spiritual energies and forces.
Rising includes recognition of our interdependence and consideration
of how our actions impact processes and phenomena outside of ourselves. Ultimately, rising is about how we live and express our unique
gifts for the benefit of our community, humanity, and the planet.
The Rising Up Rooted process reflects a soulfulness-orientation
and draws from African diasporic cultural values and expressions. While
it can be applied in multiple ways and varied cultural and applied contexts, an explicit focus on Black wisdom is especially congruent. One
programmatic application of the process, A Year of Wisdom and Healing, centers adinkra symbols as the primary wisdom seeds to plant, cultivate, and grow. Cultural symbols can provide powerful experiences
of connection to deep meaning and wisdom. They can emanate energy that can be felt in both embodied and transcendent ways. Adinkra
are visual symbols that originated with the Akan people in West Africa
(Ghana and Ivory Coast areas) and represent a spiritually-centered philosophical system that reflects ancestral, cultural and communal wisdom
(Agbo, 2011; Arthur, 2017; Quarcoo, 1994; Willis, 1998). Many adinkra
are associated with proverbs regarding life events, relationships, and
the qualities of people, animals, nature, and God. Historically, adinkra
were stamped on cloth and worn at funerals to represent valued qualities of the person who had died. They are incorporated into weddings
and other communal rituals and events. There are over 100 adinkra symbols that are printed on clothing, used in metalwork, jewelry, household décor, company icons, and more. Many adinkra are associated
with proverbs, a common way that wisdom is generated and transmit-
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ted in African diasporic cultures (Appiah et al., 2007; Daniel et al., 1987;
Kanu, 2014; Williams, 2003). According to Barone (2021),
proverbs are a simple way of expressing a well-known
truth or adage based on common sense or experience. They are usually considered to be imbued with
ancestral wisdom, passed down from generation to
generation until they become part of a society’s oral
tradition. (https://hraf.yale.edu/knowledge-is-power-anthropology-of-proverbs/, para. 1)
A Year of Wisdom and Healing identifies a monthly wisdom theme
(e.g., Rooted Liberation, Creative Excellence, Grateful Abundance) and
offers a different adinkra symbol each week that is congruent with the
theme. The adinkra symbol serves as the primary cultural expression of
Black wisdom and the focal point for the week. Contemplative practices such as meditation, journaling, and community dialogue are used to
strengthen the roots of the wisdom and tend to the seed’s growth in order to facilitate flourishing and increase the likelihood that the wisdom
bears fruit in one’s life. Additional cultural expressions of Black wisdom
such as quotes, music, poetry, art, are shared to expand and further explore the focal wisdom meanings in the weekly adinkra.
The familiar Sankofa adinkra will be presented as an example of
how Black wisdom is utilized in the Rising up Rooted process. Each process starts with an in-depth exploration of the symbol. Sankofa means
“go back and fetch it” and is a symbol of retrieval and reclamation (Deterville, 2016; Temple, 2010; Willis, 1998). The associated proverb says
“It is not wrong to go back for that which you have forgotten.” As the
proverb conveys, Sankofa is not simply a pronouncement to get something from the past, it also empathically acknowledges that we may forget or get lost. It is a reminder that if we find ourselves disconnected
from our cultural heritage and history that we can always go back and
get it.
Two symbols represent Sankofa. The first is the mythic bird who
is moving in a forward direction, but whose neck is turned backward
to retrieve an egg. The egg represents birth and growth, conveying
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the significance of the past in order to develop optimally into the future. The symbol conveys bringing back the wisdom from the past for
our betterment now and going forward. It is not just looking back, it is
about what we bring back. The second Sankofa symbol is the stylized
heart. While less has been written about this variation, it can be understood as emphasizing the importance of imbuing our retrieval with the
quality of love and compassion; love of our heritage and in gratitude for
our beloved ancestors to whom we give reverence for their sacrifices
and achievements. We go back also as a demonstration of love for our
descendants as we bring back treasured wisdom that will allow them
to thrive. Retrieval and reconnection are acts of love. Sankofa reminds
us of the connection between past, present, and future. The past must
inform our actions in the present so that we prepare for future generations.
After grounding in the adinkra symbol’s meaning, the rooting
process continues with an invitation to slowly and mindfully draw the
symbol multiple times. A guided meditation is provided and there is
encouragement to meditate with the symbol and tune-in to how the
symbol is experienced visually, somatically, and emotionally, as well as
to connect with one’s inner wisdom voice to access existing wisdom
related to the symbol. There is an invitation to listen for a message from
the symbol representing the most resonant and relevant take-away.
Identification of a few words or a short phrase reflecting this message
is encouraged as a connect point to be repeated throughout the week
as a reminder of Sankofa’s message. An example from Sankofa could
be “reach back, propel forward.” Journaling is encouraged during both
the rooting and resourcing processes. Specific journaling prompts are
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offered for resourcing in order to cultivate the wisdom of the symbol
(e.g., “How does cultural ‘forgetting’ show up in your life?” and “How
are you already manifesting the wisdom of retrieval, reclamation, and
revival?”) There is encouragement to surround oneself with the energy
of Sankofa through objects and expressions, as well as to engage in
creative expressions such as writing a poem, engaging in movement,
or taking photographs that represent Sankofa. Resourcing also includes
an offering of a few metta phrases that reflect the adinkra’s theme (e.g.,
“may you know the power of Sankofa to bring you home”). Finally, the
rising process focuses on intention and manifestation. This includes
constructing a clear intention statement emerging from the symbol’s
wisdom. There are also specific suggestions for praxis, transforming reflection into action, such as “reflect upon life lessons from an ancestor
and identify specific ways you can manifest the wisdom from those lessons in your life right now.” The rising process also encourages exploring how the symbol’s wisdom can be applied to current stressors and
life challenges (e.g., “What have you become lost from, something that
you can retrieve as a resource to support what you are going through
in your life right now?”). Finally, in an attempt to cultivate communal
spaces for transformative dialogue and space for collective wisdom to
emerge, the Year of Wisdom and Healing program offered a monthly
wisdom circle and opportunities for online chat.
In conclusion, this work affirms the transcendent and transformative power of Black wisdom. Indigenous and diasporic African wisdom
is conceptualized as a resource for resilience, healing, and liberation.
A soulfulness orientation provides a framework for grounding, illuminating, and lifting-up the “soul” of indigenous and diasporic African
wisdom, and emancipatory contemplative practices emphasize that
the work is in the ultimate service of liberation. Through the Rising Up
Rooted process, Black wisdom can be the focus of various practices
that provide opportunities for planting, cultivating, and manifesting the
wisdom. Centering Black wisdom is achieved through explicit attention
to the content included (e.g., proverbs, symbols, music) and intentional infusion of African-centered values and worldview (e.g., spirituality,
communal orientation). The integration of Black wisdom into contem-

RISING UP ROOTED 189

plative practices can provide an ancestral and experiential connection
to a sense of belonging and “home,” which establishes a firm and empowering foundation from which personal and collective liberation
can flourish. As such, Black wisdom is a vital healing and transformative resource for Black people. It is important to note that indigenous
and diasporic African cultural wisdom shares much in common with the
wisdom of many Indigenous cultures of the global majority, particularly
Native American and First Nations peoples (Grayshield & Del Castillo,
2020; Waziyatawin & Yellow Bird, 2013). Collaborations among diverse
cultural groups can open possibilities for multiplying the healing potential of amplifying the shared and collectively resonant wisdom across
cultures. Future directions include: the development and testing of specific group curricula that utilize the Rising Up Rooted process in target
populations (e.g., Black youth, BIPOC persons who identify as women,
people experiencing homelessness) and settings (e.g., schools, mental health), continued development of emancipatory contemplative
practice strategies that incorporate Black wisdom within the broader
SOUL-centered practice framework; and further learning and exploration of the many rich and deep sources of indigenous and diasporic
African wisdom. Black wisdom is a gift to humanity that offers a healing,
humanizing, and liberating path for all people.
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Buddhism Through the Looking Glass:
How the Practice Helped Me Discover
My True Self and Raise Self-Reflective Kids
in Pursuit of Their Dreams
Tricia Elam Walker			
Howard University
As a Soka Gakkai International-USA (SGI-USA) Buddhist, I have
practiced Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism for over 30 years. This
essay focuses on my journey of raising three children—two sons
(39, 33) and a daughter (29)—two of whom were “fortune babies”
or born to parents who practiced this type of Buddhism. I will
cover several Buddhist core beliefs and discuss how instrumental
they were in my raising children to become capable, successful
young Black people on the path to achieving their dreams.
My essay will also discuss the “mentor-disciple relationship”
which is at the core of how to live one’s life with beauty, energy,
creativity, and passion. Additionally, I will explore how the
Buddhist concept of human revolution—a process of reflection
and self-reformation—enables one to see his/her/their true self
and ultimately transform into an enlightened person. Human
revolution guarantees practitioners “absolute freedom,” based
on establishing a strong independent self, thus making it a
particularly invaluable practice for people of African descent.

How it Started
In 1986 I was a stressed out single mom, petrified that my ex-husband
would take our 4-year-old son, Justin, away from me. There was no reasoning with the man so I moved my son around to different day care
centers or brought him to work with me. Although I was a lawyer, my
rational mind was eclipsed by fear and doubt. I couldn’t see a way out
of this vicious cycle.
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Meanwhile I searched for something spiritual to fill a gaping void
in my life. I dragged Justin to visit various churches, usually attracted by
a vigorous choir and a relaxed dress code. The sermons, however, left
me empty and confused so I never managed to fully connect. I sensed
I needed the kind of spirituality that came from within rather than in the
form of a deity I had to seek outside of myself.
Then a co-worker introduced me to Nichiren Buddhism and the
Soka Gakkai (“value-creating society”) organization (SGI) that I had
vaguely heard about some years before. This time though, I was open
to learning more. I discovered that Nichiren, a 13th century Buddhist reformer, taught that Nam Myoho Renge Kyo is the universal law inherent
in all life and established the practice of chanting Nam Myoho Renge
Kyo as a form of prayer. When I described how my ex-husband was
behaving, the Buddhist leaders teaching me suggested I chant for his
happiness. I balked because he made my life miserable, so why should
I want him to be happy? The leaders, however, turned out to be right.
It took a while but when I chanted sincerely for my ex-husband, everything changed. He stopped harassing us and even began sending child
support after a long hiatus. His surprising transformation convinced me
to whole-heartedly embrace this religion.
Truthfully, though, I was still somewhat confused and thought Buddhism was a kind of magic. If I just kept chanting my problems would
all be resolved, right? Hmm, not so fast. Like my marriage, my credit
and finances were floundering and I blamed my ex for everything. I had
much more to learn.
Nam Myoho Renge Kyo, Human Revolution and the Gohonzon
My Buddhist leaders stepped in with more food for thought: didn’t I
realize, they wondered, that when I prayed for my ex to be happy, I was
the one who actually changed the way I responded to him? My inner
change caused him to react differently to me. Aha! That was my first lesson about the need to take responsibility for everything that happens to
me, rather than blame something or somebody else.
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There are three parts to what we refer to as “our practice”: (a) faith
(we begin simply with an open mind allowing our faith to develop and
deepen with time and experience), (b) practice (we chant/pray and do
activities with our lay organization and fellow members for our own happiness and we share Buddhism with others to help them become happy
as well), and (c) study (we study the teachings/writings of Nichiren Daishonin and Daisaku Ikeda—leader and developer of SGI, the largest lay
Buddhist association in the world).
Nichiren Buddhists chant the phrase “Nam Myoho Renge Kyo”
(basic translation: devotion to the mystic law of cause and effect through
sound) which enables us to transform our lives or experience our “human revolution.” Daisaku Ikeda says:
Human revolution means turning our lives in a positive direction, from unhappiness to happiness. It is the
transformation of the tendency to allow ourselves to
be swept along by force of habit or to feel ourselves
at the mercy of the whims of destiny. The incredible
power to do this already exists inside us. (Ikeda, n.d.-a)
The idea that I had the power to determine my own happiness was
new for me and has continued to shape me. It doesn’t mean I don’t experience fear, doubt and anxiety. Instead I acknowledge their existence
but don’t allow such feelings to stop me from pursuing absolute happiness as opposed to relative happiness (i.e., happiness that is contingent
upon the existence of specific circumstances). Human revolution is “an
ongoing process. The important question to ask yourself is whether you
are on a path of continuous personal growth” (Ikeda, n.d.-b).
In order to do our human revolution we must of course look within.
We chant to a mandala (a scroll and our object of worship) called the
Gohonzon, which is likened to a looking glass, or mirror, enabling us to
peer into our deepest selves. “The mirror of Buddhism…reveals the intangible aspect of our lives” (Ikeda, 1990). The Gohonzon contains depictions of every possible condition of life, both negative and positive.
Nam Myoho Renge Kyo is written down the center of the Gohonzon
because it is the law of the universe and is inherent in all life. We have
only to invoke the law through our prayer to bring out the highest con-
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dition of Buddhahood in any given situation. Each of us have our own
Gohonzons in our homes and we also attend meetings at our Community and Culture Centers (which are located all over the world, as Nichiren
Buddhism is currently practiced in 192 countries).
Meanwhile I didn’t stop blaming others right away because at first
it was scary to look within. When I mustered the courage to do so, however, I saw my own flaws and mistakes but I also saw solutions. When
it came to my problematic financial situation, instead of continuing to
blame my ex, I understood that I needed to change my relationship
to money. Sure he had made poor monetary choices but didn’t I have
signs of this before we married and what was I going to do to alter my
situation? My practice led me to a new reality which meant sacrificing
extras like eating out, impulse shopping and cable TV. By taking full responsibility, eventually I found my financial footing again. Chanting Nam
Myoho Renge Kyo enabled me to both see what I needed to change as
well as find the motivation to do so.
Cause and Effect
Still early in my Buddhist practice, I continued to reap numerous external benefits. I excelled at my legal job and was promoted, bought a
new car, took a wonderful vacation and married the colleague who introduced me to Buddhism. Together we had two more children, Elam
and Nile, so-called “fortune babies” because they were born to parents who practiced Buddhism and thus had the fortune of Nam Myoho
Renge Kyo and the Gohonzon already in their lives via their parents.
More important than the external benefits, which can wax and
wane, was the opportunity to do my human revolution—for me that
meant my ongoing journey to uncover more of my true self, particularly
as a mother. With the birth of my third child, I also gave birth to postpartum depression and all I could do was feed my baby, cry, and chant.
Chanting Nam Myoho Renge Kyo kept me alive and reminded me that I
would not always feel bad, that happiness was achievable again. Sometimes looking within helps us realize we may need to add a professional
to our team as well. Through chanting I made a cause to find the right
therapist for the task.
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The more I practiced and learned about the fundamental Buddhist
concept of cause and effect, the more it began to also make sense in
terms of how to discipline my children. I resorted to spanking Justin
because that was all I knew. (My parents spanked me and I turned out
fine so it must be okay, was the woefully out-of-touch thinking.) What
cause was I making though by hitting my child? It exhausted me and felt
counter-productive so I stopped doing it with him and never spanked
the younger two. Instead I told them that if they made the “wrong causes” there would be a response, “an effect,” from the universe, which
might be me or their dad taking away a privilege or instilling a “time out”
or something similarly unfun for them but not physical punishment. This
more Buddhistic technique felt natural and unforced, plus it worked. Of
course they still acted up, had tantrums, made the wrong choices many
times, but they understood the existence of a consequence and even
attempted negotiating, with varied success, what the effect might be.
This system continued even as my children grew older and even if I
wasn’t around to witness the infractions. Case in point: once Justin was
with friends at a pizza parlor they frequented near school. After they
ate, and while the manager was in the rear of the restaurant, someone
had the bright idea to leave without paying. Justin corralled them back
to their senses saying that even if they didn’t get caught by the manager, something “bad” would happen to them “from the universe.” Fortunately they all bought into his prediction and paid the bill.
The concept of cause and effect is a particularly useful lesson to
acquire as Black children growing into Black adults in America where
being in the right can matter very little in true life or death terms. Both
boys had bad tempers but the more I practiced Buddhism sincerely, the
more they began to understand that kind of demeanor wouldn’t serve
them well out in the world. They worked hard to curb how they respond
especially in racially-charged situations either with law enforcement or
strangers and thus far, they have been fortunate to walk or drive away
alive. Nothing is taken for granted, though. My chanting for their safety
never ceases.
Nile, my daughter, marched in Ohio’s George Floyd protest and
was arrested for violating curfew. The only child who practices Bud-
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dhism, she chanted to conquer her fears and to stave off Covid while
crowded into one cell with several other protesters, some unmasked.
She paid a fine the next day and did not contract Covid. Buddhism
teaches that there are protective forces in the universe that the practitioner activates through prayer. We believe our prayer is effective because our lives embody the universal law of Nam Myoho Renge Kyo and
the protective forces show up (such as being placed in a cell where no
one transmits Covid).
A few different times during my now 34 years of practice, I have
been asked why I, as an African American, would practice a “Japanese
religion.” My response is that Nichiren Buddhism is a religion for everyone because, as a leader once told me, it is about developing our lives
to the fullest and being in the “driver’s seat as opposed to riding in an
Uber,” when it comes to living.
Also, the SGI organization exists to help us practice and is constantly evolving. Our meetings (prior to Covid) were consistently praised for
being some of the most diverse places of worship on the globe. We
even have groups within the organization to support those who are often marginalized such as language groups for those who speak English
as a second language, a LGBTQ group, a People of African Descent
group, and a Many Treasures group for folks over 65 and more.
One of my favorite writings by Daisaku Ikeda celebrates the beauty
of difference:
Your land holds secret stores of unbounded possibility, transforming the energy of different cultures into the
unity of construction, the flames of conflict into the light
of solidarity, the eroding rivulets of mistrust into a great
broad flow of confidence ... And blossoms in delightful
multitude exude the unique fragrance of each person,
each ethnicity, in precise accord with the principle of
cherry, plum, peach and damson. (Ikeda, 1993)
During the pandemic I felt especially estranged from my children
who were in three different cities: Los Angeles, Dayton, and Washington, DC, so I chanted to maintain close connections through texts,
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phone calls and FaceTime. Then we stumbled on the idea of holding
a Zoom family book club which brought us closer together in ways we
didn’t imagine, simply by reading and discussing books we take turns
selecting. We have now read six books together and discovered more
about our individual and collective priorities, views of the world, core
beliefs and matters of the heart. I’m proud to know that my children are
deep thinkers and great dialogue partners. Many families besides ours
have come up with solutions to the distance created by the pandemic,
but I see a direct relationship between my practice and keeping us all
together to create value and deepen our bond.
Mentor/Disciple
Nile and other youth in the SGI helped me embrace the core concept
of “Mentor/Disciple,” which is another critical component of this practice. It is not, as critics mistakenly think, the idolization or “putting on a
pedestal” of an individual but rather studying, understanding and exemplifying the heart of our mentors (the three SGI presidents—Toda,
Makiguchi and Ikeda), namely those who came before us in establishing this practice and assuring its correct continuity. They have provided
examples of how to live productive, joy-filled lives while helping others
do the same. I didn’t readily adapt to the Mentor/Disciple concept because of my own racial baggage. (In 1987, when I joined, the concept
was termed “Master/Disciple,” initially a barrier for me due to the word
“master” and its close ties to enslavement but as the SGI evolved with
more awareness, so did the name of the concept.)
I heard my daughter and the Buddhist youth around me eagerly
speak of the Mentor/Disciple relationship in glowing terms and witnessed how embracing it propelled their lives forward. I watched my
daughter confide in Daisaku Ikeda (through her written memos) about
her struggles and successes, study his writings and introduce many
others to the practice. I watched her life expand in a variety of ways,
professionally as well as tackling leadership roles within the SGI to encourage and support other young people with their practice. Thus, she
and these other youth members became my mentors, teaching me how
to embrace the SGI founder and his successors to further enhance my
practice and life.
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I began reviewing the writings of Nichiren Daishonin and Daisaku
Ikeda with more appreciation. Daisaku Ikeda’s guidance about creativity altered my life: “Creativity means to push open the heavy, groaning
doorway to life. This is not an easy task. … For opening the door to your
own life is in the end more difficult than opening the door to all the mysteries of the universe” (Ikeda, 1974). I had been creating characters and
writing stories since I was small, which I attribute to being the daughter
of a children’s librarian, but I went to law school because I didn’t have a
plan after college. Others told me my writing was just a hobby and for
a while I agreed. Fashioning a career out of something I loved seemed
like an oxymoron but Daisaku Ikeda’s sentiments and my Buddhist practice convinced me it was time to “open the door” to my life as a writer.
What did that mean exactly? To find out, I read more of Daisaku
Ikeda’s words and examined his life. Among his many skills, he was also
a writer. In fact, he began crafting a 30-volume novel at age 65! Still I
had so many doubts: What if I didn’t have the right words or enough
words? What if I was a fraud as a writer? What if I tried and failed? What
if my dream was too big?
My writer path was revealed in the midst of my continuing Buddhist
discovery. I decided to go back to school for an MFA in Creative Writing. I didn’t begrudge myself for coming to the decision late because
Buddhism teaches the concept honnin myo (loosely translates to “from
this day forward”), essentially meaning from now on we will do our Human Revolution and move toward our dream. When it happens or how
long it takes does not matter. Although the MFA was a 2-year program
it took me 6 years because I was still working as a lawyer and had to
attend the program part-time. It was what I needed, though, and with
faculty and student encouragement, I wrote the thesis that turned into
my novel. It soon became clear I needed to leave the practice of law to
pursue the writing career I had been so afraid of. The fear was gone,
excitement and determination appeared in its stead. Buddhism helps us
transform fear into victory. Some people thought I was crazy, especially
concerned family members and my accountant (who later apologized)
but I no longer harbored doubts.
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Justin, a pre-teen then, asked me, very matter-of-factly, whether we
were going to be homeless. He wanted to prepare himself, I suppose,
so I had to show him that going for your dreams could ultimately pay off.
As always, my practice forced me to peer through the inner looking glass yet again and see the entire truth of myself. No more hiding.
It was definitely time to be the writer I was meant to be. I am proud to
say I have continued forward movement along this path. As mentioned,
my MFA thesis became my first novel, Breathing Room (PocketBooks
2001), which went on to win acclaim and be nominated for a Hurston/
Wright debut fiction prize. I have published essays and award-winning
short stories, been included in anthologies, written for Essence, The
Washington Post and our Buddhist publication, The World Tribune. Two
of my plays have been produced in Boston. This past summer my first
children’s book, Nana Akua Goes to School was published by Random
House and recently won the 2021 Children’s Africana Book Award and
the 2021 Ezra Jack Keats Writer Award. My second children’s book,
Dream Street, published in November 2021, garnered five starred reviews and was a New York Times 25 Best Children’s Books of 2021 selection. Additionally I enjoy my role as a professor of Creative Writing at
Howard University where I am working on achieving tenure as well as
writing more books.
Whenever doubt threatens to creep back in my thoughts, I read
this guidance:
Our challenge is to dream of results as big as the power of the Gohonzon which has no limits. If you find you
are stuck, pray to release the chains of doubt and fear
clouding your mind of faith. Pray for unbound confidence and courage to win over your past and step joyfully into your bright future. (Ikeda, 2002)
How it’s Going
As mentioned earlier, only one of my children embraces Buddhism, but
all three are the beneficiaries of my practice. Buddhism teaches that our
fortune transmits to our families. Daisaku Ikeda has written,
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When the sun rises, it illuminates everything on earth.
When a single lighthouse shines out to sea at night,
countless vessels can navigate safely. When a family has one person who acts as a strong pillar, all of its
members can lead secure, tranquil lives. (Ikeda, 2017)
Each child is equipped to overcome the obstacles that come their
way. Already, Justin has survived living thousands of miles away for more
than a decade and continues to create film industry opportunities for
himself. Elam turned his disappointment at not having a professional
basketball career into becoming a well-respected high school, and now
college, basketball coach. Nile has weathered persistent self-esteem
issues to become an effective Buddhist youth leader and sought-after
professional dancer who now proudly claims, “I am the person of my
dreams.”
I know that my example has led my children, my most precious
creations, to plunge immediately into their passions rather than doing
something less desirable, merely for a paycheck. They have accumulated the fortune that allows them to make such choices, which I know is
due to their father’s and my Buddhist practice. Each of them is fervently pursuing her/his dream. Justin is an actor, writer, and entrepreneur
in the midst of launching a new business. Elam works with the young
people he cares about deeply. Nile expresses her joie de vivre through
movement and also continuing to encourage other youth in the SGI.
They are working towards reaching their pinnacles and I love seeing
them uncompromised in terms of who they are and what they want to
do with their lives.
A member in my local SGI organization once said that “the benefits
[of this practice] for people of color are enormous because although we
are aware of our history, this practice teaches us not to be burdened
by it and we know we can change our karma.” Buddhism dwells in all
aspects of our lives so we have the unlimited potential to liberate ourselves from self-doubt, activate our life condition of Buddhahood (bring
out the Buddha within us) in each moment and achieve dreams beyond
what our minds can conceive. We are able to manifest our highest “state
of life” just as we are, as long as we resist being deluded by the divi-
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sions inherent in our society. This Buddhism also teaches that we are in
control. We affect our environment so if, for instance, our place of work
harbors racial microaggressions, we have the power to change that situation through our practice.
Buddhism does not suggest that we won’t experience hardships
or difficulties, especially as people of African descent. Rather it teaches that without them we cannot grow and it arms us with the tools to
overcome them. It also reminds us that “winter always turns to spring”
(Nichiren Daishonin, 1275), which is tattooed on my wrist so I won’t forget. My practice of Buddhism began with a prayer for my ex-husband
which became a vow to do my Human Revolution and help others do
theirs. Let us imagine this planet’s transformation if everyone living on it
was committed to doing the same. In our hearts we know how powerful
that would be because “when we change, the world changes” (Ikeda,
1974). So if a friend or stranger asks, “Have you ever heard of Nam Myoho Renge Kyo?” why not thank them and give it a try.
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The “Science of Social Justice”:
An Interdisciplinary Theoretical
Framework Grounded in Neuroscience,
Education, and Anthropology towards
Healing Intergenerational Trauma
Sará King			
Oregon Health & Science University
The Science of Social Justice (SSJ) is a theoretical framework for
healing intergenerational trauma which stems from the impact of the
historical and lived embodied experience of systemic oppression. It
explores the theoretical assertion that social justice and well-being
are one and the same thing. This paper explores neuroeducational
and anthropological research on the relationship between
empathy, emotions, and awareness to analyze how embodied
and contemplative practices such as yoga and meditation are
examples of awareness-based interventions that can serve as the
means of promoting embodied social justice. In this paper the
Systems-Based Awareness Map (SBAM) is introduced as a visual
representation of the SSJ which has been largely influenced by
the field of interpersonal neurobiology—a theoretical map and
model of the relationship between internal states of awareness,
interoceptive awareness, exteroceptive awareness, and external
states of awareness. The SBAM is a means of demonstrating how
the relationships between qualitative and quantitative measures
of awareness and embodied experience, and their potential
correlations might be “mapped” visually to show how these
domains are potentially interrelated. This process may also to help
researchers, scientists, educators, and policy makers determine
how it is that trauma, pain, or various forms of violence have a
negative, “contracting” impact upon individual and collective
experiences of awareness, thus assisting with the development of
interventions, policies, or educational programs which might help
to ameliorate this impact.
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Social Justice and Well-Being: One and the Same Thing?
The Science of Social Justice, hereafter referred to as SSJ, is an interdisciplinary theoretical framework that uses the biopsychosocial model of
health (Wade & Halligan, 2017), or an understanding of the combined
and interrelated biological (physiological), psychological (mental), and
relational (relationship-based) dynamics which impact health and health
behaviors, as well as interpersonal neurobiology to explore and study
the impact of the intergenerational trauma. Intergenerational trauma
has been defined by Isobel et al. (2018) as
a discrete process and form of psychological trauma
transmitted within families and communities. Intergenerational trauma can be transmitted through attachment relationships where the parent has experienced
relational trauma and have significant impacts upon individuals across the lifespan, including predisposition
to further trauma. (p. 1100)
The transmission of intergenerational trauma often occurs during childhood in the form of interpersonal violence, abuse, and neglect, leading to biological changes in the central and autonomic nervous system,
cognitive and psychological changes in mood, affect, and memory,
and shifts in behavior that adversely impact the social matrix, health,
and well-being of the person(s) impacted (Van der Kolk, 1988; Van der
Kolk et al., 2005). Systemic oppression and marginalization can play a
role in both how trauma is experienced in a person’s lifetime, in that
certain traumas can be very identity-specific, such as racialized trauma
(Menakem, 2021).
This paper will firstly explore in further detail how marginalization
and systemic oppression have been defined, and what their relationship is to trauma. Next, I will explore the conceptual framework that
undergirds the SSJ to redefine what I mean by the words “social” and
“justice” for the purpose of grounding these terms in a new way of understanding the meaning of well-being. This conceptualization of the
relationship between social justice, awareness, and well-being will
then be linked to a discussion of the studies which have explored intergenerational trauma transmission. Lastly, I will introduce the theoret-
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ical framework for the SSJ through the lens of how it relates to learning
and interpersonal neurobiology. I will also introduce the Systems-Based
Awareness Map (SBAM) as a means of framing how the SSJ could be
operationalized for data visualization and biopsychosocial well-being
intervention development.
The central proposition of the SSJ is that social justice and well-being are one and the same thing. It explores the idea that these phenomena are so inextricably linked as pathways to one another, that they are
virtually indistinguishable on the individual and collective levels of the
experience of being aware. I propose that we can better understand
how people can comprise communities who reflect emotional health
into the world by thinking about collectives of people as collective nervous systems—two or more humans who, in theory, through their relationality, can share an intention to heal from internalized oppression,
and thus emanate a sense of well-being into the world in a manner that
influences how energy and information flows through the collective
consciousness. The Systems-Based Awareness Map is one means of
visualizing what a “collective nervous system” might look like as it encounters healing and trauma within a journey to holistic health. Again,
part of the purpose of this paper is that I would like to give readers the
opportunity to understand how it is that I came to conceptualize the
SBAM as an extension of the Science of Social Justice—but I would like
to also encourage the reader to challenge the concepts found herein,
and to see how and whether this description aligns with their own lived
experience and/or data.
The SSJ is also meant to aid in the development of recommendations on how researchers, educators, healing practitioners, and medical
professionals could create educational spaces and well-being interventions to explore and study the impact of intergenerational trauma that
has resulted from centuries systemic oppression to promote healing.1
Lindauer (2021) gives a very helpful definition of systemic oppression as
the following:
1
The (SSJ) most certainly may also have implications for global marginalized peoples as well. It is this author’s hope that this framework will inspire the
study of a transnational and global conceptualization of the SSJ in order to better
understand how the impact of marginalization, movements for social justice, and
intergenerational trauma vary according to geographic location, culture, environment, and historical context, among many other factors.
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Systemic oppression (SO) is about the permanent
subordination, humiliation, and domination of certain
social groups due to their socially constructed lower position in society on account of the socially constructed higher position of the oppressing groups. It
often happens covertly, invisible, and without any bad
intention, which indicates the ordinariness of steady
oppression and points to the fact that it is systemically ingrained: If nobody is able to see oppression, how
deeply are we concerned by it?... (SO) is based on the
(socially constructed) belief that some groups in society are less valuable than other groups because of their
attachment to certain categories, like gender, sexual
orientation, race, ethnicity, religion, and age. (p. 1)
Marginalization is defined in this paper as “the process whereby various
groups are excluded from access to and participation in the dominant
culture” (Tucker, 1990). Systemic oppression is a phenomenon which exists in the relational domain of how we are with one another, and thus, it
requires the cultivation of awareness in order to “see” or perceive it in action, in order to pierce the veil of invisibility that Lindauer (2021) references above. Systemic oppression can thusly be viewed as a byproduct of
marginalization, which includes the institutionalized processes that codify systemic oppression into policies, laws, ideologies, and other actions
which sustain the hierarchy between dominant and subordinate groups
of people. In the context of the United States, Black, Latino/x, and Indigenous, women, AAPI, and LGBTQIA+ populations would be examples of
marginalized groups. However, I am also aware that my use of the word
marginalized is a broad generalization which does not address the vast
inter- and intraindividual differences and complexities of privilege and
subordination which exist among the marginalized, and that not everyone who is technically classified as belonging to a marginalized group
may feel that this aligns with their experience of identity.
“Marginalized” remains a helpful term to emphasize the historical
reality that these groups have faced centuries of historical discrimination, structural and physical violence, and erasure due to the existence
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of white supremacy, patriarchy, hetero-normativity and ableism—the
existence of which has established persons who identify as white-bodied, men, persons in cis-gendered heterosexual relationships, and the
able-bodied as “the norm” by which others have been considered less
than. This socially constructed phenomenon of creating privilege, access, safety, and power for certain groups over others has been reproduced over the course of many generations, and continues, regardless
of whether people wish to be the active participants in a harmful social
hierarchy. Emotional and psychological distress and pain can exist for
those who wish to be in solidarity with each other’s healing regardless
of their social position, a situation which we might endeavor to cultivate
compassion for. The aforementioned issues, and many which I have not
been able to call attention to, form the context for which many have
historically called for social justice.
Jost and Kay (2010) have defined social justice as
a state of affairs (either actual or ideal) in which (a) benefits and burdens in society are dispersed in accordance with some allocation principle (or set of principles); (b) procedures, norms, and rules that govern
political and other forms of decision making preserve
the basic rights, liberties, and entitlements of individuals and groups; and (c) human beings (and perhaps
other species) are treated with dignity and respect not
only by authorities but also by other relevant social actors, including fellow citizens. (p. 1122)
This definition is particularly helpful to establish a vision of what practices need to be put into place on a broad, external, societal level in
order to bring about the systems and relationships that support social
justice. However, this paper focuses more on the internal, embodied
conditions of the human experience that might give rise to social justice. I hope to add in a generative manner to the conversation about
what social justice might “feel” like (in the somatic sense) when practiced individually and collectively, as an expression of what it means
to heal ourselves from the physical and emotional pain and trauma of
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systemic oppression, which results in intergenerational trauma. If we
center our emergent understanding of the meaning of the term social
justice around the way science understands what human awareness,
emotions, and well-being are from scientific fields such as psychology,
neuroscience, and medicine, then a shift in how we expand our understanding of what social justice is about might be possible.
It is also important to mention that the theoretical exploration
of the SSJ also seeks to reframe the word “justice” as “loving-awareness-in-action” in order to experimentally ground the concept of justice within our experience of both embodiment and what it means to
act from the intentional space of love—which will be explored further
in the section of this paper titled Loving Awareness and the Healing of
Intergenerational Trauma. We have bodies, we have a sense of self,
and thus, we are aware. Alain Morin states that “self-awareness represents the capacity of becoming the object of one’s own attention.
In this state one actively identifies, processes, and stores information
about the self” (2011, p. 807). This definition of self-awareness allows
us to infer that we could develop somatic practices which deliberately
apply our attention towards the identification of processes and information which contribute towards the healing of the trauma which is
specific to the experience of harm related to our intersectional identities. This idea might be foundational to how we conceptualize embodied social justice and will be explored further in the section entitled Towards Visualizing and Operationalizing the Science of Social
Justice: The Systems-Based Awareness Map.
We also know from the literature of psychology and neuroscience
which explores emotion regulation, or the capacity to control one’s
emotional responses (Thompson, 1994), that humans have the capacity to engage in the active reappraisal and suppression of reactive and
automatic behaviors in response to pain, fear, and impulsivity, to being and becoming self-aware, mindful, and oriented around a desire
to center compassion for self and others in their thoughts and actions
(Koechlin et al., 2018; Olatunji et al., 2017; Hinshaw, 2003). This can
have a healing impact on self and relationships by increasing empathy
and prosociality (Creswell & Lindsay, 2014). Within the literature which
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explores the science of mindfulness, defined as the ability to attune our
awareness to the present moment, we know that the relationship between our ability to engage our attention and direct our awareness towards where reactivity is arising in the mind and body with acceptance
(Lindsay et al., 2018) is often referred to as a crucial aspect of shifting our
capacity to regulate our emotions and modulate our neurobiological
stress response (Weinstein et al., 2009). This particular skill can provide
a potential buffering effect (Creswell & Lindsay, 2014) which can lessen the severity of the subjective experience of stress. However, though
the benefit of stress reduction is a crucial aspect of how we can heal
through contemplative practices, the possibility that new ways of understanding the complexity of the experience of “self” can emerge
from the process of attuning the mind with sustained focus and the reorientation of awareness, is equally exciting to consider in terms of the
benefits of contemplative practice.
Hollis-Walker and Colosimo (2011) state that
Because mindfulness means continual contact with experience, there is an opportunity for insight. Maintaining
clear and open awareness over time allows first-hand experience of how the mind functions. Like shining a flashlight inwards, subtle mindful processes are revealed,
such as how strong are reactions and how rapid-fire is
the change of thoughts and emotions. (p. 222)
Mindfulness may, in fact, represent an example of a contemplative
practice with extraordinary potential to support the kinds of internal
processing and healing needed to mend the traumas that are specific
to oppression. However, as will be explored in this paper, there is a real
need for contemplative practices to language themselves in the tradition of social justice for them to be safe, trauma-informed spaces for
this specific kind of healing work to occur. One excellent example of a
social justice-based approach to awareness is the R.E.S.T. practice, developed by Rashid Hughes (2021), that has been deliberately cultivated
to bring presence to our capacity to heal ourselves, with close attention
paid to how systems of oppression constrain our capacity to embody
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individual and collective liberation. This practice represents a departure from awareness-based practices which do not treat the experience
of identity as though it matters, the unintentional result of which can
inadvertently encourage “aggression-masquerading-as-compassion”
(Hughes, 2020) by focusing too much on controlling and/or policing our internal responses to how we access the experience of being
aware, as well our power and positionality in the world.
The SSJ is meant to offer up an awareness-based, embodied counter-narrative to the ways in which acts of justice have been defined and
enacted by some individuals and groups as punitive, restrictive, and violent in nature. If, as Reverend angel Kyodo williams (2022) has stated,
“justice lives nowhere else other than the body,” and our ability to be
aware, and thus direct our awareness with intention and attention is an
embodied capacity of the human experience, then loving-awareness,
when enacted, might become a means by which to know and embody
what justice is, or is not.
Conceptual Framework
The SSJ is a framework grounded in neuroscience because it places
the scientific understanding, identification, and healing of trauma at
the core of our individual and collective capacity to know how the
transmission of trauma through our actions in the present, as well as
through the generations, can deeply impact our way of being with
one another. In order to lovingly-disrupt cycles of unmediated social
and emotional pain and violence that stem from institutionalized racism, discrimination, and othering of all forms, there is a lot we can learn
from science about what it means to develop a different relationship
with pain and the trauma which is stored in our bodies—a relationship
which allows us the tools and the safe spaces we need to feel seen,
heard, and to cultivate a sense of belonging.
Research projects that wish to be grounded in the SSJ and well-being interventions might start with the central question: “How can we put
the science of well-being to the service of social justice?” If justice in the
context of this paper is being defined as “loving-awareness-in-action,”
then it is important to also mention that the word “social” is defined
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here as the “relational sphere of our shared interbeing.” Social justice,
in this specific framing, then becomes redefined as those actions and
relationships which are the embodiment of loving-awareness-in-action.
It might be stipulated that actions with the intention of cultivating compassion, loving-kindness, gratitude, altruism, empathy, and prosociality,
which are emotional and relational effects which have been associated
with engaging in contemplative practices, may be crucial to the development of loving-awareness-in-action. Perhaps, actions which merge
the internal intention to place our conscious attention and awareness
on what it means to love ourselves (which involves necessarily those actions which support the health and well-being of the body) can then be
extended through the power of relationship to try to heal the places
and spaces which still radiate with the pain of unresolved, unintegrated
personal and intergenerational trauma.
Here, it might be advantageous to name that this paper does not
seek to define awareness, or even loving-awareness-in-action exhaustively, but to state some parameters by which these terms might continue to be explored in the context of reifying the relationship between
social justice and well-being. Within this biopsychosocial framing of
well-being, we can be in the practice of coming to understand the complexities of how our internal reality is inseparable from our external reality, and so the health and well-being of our individual body actively
becomes the health and well-being of the world.
Loving-Awareness and the Healing of Intergenerational Trauma
The question remains what awareness and attention have to do with our
capacity to heal trauma? Awareness is an energy of attention and intention that we are applying to our internal reality in order to impact our
external reality. David Bohm and F. David Peat, in their book “Science,
Order, and Creativity,” confirm this presupposition when they state that
Any discussion of awareness must…bring in the question of attention, which is closely related. Indeed, the
two words are to some extent interchangeable, insofar
as awareness can mean heedfulness, which also signi-
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fies attentiveness. Nevertheless, there is an important
difference of connotation between these two words.
Thus, the word attention means literally “stretching the
mind towards something. …This implies an inner activity that is needed to grasp the object of interest….
(1987/2000, pp. 214-215)
Bohm and Peat affirm the relationship between our internal capacity to
be agentive and turn towards felt experiences and mental conceptualizations which in turn give rise to external realities. Perhaps when we
have the intention to apply our attention and loving-awareness towards
healing ourselves and one another, we may also then be aware that we
are creating the conditions for a world which will begin to reflect the
same thing back to us.
We can also look to the way in which Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. defined the relationship between the internal cultivation and manifestation
of love and non-violence as a means for moving towards justice, and
agape, a term which further situates a nuanced understanding of loving-awareness. Dr. King once stated in his pivotal essay The Power of
Non-Violence (1958), that
nonviolent resistance is…an internal matter. It not only
avoids external violence or external physical violence
but also internal violence of spirit. And so at the center
of our movement stood the philosophy of love. The attitude that the only way to ultimately change humanity
and make for the society that we all long for is to keep
love at the center of our lives…love in its highest sense
is not a sentimental sort of thing, not even an affectionate sort of thing. …when we talk of loving those who
oppose you and those who seek to defeat you we are
not talking about eros or philia. The Greek language
comes out with another word and it is agape. Agape
is understanding, creative, redemptive good will for all
men.
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Agape is such an impactful way to understand the meaning of
justice as loving-awareness-in-action because it names the existence
of internal (meaning psychological, emotional and spiritual) conditions
as well as external violence as being in opposition to the cultivation of
true justice. Agape demands the heart-level work of extending justice
to anyone, regardless of their body or social location. It is similar to the
statement, “if you have a body, then you deserve well-being,” which
undergirds the ethos of the SSJ. In this way, those who occupy bodies
which are associated with “the oppressor” and the “oppressed” are
mutually bound in this quest to discover what justice looks and feels like
in practice and embodiment. This means that regardless of whether we
have benefited from systemic oppression or not, none of us can truly
experience well-being until all of us do.
Oppression is a reality of internalized violence which lives in the
body and is a great loss for humanity no matter the way in which we personally identify. Racialization, discrimination, othering, and all permutations of imagined separateness perpetuate the seemingly intractable
violence that arises in any system of social hierarchy that places intrinsic
value on the health and well-being of some bodies, and none on others.
In the previously stated ways, the SSJ is intended to be an intentionally
inclusive model for approaching the healing of intergenerational trauma. The science of understanding the influence and prevalence of intergenerational trauma has interestingly been studied most extensively
in the literature of biopsychology. Many of these studies have surveyed
Aboriginal or Indigenous populations around the world who have
deeply suffered post-traumatic impacts from the effects of the violence
of colonization, the results of which I will elaborate on below (Pember,
2016; Menzies, 2008). Yehuda and Lehrner have created an important
body of work surveying the literature of epigenetics, to look at the influence of post-natal care, as well as in-utero exposure to intergenerational
trauma transmission which is reflected in maternal stress during pregnancy. Though they were not able to attribute intergenerational effects
in humans to any one set of biological or psychological determinants,
they were able to confirm that cultural and societal experiences have
a lasting impact upon our biology (Yehuda & Lehrner, 2018). Previous
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analyses by Yehuda et al. (2014) examined the adult offspring of Holocaust survivors to look at both glucocorticoid receptor sensitivity as
well as vulnerability to psychiatric disorders, such as parental posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). They found strong associations associated
with negative alterations in hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis
function, or, the neurobiological stress response in those persons who
developed PTSD post the experience of the Holocaust, as opposed to
who went through the same experience without developing PTSD. The
results of the study were interestingly very similar to studies conducted
with the offspring of survivors of the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade
Center, in which internal beliefs about the self impacted the resilience
of survivors (Yehuda et al., 2014). Indeed, how they attended to their
trauma response made all of the difference between their capacity to
make meaning of their experience and heal.
The state of the fields which study intergenerational trauma transmission are still in their infancy, therefore there are issues with the generalizability of outcomes. Much work remains to be done to determine
more exact neurobiological mechanisms of transmission. However, all
of all of these studies have identified intergenerational trauma as being deeply related to the collective experiences of trauma, the collective memories of long-term chronic stress, and the resultant biological
shifts in maladaptive stress responses in the body. The production of
dysregulated cortisol levels and the epigenetic inheritance of lower
DNA methylation that causes the alteration of the functional expression
of genes that are responsible for modulating the stress response in a
healthy manner are examples of this stress response. Additionally, the
studies mentioned earlier in this section with Indigenous populations
around the world have linked the transmission of intergenerational trauma to a greater prevalence of mental health disorders such as anxiety,
depression, and PTSD, as well as adverse health behaviors such as drug
addiction and substance abuse (Bombay et al., 2009).
Another approach to the study of the transmission of intergenerational trauma can be found in the fairly recent survey of the impact of the
trans-Atlantic slave trade on present day African-American populations
in the U.S., whose analysis is situated in an examination of how the ex-
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treme violence of slavery, as it existed across the span of over four centuries, might have effected the attachment style of some parents in the
African-American community, such that the cycles of psychological and
physical violence which occurred on the slave plantation in the dynamics of master and slave, can be seen in some of the adverse childhood
experiences, or trauma, of African-American youth (Graff, 2014). However, these studies are relatively few in number, and in order to avoid
a deficit-framing of the African-American community, as well as other
marginalized communities, we must consider that these studies might
not always speak to the full complexity of the adaptation, community
cultural wealth, resilience, ingenuity, and loving-kindness which has
also persisted in spite of such harsh historical conditions.
Though this article does not intend to systematically review or summarize the entire corpus of scientific knowledge about the transmission
of intergenerational trauma, it is important to mention that in general,
the impact of intergenerational trauma is biopsychosocial in nature, and
thus, we also know that our approach to creating interventions that are
designed to support healing from intergenerational trauma must have
a biopsychosocial approach in their implementation and intended impact. It is also important that we be aware of the harmful idea that the
responsibility for healing from the trauma of oppression lands upon the
individual to heal using contemplative practices—social, community,
economic, and policy level support is necessary to create a holistic container for this work. Perhaps at no other point in time in our recent human history have we seen the profoundly destructive institutional logic
of the placement of the responsibility for well-being upon the bodies
and communities of the most vulnerable, than during COVID-19.
As a global community, we have watched as communities of color
in the U.S., and communities impacted by rampant poverty around the
world have found that their access to the resources which support their
health and well-being, or not, have made a life and death difference
in their ability to survive the pandemic of COVID-19 (Seedat, 2021). By
teaching or educating those who suffer from the impact of marginalization, as well as those who hold positions of authority, to create pro-
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grams and interventions which support the power of creating the internal conditions for transformational healing, we can attempt to re-center
well-being and the healing of intergenerational trauma as both a medical and educational imperative that can be provided to everyone on the
basis of a desire to live in a healthy global society.
Positionality and Subjectivity of the Author
This paper is hoped to be the beginning of a conversation about the
place of social justice in the science of the study of well-being, such that
scientists, educators, health professionals, and people from all walks of
life who are interested in exploring the connection between healing the
self and healing society will have a jumping point from which to explore
their own unique contribution to this emergent field of study. The SSJ
arose from the first educational empirical investigation of mindfulness
and yoga interventions being taught to low socioeconomic status (SES)
youth of color in the U.S., A Case Study of a Yoga and Meditation Intervention in an Urban School: A Complex Web of Resilience and Relationships in the Search for Student Well-Being (King, 2017). I chose a yoga
and meditation intervention inside of a public school as an appropriate
case study of the biopsychosocial impact of mind-body interventions
on well-being. The youth in the context of this study were identified as a
population that was particularly vulnerable to systemic oppression due
to their age, class status, and racial/ethnic identity (age = 12; low-SES;
self-identified first generation immigrant; self-identified youth of color).
They were some of the very first youth in the U.S., historically speaking,
to begin to receive a yoga and meditation intervention in their school
with the stated purpose of the intervention being to help them heal
from trauma.
I want to encourage the reader to think of words like “education”
and “learning” as extensions of the way we think about what it means
to grow in our understanding of what it means to live a life of purpose
and meaning, thereby extending our idea about education as a metaphor for the evolution of the self and society. I personally embody the
identities of being a neuroscientist, a medical anthropologist, an educator, a mother, and Black woman. My awareness of my experience of
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intersectionality (Crenshaw, 2017) and my lived experience of the harms
of oppression have informed my engagement with the study of the relationship between individual and collective healing. Critically yet lovingly interrogating and interocepting or applying our interoceptive awareness to the body as a meaningful site of learning and emancipation has
been central to the Black Liberation experience in the U.S. for centuries.
As a scientist, I hope to decolonize the practice of how some scientists
communicate with the public as though they are purely “objective,” and
the subjectivity of their lived experience does not motivate any aspect
about their research in order to intentionally shift the power dynamic. I
am also hoping to re-define intergenerational trauma from the perspective that we, as humans, in our deep biological, psychological, and relational interconnectedness might see the utility in envisioning ourselves
as intergenerational beings who are in relationship with both our ancestors and our descendants at any given moment in time, which means
that we have the chance to shift our relationship with the past and the
future in ways that can be generative and healing.
Theoretical Framework: Emotions, Integration, and Learning to
Tap into a Collective Nervous System
Learning scientists know now that emotions are central to the process
of learning. Research in social and affective neuroscience conducted
by Immordino-Yang and Faeth (2010) has indicated that “emotional
thought is the platform for learning, memory, decision making, and creativity, both in social and nonsocial contexts” (p. 72) and that “If [students] feel no connection to the knowledge they learn in school, then
the academic content will seem emotionally meaningless to them. Even
if they manage to regurgitate factual information, it will not influence
their decisions and behavior” (p. 76).
By extension, I argue that if contemplative practitioners from marginalized communities feel disconnected from the healing modalities
they are learning because they do not address their lived experiences,
then these practices will ultimately not serve the purpose of promoting
social justice. The stresses which they encounter in life and will need to
cope with are specific to their intersectional identity. By coping, I am
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referring to those strategies that people use to protect themselves from
the psychological harm associated with different social experiences,
by eliminating, controlling, or distancing themselves from a problematic situation (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). Coping is the primary means
by which we can still function cognitively when we are presented with
challenges whose emotional context might make us too reactive to respond without excessive rumination (Leen-Feldner et al., 2004) or a potential diminishing of creativity (Hoffmann & Russ, 2012), skills that are
important in finding innovative means of dealing with difficult life situations. Therefore, contemplative practices for the marginalized are not
just about stress reduction for the sake of increasing performance and
productivity but are for the purpose of learning how to heal ourselves
and our communities.
The ability to adapt to stressful situations and utilize a variety of
coping mechanisms to get through times of stress are skills that are
not distributed equally; age, socioeconomic status, and cultural background all factor into the levels of stress experienced and the types of
coping mechanism employed (Oláh, 1995; Williams & McGillicuddy-De
Lisi, 1999). Identifying as a person of color, combined with the experience of racism or race-related stress, decreases subjective well-being
and increases the experience of stress above and beyond that of everyday stressors not linked to racism. This assessment of race-related stress
is particularly advanced for those who identify as African-American but
also remains salient for the experience of Asian-Americans and Latinos
(Sellers et al., 2003). Chronic stress is a deeply emotional experience
which is linked with the neurobiology of trauma and has ramifications
for the awareness we bring the context of our relationships.
Immordino-Yang (2016) has stated that “Emotions, and the more
biologically primitive drives that undergird them, such as hunger and
sex, are action programs that have evolved as extensions of survival
mechanisms. Put simply, emotions have evolved to keep us alive” (p.
18). This description helps to illustrate the embodied nature of how we
feel what we feel and how this extends into the ways we behave. This
includes ways of being which are deeply motivated by the need to survive—including the ways in which we can “other” and enact violence
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on those who we perceive as being different from us. One could say
that in fact, the ability to regulate one’s emotions is an essential aspect
of the ability to produce an experience of self that is integrated, in that
all the parts of the whole self are expressive of a state of well-being. The
capacity to integrate challenging emotions in the moment they are being experienced is a tool of healing that is vital for the progress of social
justice-as-well-being.
Dan Siegel (2020), the neurobiologist who pioneered the field of
interpersonal neurobiology, has recently defined emotion in terms of its
relationship to the concept of integration. He states,
The linguistic term we use for the linkage of differentiated parts into a functional whole is the word integration... What I am suggesting isn’t even that emotion
leads to integration. What I am suggesting is that emotion is integration. In this way, for example, an emotional experience is one that shifts our state of integration.
Emotional development promotes integration. Emotional well-being reveals an integrated individual. We
can increase integration in cases of emotionally meaningful events and when we feel emotionally well. Similarly, we can decrease integration when we are emotionally distraught or emotionally unwell. (pp. 149-50)
Why would the idea of integration be important to create healing for
individuals and communities seeking social justice? Integration as
emotion reflects a state of overall health and homeostasis on all levels
of an individual and their community. Having access to the full range
of our emotions and the ability to regulate them represents minds and
bodies that have built the capacity to harness their available skills and
strategies to successfully and creatively navigate a very complex, ever-changing world filled with an astonishing variety of others, all of
whom have something to be learned from. The ability to maintain emotional homeostasis is fundamental to the make-up of a person who can
learn from past experiences, relationships, and environments, whether adverse or pleasant, and bring elements of these lessons into the
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present moment, to forge a future in which the fullness of their potentiality as a human being has the possibility of arriving. Contemplative
practices can help us open to the possibility of healing from intergenerational trauma because we cannot heal from that which has been
concealed from our own awareness.
Towards Visualizing and Operationalizing the Science of Social
Justice: The Systems-Based Awareness Map
The Systems-Based Awareness Map (SBAM) is a theoretical model of
the relationship between our experience of internal awareness, which
includes interoceptive awareness, and our external awareness, which
includes exteroceptive awareness, and how these might be impacted
by the pain of intergenerational trauma, or healing. Garfinkel et al. (2015)
have developed a 3-part model that makes the important distinction
between interoception, which is the sensing of internal bodily changes
and is deeply linked to emotion and cognition; interoceptive accuracy,
or how people perform on objective tests of interoception; and interoceptive awareness, which is the meta-cognitive awareness of interoceptive accuracy. Exteroceptive awareness is a key component of how we
map the experience of external stimuli onto our internal experience of
self; together, interoceptive awareness, exteroceptive awareness, and
emotional awareness provide the key functions for how we experience
body awareness, such as how we feel our body in relation to space, and
our capacity to express agency (Salvato et al., 2020).
The SBAM, which is a visualization of what might be the relationship between how we experience different yet interconnected layers/
domains of awareness, is meant to aid in the development of an understanding of how our internal experience of self and our external experience of the world “map” onto one another, and thus, are always informing how the other takes shape. This concept has been discussed
in some detail throughout this paper, and has deep disciplinary roots
in the field of interpersonal neurobiology. The SBAM, as it stands right
now, is not a complete representation or form of data visualization, but
I hope that it will develop over time with collective input to become a
theoretical model that has utility in helping to describe what collective
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trauma and/or healing looks like, to help us understand how to visualize how the collective nervous system functions when in optimum
health, or not.

Figure 1
The Systems-Based Awareness Map (SBAM)

Note. The Systems-Based Awareness Map (SBAM) containing the 6 layers of
awareness: “pure awareness”; “internal awareness”; “identity awareness”; “body
awareness”; “interoceptive awareness”; “exteroceptive awareness”; “awarenessof-self-as-enacted”; “awareness-of-collective-self-as-enacted.” Interoceptive
awareness has been placed just inside of body awareness to infer its function in
meta-cognitive awareness of internal functions (how we feel inside) and exteroceptive awareness has been placed just at the boundary between body awareness and awareness-of-self-as-enacted to infer the boundary between our skin,
and our sense of having a body within the world. The theoretical movement of
“healing” is indicated by the pink hearts. The theoretical movement of unintegrated trauma is indicated by the red stars. Neither healing nor trauma are being
defined within this construct, but are nonetheless meant to be explored for their
relation to the various layers of the map.
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The SBAM (see Figures 1 and 2) is also meant to help guide in the
visualization of how, in theory, the experience of pain or trauma, or the
healing and integration of trauma, impacts each of the layers of awareness concomitantly by imagining how each layer, in a three-dimensional model, would “expand” or “contract” according to where trauma or
healing processes locate themselves and move in different regions of
the map. In this way, one could imagine that the expansion of awareness in one area of the map, since each of the layers is deeply interrelated, might catalyze an expansion of awareness in some other area
of the map—the same which could be said if, for instance, a particular
layer of awareness was underdeveloped for different biopsychosocial
reasons—then perhaps that might have ramifications for contractions in
other areas of the map. The layers within this two-dimensional model,
and the arrows which signify the movement of energy and information,
seem as though they are impermeable when in fact all of the data that
can be housed within can move to any region of the map where relationships or correlations are found via data analysis. The map is also an
emergent concept, and so, it remains yet to be seen how every human’s
experience of self can be interpreted through it.
From here, it might be helpful to ground the SBAM in an understanding of how it has been informed by prior disciplinary work. Inasmuch as the SBAM is a tool for exploring and visualizing our experience
of awareness, is it also an exploration of the nature of the mind-body
relationship. Siegel’s (1999) creation and exploration of the field of interpersonal neurobiology (IPNB) and his definition of the three facets of
the mind were extraordinarily pivotal in the development of the SBAM.
Siegel (2020) defines the possible three facets of the mind as the following:
One is subjective experience. Even if mind were completely dependent on the brain, and the brain in the
head alone, placing our first-person experience, our
inner subjective felt texture of life only in the head does
not make subjective experience the same as brain activity. Subjective experience is one unique aspect of
what we mean when we use the term, mind. Even if
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we say, “What is on your mind right now?” this inquiry
naturally would involve the brain’s activity, but it might
also include the sense of the body, the feeling in relationships with others …
A second facet of mind that also cannot be reduced
merely to brain activity is the way we know we are having a subjective experience. This knowing emerges
with being aware, one component of what is meant
by the term, consciousness. Being conscious usually involves both the subjective experience of knowing, and
that which is known … Again, even if this experience of
being aware were to be completely dependent upon
neural activity in the head, this knowing of being aware
is not the same as neural firing …
A third facet of mind that might include the common
descriptions of thought, memory and even emotion is
information processing. This way of symbolizing something with meaning in what are sometimes called representations can occur within the body and its actions,
what is sometimes called embodied and enacted cognition. Such information flow can also happen in your
computer, and we call that extended; it can also surround you in cultural patterns of communication and
we call this embedded cognition. Information processing—whether embodied, enacted, extended, or
embedded—does not need consciousness to occur,
and in fact, much of information processing may be
happening without our awareness. (p. 3)
The SBAM is meant in part to be a tool for visualizing the complex relationship between the three facets of mind as Siegel has described them
above. It is hopefully experienced as an intuitive extension of what it
feels like to be conscious of your own subjective experience, and how
this might shift, for instance, when practicing with connecting to differ-
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ent types of awareness in the context of contemplative practices. It is
meant to help us ask: What does it mean for us to become aware of
the energy and information flow from within the experience of having a
“self” that is embodied, enacted, extended, and embedded within this
world—and how do we make sense of that in the context of understanding what it means to heal and integrate trauma? Perhaps part of how
we accomplish this is by deliberately including the qualitative with the
quantitative; the unmeasurable with the measurable and experimenting with how we form language and imagery around that. For instance,
provocatively, the innermost layer of the SBAM (see Figures 1 and 2—
the central blue circle) starts with what I have titled “pure awareness,”
or a representation of the quantum field from which quantum physicists
have determined that all energy and information in the universe arises
from within spacetime (Doplicher et al., 1995). Siegel (1999, 2020) refers to this realm as the “plane of possibility,” meaning, the space from
which any potential experience of self or the world can emerge. One
could imagine this as the space from which dreams, imagination, or other complex and unquantifiable phenomena emerge into human consciousness.
The reality of your subjective internal world, inside of your skin, is a
reality which no one else can directly know but you. It is filled with the
constant processing of memories, emotions, feelings, sensations, and
thoughts. All of these are happening automatically for you thanks to the
workings of your central, autonomic, and peripheral nervous system, in
concert with the rest of your body. You do not need to ask the body to
“perform” these actions for you, which makes for a seamless experience
of “you” at all hours when you are awake. These actions can happen
without you paying very much attention to them, and thus you remain
“unaware” of how or why they are happening. On the other hand, you
can apply the power of your attention to this process of the emergence
of experience from the internal world to the external world as they are
happening, and thus become “aware” of their happening. When you
apply your attention deliberately to your internal states of being, this is
called “internal awareness” (see Figure 1—the dark blue circle). Perhaps,
by becoming conscious of our formerly unconscious internal process-
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es, we can bring a whole new feeling of agency and empowerment to
everything that we do.
The next layer of the SBAM is called “identity awareness” (see Figure 1—the purple circle). Identity is a lens through which we are socialized to view the world. We are not born with an identity; it is applied to
our inner life by what we learn from others around us, within our external
reality. You could say that it is transposed onto our consciousness. This
means that there are aspects of our identity that are applied to us without
our agency. Everyone has an identity, but how we perceive our identity
changes and shifts over time as we receive energy and information from
our experience of all the other layers of awareness, our relationships
with others, and the socio-cultural cues we receive from the world. Additionally, we cannot be aware of how our identity is being interpreted
in the eyes of someone else, which has some bearing on how we will be
treated within the world—particularly, whether we will experience ourselves being discriminated against, or not. In theory, whether the function and perception of our identity is being consciously apprehended
by the mind and incorporated into a person’s awareness, it still has the
power to affect change on that person’s life, as others continue to perceive us through the lens of their own identity awareness. This dynamic
will also have some impact on the shaping of our internal awareness
because of the thoughts, memories, emotions, sensations, and feelings
that arise in relationship with how we are treated in the world.
The way we perceive the identities of others may also unconsciously trigger us to behave in certain ways that are more welcoming, playful, compassionate, and inclusive, or more unfriendly, hostile, or even
violent towards those we perceive as being different from us. Identity
is like a pair of glasses that is constantly coloring our reality. We are
wearing these glasses all the time, but until we actively pay attention to
who and what is informing the shape of these glasses, we cannot fully
understand why we perceive the world and our relationship to it in the
way that we do. We might, in some ways, remain outside of the locus
of our own agency regarding identity because we have allowed it to be
applied to us, rather than us defining its contents through the power of
our own awareness. We all have “identity awareness” (see Figure 1—the
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purple circle) but we might remain ignorant of its true impact on our
sense of self and the world.
We may have a sense of identity that relates to the experience of
“self” as singular, or we may have a sense of identity that relates to being a part of a larger whole, such as our family, culture, organization, or
nation. This experience of awareness could be an integral part of the
experience of “collective self”—it is an expanded sense of self that goes
beyond the “I,” to “We”—that can be embodied, enacted, extended,
or embedded into the world. In this way we might begin to see how
internal, identity, and collective awareness-as-enacted are deeply interrelated. Because identity awareness within the theoretical framing of
the SBAM is deeply informed by our internal awareness, as well as our
awareness of our body in general, the less aware we are of the complexities of our identity, the less able we will be to perceive and understand
how and to what extent our internal reality impacts our external environment and vice versa. Our identity is always, whether we realize it or
not, a matter of the “intergenerational-epigenetics-of-intersectionality
(I.E.I.)—meaning, our identity is informed by the generations of ancestors who came before us (intergenerational), and the relationship between where they lived (the environment) and what genes were passed
on to us (epigenetics). It is also an intersectional experience, in that the
way we perceive the interconnected facets of our race, culture, gender,
etc., always intertwines and “colors” the way we see the world and are
treated within it.
Our system of internal awareness is always in conversation with
our identity awareness. Information from our internal awareness and
our identity awareness is always informing the experience of our “body
awareness.” Our experience of the history and current status of our
health and vitality, or of our experience with disease and pathology, are
included within our body awareness (see Figure 1—the pink circle), and
deeply related to our behavior, speech, agency, movement and proprioceptive awareness (awareness-of-self-as-enacted), sharing a great
deal of information and thereby defining a huge part of what we consider to be our overall well-being.
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However, as a thought experiment, take a moment to consider
what it is like to be all alone by yourself, doing nothing. Just sitting there,
observing the world around you, you are not necessarily acting upon
the world and therefore your subjective experience has not necessarily become externalized into the world. The minute that you move your
body in the direction of another body—that you speak, or behave, or
express any manner of agency in relationship with another being—your
sense of “self” becomes enacted in the world (see Figure 1—the golden
yellow circle). When you pay attention to who you are, in the sense of
your combined internal, identity, and body awareness, then you also
become aware of how your internal reality gets projected into the world
and impacts other people’s reality. This creates a “shared reality” or a
“collective nervous system” that you can be aware of in your proprioceptive awareness (how you know where your body is in space) as you
cultivate awareness of yourself as enacted, embedded, and embodied
within the world.
From there, one might in theory extend a growing connection with
inner, identity, and body awareness, to become aware of a sense of self
that feels it belongs within this shared collective reality. Everything that
occurs in the environment, society, or cultural spheres becomes integrated into a sense of self which has multiplicity and is a “collective self.”
Cultivating an awareness of how this collective self then gets enacted
onto the world and literally becomes the world around us is awareness
of the collective-self-as-enacted (see Figure 1—the dark green circle).
What this means is that the extent to which each one of us cultivates the
ability to pay attention to the systems that are arising inside of us at any
given moment and notice the relationship between our internal and externals worlds as they co-create one another, is also the extent to which
we can develop “systems-based awareness” for ourselves. Perhaps
how we individually experience healing and the integration of trauma
through developing a unique relationship to what is within and between the layers of awareness—all nested within the experience of the
mind-body connection—might be key to revealing how we as a society
understand the impact of trauma and/or well-being. When the flow of
energy and information from the well-being of the self-as-individual-be-
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ing reflects the well-being of the self-as-collective-being, perhaps this is
what we mean by the term “social justice” (see Figure 2).
Figure 2
Systems-Based Awareness Map: Layers of Awareness

Note. The SBAM where the three inner layers of awareness (internal, identity, and
body awareness) are nested within the pink circle “awareness of inner-self” and the
two outer layers of awareness (awareness-of-self-as-enacted and awareness-of-collective-as-enacted) are nested within the green circle “awareness of inter-self.” The
pink lines represent energy and information flow from inner-self to inter-self. The
green lines represent energy and information flow from inter-self to inner-self.

The question remains, how might researchers go about using the
SBAM as a tool for interdisciplinary data visualization and analysis? Immordino-Yang (2013), in her paper exploring how ethnographic and
neuroscientific research methods can be complementary to one another, suggests,
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cultural neuroscience, with its roots in anthropology
and cultural psychology and its branches gathering
biological evidence, is in a perfect position to develop this interdisciplinary method. This approach could
enrich the interpretation of purely biological or behavioral evidence by helping to uncover relationships
between reasoning, feelings, and meaning making, on
the one hand, and neurobiological mechanisms, on
the other. (p. 42)
Perhaps, then, it could be said that the SBAM might find its greatest
interdisciplinary anchoring within interpersonal neurobiology, anthropology, and cultural neuroscience. Importantly, though the version
of the SBAM in this paper is two-dimensional, in future iterations, it is
meant to “come alive” in a three-dimensional sense. With the addition
and interaction of both qualitative and quantitative data sets, particularly those which have been informed and structured by interdisciplinary
work that allows for information from lived-experience and story-telling
to be sorted (into emergent patterns, coded and analyzed), and other
neuroscientific psychophysiological research methodologies such as
fMRI or measurements of heart-rate variability (HRV), this kind of data
visualization is entirely possible—and will be the pursuit of future projects who find a “home” for themselves within the study of the Science
of Social Justice.
By layering the aforementioned information within the map, this
data visualization methodology would in theory allow research scientists to examine, for instance, the neurobiological correlates of automatic emotional responding and how these relate to differences in
behavior, identity, and self-reported thought processes (attributed to
meaning-making), which could be gathered through ecological momentary assessment in order to develop a more nuanced understanding of how these relate to the occurrence of biomarkers of health (such
as within neuroendocrine and immune systems) and health pathologies on a moment-by-moment basis. This might allow us to establish a
deeper understanding of what the relationship is between how people
experience the layers of being aware, the mind-body connection, and

237

THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 9, No. 1, 2022

the ebb and flow of their experience of trauma, health, and well-being.
The capacity of the SBAM to factor in the experience of identity, including what it means to be aware of ourselves as intergenerational beings,
whose epigenetics and experience of intersectionality matter in terms
of how we understand our capacity to be aware of the function of the
inner, to the inter aspects of being, personally gives me great hope. Perhaps, with continued work on this topic—including critical interrogation
of the accuracy of the ways that each layer of awareness has been defined in this paper, researchers will refine the SBAM and co-create a tool
that gives us the ability to see how the science of well-being might truly
be put to the service of social justice, for the betterment and actualization of planetary health for us all.
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Ode to Woman on the Train and My
Sistahs: Healing and Reimagining Loving
Relationships with Black, Indigenous, and
Women of Color (BIWOC)
Ericka Echavarria				
Columbia University School of Social Work
In March 2019, I was assaulted on a busy NYC train during an early
morning commute by a Black woman who appeared to be mentally
ill. The incident left an indelible impact on my heart, body, and soul,
and created a somatic opening to experience oneness and healing
with my attacker, a Black woman, as well as with other Black,
Indigenous, and Women of Color who have harmed me, and who I
have also harmed. This article will discuss how I used contemplative
practices to unpack the complexity of emotions I experienced in
the processing of the incident and other interactions with BIWOC,
including grief, rage, compassion, and resolve. I will conclude with
a description of how I am leveraging this experience to cultivate a
commitment to healing and supportive relationships with BIWOC
and reimagining ways we can presently experience liberation from
our conditioned patterns of relating with one another.

It was a brisk March NYC winter morning in 2019, when I left for my commute one Friday. I was excited, as I was planning to have some drinks
with colleagues after work, and I could not remember the last time
I was out on a Friday night. My commute was uneventful and smooth
from Queens to Manhattan, and by the time I had reached my transfer stop and boarded the train that took me to Harlem where I work, I
was scheduled to arrive early and even had a seat. Just before the stop
that went express to my final stop, a few more passengers boarded.
One of the commuters, a Black woman, sat next to me in our two-seater
seat. The train pulled away to go to my designated next stop, and as
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I fussed around with my winter layers to prepare to go back outside,
I accidentally brushed the shoulder of the woman next to me. Before
I could blink she was standing over me, hitting me over the head and
screaming loudly: “I ain’t got time for this shit today, I ain’t got time for no
fucking immigrants today!” Instinctively, I put my hands up and started
yelling back, “What is your problem?” which was the wrong choice of
words. There was another BOOM, to my head, followed by the feeling of a warm, gooey liquid in my eyes and hair. The woman had spat
on me! The social worker in me went into triage mode; it was as if the
woman’s bodily fluid was communicating to my body, the deep disturbance and residue of trauma in her cells. Intuitively, my body responded
before my brain and though I don’t remember thinking them, I heard
these words coming out of my mouth: “Ma’am, I am sorry you are having a bad day.” She seemed to be immediately soothed by my words,
retracted as quickly as she charged, and turned her back away from me,
positioning herself in front of the doors to deboard at the next stop.
I fought the urge to vomit as I wiped the woman’s saliva from my
hair and face by taking deep belly breaths and grounding my feet on
the train floor. No longer in trauma response, I found my footing, stood
up, walked towards the door, and poised myself to exit. I was standing
about one foot away from where I had been seated, and also directly
behind this woman. By this time, the woman seemed distracted with
the music on her phone and was singing loudly on the train. Through my
peripheral vision, I could now see the entire car sitting there motionless
like robots, staring at me and the woman. For the first time it struck me
that other people had been in the car and witnessed what had just happened. Since no one intervened or said anything, it felt like I had been
there all alone. This set off a different response for me and the heat in my
body shifted and rose rapidly, first in my belly, then rising to my chest
and diaphragm, and I found myself unzipping my jacket and loosening
my scarf. I was having trouble breathing. The reaction of the bystanders
pulled me back into trauma response and I wanted desperately to get
out of the car to escape further humiliation in front of these bystanders.
The doors seemed to take forever to open, and when they finally did, I
waited for the woman to deboard in front of me, walked a few steps be-
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hind her, then ran to a different set of stairs towards the exit. As I made
my way up the stairs, I could feel some of the passengers looking at me
and even heard some offer: “I am sorry that happened,” “Don’t believe
what she said….” The statements felt inauthentic, shallow, and too little,
too late. I wanted to get out of the station quickly to avoid any further attention, especially that of law enforcement whose presence was heavy
at this particular station. I found myself gasping for breath as I reached
above ground and called my colleague and said, “Can you wait for me
downstairs…I’ve just been assaulted on the train.”
When I arrived to at my office, my entire team was waiting there for
me in our common area. As I opened the door to my office and began to
remove my coat and set down my belongings, I began recounting the
events of my commute. What came out were not words, but sobs. As
my friend leaned in to embrace me, I completely melted into her arms.
She intuitively knew what I needed in that moment, and in the safety of
my office and my team, my body no longer in defense mode, I surrendered. After no more tears remained, I proceeded to tell the story, this
time screaming and slamming things around the office as I spoke. The
release of that energy helped me move to a place where I could begin
to process the full breadth and impact of the event on the train on my
heart, mind, soul, and body.
That same day I repeated the story several times to colleagues,
friends, and family. I went through a preliminary analysis of inquiry in
trying to understand the complexity of what I was being presented with
through this seemingly traumatic moment. Though unquestionably
traumatic to some of my listeners and supporters, I was not yet ready
to claim trauma and leaned into the inquiries which were organically
arising. Should I have involved law enforcement? Why did I feel angrier
towards the bystanders than the woman who attacked me? Why was I
feeling connected to the woman on the train? I was very clear on not
getting law enforcement involved. Based on my experiences of being
a defense-based advocate for Black and Brown folks within the criminal
legal system, I imagined the police’s line of questioning would diminish
my experience and criminalize hers, and that the focus would be shifted
towards punishment, not care. The type of violence she inflicted on me
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led me to believe this was a person with a deep level of trauma, and
what she really needed was healing, not confrontation and interrogation. While some of my colleagues empathized, others argued that the
woman was still on the loose and might cause harm to others. As the
person harmed in this particular experience, I felt it was not my responsibility to hold that enormous accountability and I was not going to perpetuate the further victimization of the woman on the train.
The question regarding why I felt so connected to the woman on
the train remained. As I continued to sit in my daily zazen (meditation)
practice, I often returned to this feeling of familiarity and this interconnectedness with her. For example, both she and I seemed invisible to
the bystanders on the train. Was it because we were WOC? Was it because she was a Black woman, and I, though a woman of Dominican
ethnicity, was also another Black woman? What did they see? What
kinds of assumptions did they make about us based on what they perceived? Were they afraid of her? Or did they ignore us because they
were New Yorker commuters, who had been desensitized to violence
on the train? Was it all of the above? As I journaled my reflections and
consulted with my spiritual community, there was a knowing that the
questions that had arisen about my relationship with this woman would
lead to me to an important finding.
Around the same time of this incident, I was participating in a
racial equity training with colleagues which brought me face to face
with a BIWOC who had harmed me throughout the course of several administrative meetings. In sum, this woman had undermined my
experience and wisdom in a room full of predominantly white staff.
During the training, while describing how racism showed up at our
PWI, the BIWOC made some superficial comments about how students at our PWI experience racism. Her lack of authenticity and inability to understand the nuances of how others experienced racism at
our PWI enraged me. How could this BIWOC condemn racism in one
breath and belittle and patronize me in a room full of white colleagues
in another? I confronted the woman through the group space process
and questioned her authenticity. She responded by also attacking me
and accusing me of causing her harm. Additionally, she questioned
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my genuineness and motives behind my perceived allyship with a
white female colleague.
As I sat there listening to this woman accuse me of causing her
mental, physical, and emotional anguish, I flashed back to the woman
on the train. I noticed my body constricting, my breath stuck in my throat
and upper body, and I felt hot and flushed. Here was another BIWOC
attacking me. The heat quickly transformed into rage, and I poised to
defend myself and redirect with equally violent verbal assaults. Luckily,
another BIWOC, my Black colleague/sistah/friend, instinctively knowing where I was going, abruptly interrupted me, and lovingly offered
an alternative response to me. She offered that what was playing out
between this woman and me was the result of deep internalized racism
and sexism which impacts the ways BIWOC interact with one another,
including at PWIs. My colleague courageously reflected the mirror of
internalized racism within herself. Choking back tears, my friend shared
how she had been victimized and also perpetrated the same harm on
other BIWOC, and pleaded with me to focus on the true enemy of white
dominance and supremacy. I was stunned and ashamed. I paused, took
several breaths, and adjusted in my seat. I then apologized to the BIWOC and offered an invitation to further dialogue after the training.
Although we were unable to repair our relationship, she accepted my
apology. The apology interrupted our contentious dynamic and we
were able to sit in the space for the remainder of that training session
without further causing harm to one another.
My friend’s invitation to examine my actions helped me see how we
were both victims and set up to be in relationship in the following ways:
fighting for control over/hoarding resources; trying to take power away
from the other; delegitimizing the other’s expertise and experience
through actions and words in collective and siloed spaces; believing our
experiences are separate from one another, instead of interconnected in
struggles for legitimacy, dignity, and respect. Though I could not change
what occurred between myself and that particular BIWOC, I vowed to
honor what had awakened in me during that racial equity training. There
was a painful truth about my relationship with other BIWOC surfacing
that I had been unable to see before. Through continued moments of
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stillness and returning to my breath in stillness and meditation, I became
more aware of deeper emotions and sensations. As I recorded my observations in a journal, I saw how angry I was with other BIWOC who had
“attacked” me. I was also ashamed about silencing, gaslighting, questioning, accusing, and judging other BIWOC, including the woman who
I had harmed in the training. I saw the aggressive parts of the BIWOC on
the train and the BIWOC in the racial equity training who had harmed
me, in myself. I was both women. I had been a perpetrator of violence on
my fellow BIWOC. I had also been aggressive towards both the woman
on the train and the woman in the training.
I was also becoming more connected to how and where all these
feelings lived in my body. I recalled the slap on my head and the warm
gush of fluid landing on my person. It was a “WAKE UP GIRL!” moment
and the saliva which fell upon my eyes had offered a heavy solution to
wash the grime of white supremacy from my vision. As I grappled with
these observations, I noticed the heaviness in my chest, the knot in my
throat, and my anger began to melt into tears. I was grieving. My grief
revealed my broken heart which had been broken long before the incident on the train. I was distraught over how often it is that we as BIWOC mistrust one another and are especially critical of one another.
I was saddened by how frequently we reject and misunderstand each
other because we are showing up in other manifestations of our identities and positionalities based on our own unique lived experiences. I
cried over the violence we inflict on one another because we cannot
see this in ourselves. I sobbed over the ways we have been violated, oppressed, and silenced through different iterations of white supremacy,
including but not limited to: slavery, colonization, patriarchy, colorism,
genderism, ageism, and ableism. I processed my contribution to the
loss of relationships, harm inflicted to myself and other BIWOC, and surrendered to the fact BIWOC would continue interacting in this way with
one another due to notions of white dominance. I was able to see how
my internalized racism had caused me to respond in similar ways white
folks often interact with BIWOC.
Nonetheless, I also saw parts of my colleague/sistah friend who
had called me in during that training. In fact, I was able to see how that
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incident on the train had represented an embodied shift for me. On that
day in the train, I was able to mitigate further harm to me and my aggressor by actively engaging in specific practices. Shortly thereafter, I was
able to access the same contemplative praxis in avoiding further conflict
with another BIWOC. I continue to regularly apply these mindful tools
when encountering painful moments with BIWOC:
Pausing;
Breathing;
Dropping into my body, feeling my feet on the floor and
adjusting in my seat or stance;
Sending compassion to myself, then to the BIWOC with
whom I am engaging;
Remembering our commonalities, bearing witness
to and holding our different lived experiences; (more
breathing) and,
Apologizing for and taking accountability for harm I
have caused.
Through my body’s wisdom, I learned that it is not in my nature to
harm other BIWOC, even when being harmed by them. In allowing the
rage and grief to be metabolized through my body, I was able to process and release these and many intense emotions. Now that my rage
and grief were no longer strangers and had settled, I was beginning to
see through the eyes of compassion and more deeply understood the
similarities of experiences in our BIWOC bodies and points of entry for
connection. I was ready to offer grace to myself and other BIWOC with
whom I interacted.
The woman on the train had caused me an injury which touched
on some unhealed wounds and offered a somatic opening to revisit the
pain surrounding those hurts on a deeper mind, body, heart, and soul
level. After moving through the pain, I had greater capacity to feel see,
hear, and be, with my BIWOC sistahs in a different way. As I embraced
this awakening, other opportunities for healing were divinely presented.
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One example occurred a couples summers ago, while working on
a presentation with colleagues regarding being BIWOC as Field Educators, in schools of social work. My friends and I bore witness to each
other’s stories about being silenced, questioned, dehumanized, and
harmed in our roles. We felt the ways in which we had been harmed
so viscerally; it was as if we all had experienced one another’s pain.
Moreover, I was able to understand when and how I had misjudged
and misinterpreted one of my colleague’s demeanor towards me, and
apologized to her. That moment of intimacy and vulnerability brought
us closer together as colleagues, and as friends, and has been one of
the most transformative relationships I have experienced with another
black woman. Since the incident on the train, I have co-created, colearned, co-facilitated, and co-celebrated with other BIWOC in many
different spaces, in ways that feel more authentic, generative, loving,
and hopeful. I owe much to the woman on the train, and my being in
community with BIWOC in different spaces, both virtual and live, and
am forever grateful for that moment of deeper awakening on the train.
I offer this poem as a final affirmation of gratitude and a prayer to the
woman on the train, and to all BIWOC wherever they are, at this unique
moment in time, so that we may experience healing:
Ode to Woman on the Train
The woman on the train
Was not a lesson in vain
The woman on the train
Made me ask
Who was really to blame
The woman on the train
Made me feel
Her pain
And my pain
One and the same
The woman on the train
Made me feel
The shame
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Of how I treated other women
Like me
And had no capacity
To see
That it was really
white supremacy
Who was to blame
For her pain
And my pain
And the feeling that we are not one and the same
As the people on the train
Peered into our experience of violence
There was silence
Resulting in the
Invisibilization
Dehumanization
Annihilation
Of my experience
And hers
As they sat back,
held back
Remained unmoved
And offered no words to soothe
I was able to see
She was me
And I was she
I breathed and
Released the words
To soothe
And I was able to see
Her in her madness
And me in my sadness
“I am sorry”
I was sorry
For what had transpired that day on the train
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A travesty of the largest gravity
Another black woman harming another black woman
And the complacency of the bystanders
Over the mediocrity of what had they had witnessed
Inspired me to make a different choice
And voice my apology
To mitigate further catastrophe
Against me
And she
Because this would not be the last time
We would face a crime
Committed by one of us
against us
because that is how we have been positioned to be in relationship
with one another
For better or for worse
In this society
Since that day with the woman on the train
I have sat and sat
to strategize
Apologize
And visualize
A better way of being in relationship with my sistahs
I continue to pray on ways
To hold space for them and me
As we seek to be free
Of this GOD DAMN WHITE SUPREMACY
So we can just BE!
So you see
The lesson I learned from the woman on the train
Was Definitely not in vain
I did get my answer
She was not to blame
The people on the train were not to blame
It was White Supremacy and its toxicity.
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On African Ascendance, Body
Acceptance, and Somatic Experience
Dominique M. Brown 				
Miami University
This article provides a brief background on a contemplative practice,
a poetic narrative around the practice, followed by directions for
the practice itself. The practice explored in this article centers the
lived experiences and wisdoms of African ascendants (Dillard,
2012, p. ix). African ascendants refer to anyone who identifies or
experiences the world as Black, African American, Afro Latino/a/x,
Afro Caribbean or belonging to the African diaspora. Our bodies
carry norms, cultural traditions, spiritual practices, and ways of
being that have been demonized, othered, policed, politicized,
and oppressed in a variety of ways. This practice is an attempt to
marry ourselves back to our embodied experiences in a way that
is gentle and communal. It brings together somatic movement
practices (brown, 2019, p. 275) with narrative and storytelling.

The practice explored in this article centers the lived experiences and
wisdoms of African ascendants (Dillard, 2012, p. ix). African ascendants
refer to anyone who identifies or experiences the world as Black, African American, Afro Latino/a/x, Afro Caribbean or belonging to the
African diaspora. Our bodies carry norms, cultural traditions, spiritual
practices, and ways of being that have been demonized, othered, policed, politicized, and oppressed in a variety of ways. But the complete
tapestry of our individual and collective stories is held in our bodies. We
live in an oddly disembodied culture in the U.S. that uses physical form
as a way to mark all sorts of unhealthy oppressive systems for living, but
also does not fully acknowledge the body. It privileges the mind, but
discounts it from the rest of the body. Mental health is somehow seen
as separate from physical health. As if our consciousness is not connected to our physical brains that control the movement of our bodies.
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This practice is an attempt to marry ourselves back to our embodied
experiences in a way that is gentle and communal. It brings together
somatic movement practices (brown, 2019, p. 275) with narrative and
storytelling.
Briefly, somatics is a school of thought that connects the internal
felt body to the external perceived body (Hannah, 2004). Our brains
are connected neurologically to help us function and that can at times
be threatening. Our bodies react to perceived threats physically and at
times sub-consciously (van der Kolk, 2015). We now understand that this
extends beyond our own personal traumatic experiences, but that we
carry forward intergenerational traumas from our elders and ancestors
(Menakem, 2017). This work functionally brings forward much needed
and deserved space for centering Black wellbeing.
The lineages that are brought forth into this practice stem from a
womanist spirituality that relies heavily on the work of Alice Walker and
Dr. Cynthia Dillard, as well as coming out of the teachings of community organizations such as Generative Somatics, Trauma Response Crisis
Care (TRACC) 4 Movements, and the Mystic Soul Project. Generative
Somatics provides the general framework for how I conceptualize and
enter into somatic practice.
Generative Somatics feels into how, in a collective or
group, patterns of pain can indicate the mass, or intergenerational, trauma people are surviving. And how
each of us has the power to help each [other] fell more,
heal more, and move toward our longings for liberation and justice together. (brown, 2019, p. 275)
These practices are meant to make the subconscious conscious. We are
only dipping our toe into somatic work and bringing together intentional conscious awakening to embodied experiences.
Socio-cultural context is helpful to unpack body shame broadly,
ableism, and fat phobia related to body size. This contextualization is in
response to the following questions: Who does shame serve and where
does it come from? What practices help disrupt internalized oppression
surrounding body shame? Embodied somatic practices can help dis-
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rupt negative thought patterns stemming from internalized oppression. However, it isn’t enough to simply release your own body shame,
because it persists in the larger cultural ethos. We have to co-create
new collective counter-narratives for dominant socio-cultural ideals to
be dismantled. This is the desired aim of this paper and connected
practice.
Eurocentric beauty and health standards persist in the U.S. and
globally, serving ideals rooted in whiteness. Skin color is a racialized
visible part of a person’s appearance therefore race is always present
to conversations about beauty and the body. Body size also plays an
important role in perceptions of wellbeing. This rings true in dominant
portrayals of who participates in and holds expertise around contemplative practice. As Harrell reminds us:
Marketing materials portraying images of young, thin,
healthy, seemingly middle/upper-class, “blissed-out”
white people can convey very individualistic and decontextualized messages appealing primarily to values
of personal advancement, success, and happiness…
These images bear little resemblance to the daily
lived experience of many [people of color] and can
be perceived as irrelevant and unconcerned with their
circumstances. While larger-bodied [people of color]
seem to be appearing more frequently in the mindfulness media, these can be tokenized and objectified
within broader cultural messaging that remains largely
unchanged. (Harrell, 2018, p. 29)
Recent texts such as Fearing the Black Body: The Racial Origins
of Fat Phobia by Sabrina Strings (2019) are beginning to fully articulate
the complex histories and experiences of fat Black women like myself.
It thoughtfully contextualizes how over the course of colonial history
body shape and size became a part of Black women’s racialization.
Black women’s bodies dehumanized by white supremacist conceptualizations of them as overly sexually expressive, deviant, and lacking
self-control made evident in perceptions of that body.

255

THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 9, No. 1, 2022

As well as other points of embodied oppression such as ability status, linguistic hegemony, and so forth. In Sonya Renee Taylor’s powerful
text, The Body is Not an Apology: The Power of Radical Self-Love (2018)
highlights the origins of body shame. For many, body shame emerges in childhood and stems from awareness of external cultural beauty
ideals and understanding our positionality within those ideals as being
less valuable. Internalized negative messaging around body size is reinforced by the media, social circles, family, educators, medical professionals, etc. (B. Brown, 2006; D. Brown, 2018; Taylor, 2018).
However, these legacies of shame and internalized oppression
are not our birthright. Taylor tells us that “living a radical self-love life
is a process of de-indoctrination” (2018). Our bodies are literally wired
for joy and pleasure (brown, 2019). Centuries of African ascendant peoples have created and re-created themselves through visual art, music,
performance, movement, and storytelling (Dillard, 2012). We have the
agency to tap into that internal wiring on purpose with intention. There
is so much beauty created by, for, and with Black African ascendant
women throughout the diaspora in every single corner of the world.
Oppression seeks to deny that beauty and strip out all creativity within
us. But by naming and claiming it in articulated counternarratives, a kind
of freedom is found that cannot be suppressed. Expressions of African
ascendant peoples’ full humanity counteract the falsehoods presented.
Perceptions of specific physical attributes generate the socio-cultural, political, economic, and structural outcomes that play into people’s very real lived experiences of their bodies. As a contemplative
womanist scholar and practitioner, my work is to disrupt the narrative
that dehumanizes in order to call forth a higher understanding of the
whole human being. These external bodies do not define us, but they
are our homes. They hold our intellect, wisdom, and spirit. The embodied vessel that holds us should not be shamed and degraded but nurtured and uplifted.

AFRICAN ASCENDANCE, BODY ACCEPTANCE, AND SOMATIC EXPERIENCE 256

All of US: A Poetic Landscape of the Body

More spacious being, it is time to take up more space in the world. As a
woman in a voluminous (aka fat) body I have been taught to be small;
wearing my coffee colored skin I have been taught to be small. Not to
speak my feelings out loud because of how it might be perceived by
the outside. By someone else who has been taught to take up every
corner in every room; yet still has no joy. Telling me to move out of the
rooms that don’t belong to me. But my ancestors built these rooms.
Their ghosts still inhabit them. My mother gave birth to these rooms,
her blood still stains the walls though unseen. The grandmothers’ ancient wisdom whispers in my ear, “Take up space, it is yours to fill.” Jars
of yearning to pour out onto a thirsty world. Quenched of love and
belonging. Your bosom is ample, your belly is soft, full of the beauty I
gave to you from my grandmother and her grandmother and hers before her. They were black, brown, white, red, mulatto. Animists, spiritual gurus, sha(wo)men, teachers, healers, lovers. We actually haven’t left, they only think because our bodies are buried beneath the
ground and our ashes scattered, that we are no longer here. But now
we are part of the earth. The space, these rooms exist on, are ours
to inhabit indefinitely. Not to haunt, but to remind you, we are them,
and they are US. It is only a horror if you let it be. Running away from
possibility of the wisdom we offer. We, them, US, you, it is an illusion
as it always has been. Our bodies bear the scars of that illusion, but
the sight of the scars reminds you, them, they, US, we, are not the only
victims of brutality and hatred. We, they, US, you, them hurt. The pain
is inescapable if they, we, you, them, US do not learn love beyond
what is seen, to beauty unseen.
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Somatic Practice Directions
Opening: Light a tea candle (incense or another small incendiary). Honor a supportive African ascendant ancestor by lifting their name up into
room (can be a relative, cultural, and/or movement figure). Invite participants to do the same.
Whole Body Noticing Activity: Invite participants to check in with all
senses accessible to them (Sight; Smell; Hearing; Taste; Touch/Feeling).
Next, invite participants to explore somatic body tapping. If accessible,
simply use the tips of the fingers (one or all five) and gently tap different parts of the body. Start with the crown of the head, down the face,
paying special attention to eyebrows, cheek, and jawbone. Then down
the front of the body, paying special attention to the collar bone, then
down the whole body to the feet. Repeat up the back of the body using
an open palm.
Closing: Invite participants to place their hands somewhere on their
body (heart, gut, or somewhere significant) and send it some compassion. Take a moment to honor how good your body has been to get you
to this moment. Take a deep breath in and out. Then come back to the
room. Blow out the tea candle.
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Infusing Black Music in Breathwork and
Meditation
LaCriscia Fowlkes				
Independent Scholar/Researcher
Our breath serves as our lifeline to consciousness and
unconsciousness. In many circles, practices such as meditation,
yoga, breathwork, and sound healing were seen as a “White”
thing. The challenges of 2020 helped increasing numbers of Black
people realize that what had been appropriated as a “White”
thing was our thing. During the pandemics of Covid-19 and antiBlack violence, I created healing spaces and breathwork sessions
designed for BIPOC communities. This paper is a reflection on my
experiences, with advice for holistic practitioners seeking to offer
connection and resonance with Black and Brown audiences,
particularly through sharing music during healing sessions.

Our breath serves as our lifeline to consciousness and unconsciousness. In many circles meditation, yoga, breathwork, and sound healing
is a “White” thing. 2020 for many of us informed us that the “White”
thing is our thing. Pandemic life exposed the stress that Black lives in the
United States and around the world experience daily. The world had to
start dealing with its whitewashing and colonization of Black and Brown
people.
Being a Black holistic practitioner facing imposter syndrome and
deciding how to grow a wellness practice in a whitewashed industry,
the practice had to stand out and be different to bring in what the Black,
Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) audience wanted. Creating a
unique experience was like preparing a meal. The appetizer is the music, the breath is the entrée, and speaking love and truth into the soul is
served as dessert.
“People are just like receivers,” he once said, and
“they’re also like instruments because they got a heart
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that beats and that’s a drum. They’ve got eardrums,
too, and they got some strings in there, so they actually
got harps on each side of their head. If you play certain
harmonies, these strings will vibrate in peoples’ ears
and touch different nerves in the body.” Musicians had
a special place in Ras cosmology, because they produced vibrations that could help people feel more “in
tune” with themselves and their environment. (Wald,
2011, pp. 673-674)
Growing up in rural Virginia, history was painted with the brush
that the “South would rise again.” Yoga and meditation were something
hippie White folks did. These ideas were not in conversations in the
household; they came from many depictions in television and movies.
Yoga was a different religion. It was not about the connection to the self,
universe, or even the connection of a higher power. We went to God to
deal with stress, and the Holy Spirit was always with you to guide and
direct your path. It was easy not to connect to holistic practices; only
one family seemed to practice it in our small town. As life moved and
life journey’s brought exposure and understanding, exploration with
meditation and yoga increased. As the world protested George Floyd’s
murder, training for holistic modalities, as well as reiki and trauma and
resilience trainings, started overflowing. The universe had made the
soul’s path clear. “The word soul conjures up a sense of deeply felt,
authentic experience and has multiple interrelated meanings that generally fall within three domains: spiritual, psychological, and cultural”
(Harrell, 2018, p. 10); “Soul is also deeply embedded in the worldviews
of Native American and other Indigenous peoples around the world”
(Duran, 2006, as cited in Harrell, 2018, p. 10).
Training provided a clear understanding that the connection to the
soul was meaningful and explored in many ways. Starting with one singing bowl led to meditating daily. Joining a journaling group was next.
Then breathwork. Life-changing breathwork. The combination is a perfect breeding ground for practice. The desire to help Black and Brown
audiences gnawed at my ankles. Understanding contemplative practices and soul connections, music became the key.
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Contemplative practices are inclusive of many strategies including prayer, journaling, art-making, labyrinth
walking, playing and listening to music, communing
with nature, vigils, and dialogue circles … however,
meditation is the prototypical practice and is the most
visible in both scholarly and popular writing. (Harrell,
2018, p. 12)
The temperature of the world was still high. The stress of friends
and family was high. Grief was not only related to losing a loved one
due to Covid-19; it was now tied to isolation, not going to that favorite
restaurant, or not being around family and friends. With these tools at
hand, it was time to create a master plan to reach lives.
“The mental stress that’s on our community has come to a boiling
point,” said DeAngelo Mack, who advocates for better health in communities of color. “We’re at a critical moment of change to begin these
conversations through mental health” (Caiola, 2020, para. 8). Black, Indigenous, and other people of color construct their healing spaces that
take on an extra level of care and “sauce” in the mix.
Race-related stress in particular influences health behaviors, health status, and disease risk (Williams & Mohammed, 2009; Woods-Giscombé & Lobel, 2008).
Daily and chronic exposure to racism-related stressors and socioeconomic vulnerability are identified as
affecting health in African Americans (Williams et al.,
2010). Evidence highlights mechanisms of action between stress and adverse health outcomes (Braveman,
Egerter, & Williams, 2011; Commission on Social Determinants of Health, 2008; Smedley et al., 2002), including associations among stress exposure (e.g., exposure to racial discrimination); stress appraisal, coping,
and stress biomarkers (e.g., oxidative stress; Szanton,
Rifkind, et al., 2011); cortisol (Merritt, McCallum, &
Fritsch, 2011); and C-reactive protein (Lewis, Aiello,
Leurgans, Kelly, & Barnes, 2010). (Woods-Giscombé &
Gaylord, 2014, pp. 147-148)
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We must build the table, cook the meal, invite others to the “foreign experience,” set the table, add a little music, and hope this feast
turns out to be the best experience they have ever had in a self-care
space. According to Woods-Giscombé and Gaylord (2014), “The importance of distinguishing ‘mindfulness” from ‘meditation’ was also
emphasized. One participant mentioned that some African Americans
may associate the word meditation with something that is foreign and
that they may be more accepting of the term mindfulness” (p. 156). The
fear of interrupting the spiritual foundation is a big thing for some African-American families. Crafting the proper wording and instructions is
vital to the acceptance of practices.
“Mindfulness is the capacity to be aware and attentive to the present moment, without judgment, attachment to thoughts, feelings, past
events, or preoccupation for the future” (Kabat-Zinn, 2012, as cited in
Hernandez-Ruiz & Dvorak, 2020, p. 1). As we work to bring mindfulness
into the forefront for BIPOC communities, it is important to remind them
that the practice does not take away from their faith but can add to their
faith and improve their health.
As a secular health care intervention, research establishes mindfulness practice as a useful treatment for
anxiety, depression, and substance abuse, to name
a few applications (Barnhofer et al, 2009; Bowen, De
Boer, & Bergman, 2017; Brown & Ryan, 2003; Williams
et al., 2014). (Hernandez-Ruiz & Dvorak, 2020, p. 2)
According to Caiola (2020), Sacramento’s Black leaders started
hosting events to help with the mental health of its Black community.
Resources from the Black Emotional and Mental Health (BEAM) Collective, based in Los Angeles, were included in the report. Searching for
communities of color and learning from them was necessary for understanding the needs of different cross sections of the country. With all
the turmoil, we can no longer be hidden gems in our local community;
we need to be at the forefront of all Black and Brown lives that need
healing.
“For the most part, participants discussed congruence between
mindfulness meditation and spirituality or religion, citing religious
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hymns and text that promote meditation, quietness, and being still”
(Woods-Giscombé & Gaylord, 2014, p. 157). Breathwork would be a
way to connect music, meditation, inspirational messages, and quietness. In my experience leading groups now for a year, the key has been
to incorporate multiple modalities throughout, practicing with repeat
participants. Participants are encouraged to journal during and after
sessions as thoughts and messages may arrive at any time.
The most requested part of each session is the playlist. A little Stevie Wonder here, gospel artist Travis Green there, the Hamilton Soundtrack, and even Prince music have all appeared during the
breathwork sessions. These songs help to bring forth messages that
lead to relaxation, contemplation, and movement. Breathwork also provides participants rest. “However, for Black folks, healing and rest require much more than taking occasional breaks. It’s also about locating
opportunities to recover from chronic exposure to stress, which stands
in the way of holistic wellness” (Meadows-Fernandez, 2020, para. 4).
The healer also needs an outlet to heal. Fortunately, the Association of Black Psychologists held healing circles to process what was
happening in both the health pandemic and the pandemic killing of
Black people.
“For personal and professional sustainability and [to]
ensure that I do not burn out, I am using the month of
August for resting as a form of resistance,” she says.
Greene Brown is one of a growing number of Black
Americans who seek to bring Black August—a monthlong celebration to honor the Black revolutionaries of
the past—into the mainstream dialogue so that Black
activists and parents can learn from its legacy. To celebrate the occasion, her organization, Parenting For Liberation (P4L), provides virtual offerings to Black families
to help aid in healing despite widespread racial trauma.
Greene Brown believes this kind of healing is a form
of resistance. “As our community is trying to process
inescapable exposure to Black suffering on social and
traditional media, P4L’s Black August is shifting the nar-
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rative towards our healing, joy, and resilience,” Greene
Brown says. (Meadows-Fernandez, 2020, para. 1)
Music allowed the group to feel the innate meaning of rhythm
and blues while breathing. Making sure the space is welcoming and
safe, each participant works through their feelings, faces their truth,
and works to find a resolution within the hour of practice. Visualization
during the meditation can also bridge the conscious and the unconscious mind, whether connecting with ancestors or placing worries in
a river to float away. The music can help set the tone for embracing a
new day or holding on to regret. Music has played a role in healing the
places participants dare not to touch.
The history of R&B and the breadth of what it encompasses—socially, commercially, and artistically—suggests that it is not monolithic. It tells a complex story
of many strands and experiences. A distinctly African
American music drawing from the deep tributaries of
African American expressive culture, it is an amalgam
of jump blues, big band swing, gospel, boogie, and
blues that was initially developed during a thirty-year
period that bridges the era of legally sanctioned racial
segregation, international conflicts, and the struggle
for civil rights. Its formal qualities, stylistic range, marketing and consumption trends, and worldwide currency today thus reflect the changing social and political landscapes of American race relations and urban
life, culture, and popular entertainment in mainstream
America. (Puryear, 2016, para. 2)
Music connects us as we breathe through, with messages that give
hope, express our truth, and help us feel love.
The main course gives the most sustenance in a meal. It is full of nutrients and textures, and it is full of flavor and juiciness. Breathwork calls
in hope, inspiration, and a release (belching happens in the process).
When the meal is so good, forget the worrying; relaxation takes over at
the moment. The euphoric moments that occur during breathwork and
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meditation are magical. The conscious meets the dormant thoughts in
our minds and bring an unexplainable awareness. As the mood shifts,
the energy shifts, and visualizations connect the unconscious to our
higher self and higher source, bringing us clarity. We are reclaiming
the practices of our heritage, the heritage that was stripped from our
lives. We are looking to be healthy and grounded. According to the
Healthline article “What Is Breathwork?” the following are reasons people practice breathwork:
People have practiced breathwork to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

aid positive self-development
boost immunity
process emotions, heal emotional pain and trauma
develop life skills
develop or increase self-awareness
enrich creativity
improve personal and professional relationships
increase confidence, self-image, and self-esteem
increase joy and happiness
overcome addictions
reduce stress and anxiety levels
release negative thoughts

Breathwork is used to help to improve a wide range of
issues, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

anger issues
anxiety
chronic pain
depression
emotional effects of illness
grief
trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
(Cronkleton, 2019, paras. 4-5)

We must continue to forge ahead and standardize BIPOC communities seeing Black, Indigenous, and people of color practicing mind-
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fulness and meditation. We respond to holistic practices—this is what
we do, too.
Merging African religious traditions, beliefs and practices with Christianity, a number of African Americans
believed that through faith and prayer one could
overcome adversity of all kinds, including sickness
and illness. Faith healers, root doctors, and conjurers
flourished in the slave community and could be found
among free Blacks, especially in the rural South, but
also in northern communities. (Collier-Thomas, 2002,
para. 1)
Black skeptics of healing work would benefit from a Black practitioner that can connect to them. The starter is the music used during the
practice. With that one song from their era of music, the breath and psyche of the participant eases. The main course is breathing patterns that
ease them into a new practice and vigorous enough to feel the effects
immediately. The dessert of the whole meal comes in the messaging of
support, encouragement, and proclamations of clarity, love, and truth.
Words are essential: Proverbs 18:21 states, “Death and life are in the
power of the tongue, And those who love it will eat its fruit” (Bible Hub,
n.d.). As the practitioner leading the sessions, participants must leave
lifted, ready to face the world if they are not provided resources to help
them cope with the stress, grief, or other trauma they are experiencing.
The community of healing is investing in Black and Brown-skinned
people to do the work—work we may not have had access to due to
financial constraints or just feeling like outsiders in a space. Social justice movements have created awareness among White or non-Black
healers about their lack of understanding of the Black community, and
insecurity in what they can say and how the space feels. Some genuinely understand that they can be an accomplice and not just an ally,
recruiting more and more of the global majority, creating opportunities
to heal the masses as we see fit. This is the time to act and create healing
for communities of color in healing modalities stereotyped as “White.”
Honor our ancestors, and create a cycle where the Black dollar stays
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in a Black community or with a Black practitioner, and ultimately helps
create Black wealth. It is as simple as putting a solid meal together: music, a solid practice, and words that can speak life into any situation. We
can heal generational epigenetic effects from our chronic stress and the
pandemic of racism with the right combinations.
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A Vision of What Might Be:
The Pandemic, Protests, and Possibilities
Jan Willis
Wesleyan University
Times of crisis offer us opportunities for radical transformation. The
past two years of the Covid pandemic have laid bare, in glaring
fashion, the social, economic, and judicial inequities in American
life. Even so, some moral and religious leaders have provided us
with teachings and guidelines for a new vision of what we might
become. Here, based on my experience as a Professor of Religion
and an African American Tibetan Buddhist scholar and practitioner,
I draw on the teachings of two of these visionaries—the Rev. Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Buddha—to help us to imagine the
moral and spiritual transformations that might be possible.

Illustration by Andrew Glencross for Lion’s Roar. Reprinted with permission.
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I.
In 1963, as a fifteen-year-old tenth grader, I marched with the Rev. Dr.
Martin Luther King during the Birmingham Civil Rights Campaign. Accepting rides downtown from our county school bus drivers, I marched
as often as I could during those weeks of protests.1 How sad and ironic
then that now, some six decades later, we Black people (together today
with more allies) have had to resort to such mass marches once again.
My earlier experiences—of being raised in the Jim Crow South and of
marching to bring about changes in that unjust system—have provided
me with, perhaps, a unique lens through which to view our current societal, political, and spiritual situation.
It is my custom, nowadays, to begin my essays with a poem, or
an excerpt from a poem … so I hope you will indulge me here. In 1935
the great Harlem Renaissance poet, Langston Hughes, wrote in his wellknown poem, “Let America be America Again,” these words:
Let America be America again.
Let it be the dream it used to be.
Let it be the pioneer on the plain
Seeking a home where he himself is free.
(America never was America to me.)
Let America be the dream that dreamers dreamed—
Let it be that great strong land of love
Where never kings connive nor tyrants scheme
That any man be crushed by one above.
(It never was America to me.)2
Sadly, the oft repeated, and plaintive, line in the poem, “It never
was America to me,” could be voiced by far too many of us people of
1
I have written more extensively about these events in my memoir, Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist, and Buddhist—One Woman’s Spiritual Journey, Somerville,
MA: Wisdom Publications, 2008.
2
From Kevin Young, ed., African American Poetry: 250 Years of Struggle &
Song, New York: The Library of America, pp. 197-199.
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color living in the U.S. during these present days. By Black people and
Indigenous peoples; by Latinx people and by Asian-American folk and
Pacific Islanders. I want to speak in this brief essay about why that is so.
Actually, I want to speak about several themes: about Buddhism and
what it can teach us about navigating these times, about Rev. Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr. and what his life and testament of hope can teach us
during these dark days, about where we are now during this dread pandemic, about the deep economic, social and racial divides that have
been so painfully exposed as a result of it, about the protests which
have erupted owing to such glaring inequities, and lastly, about how
this particular historic moment of racial reckoning might actually offer
us the possibility of making America actually America for the first time,
making it a society that truly lives up to its creed of “liberty and justice
for all.”
“We hold these truths to be self-evident … that all men are created equal … .”3 Lofty words to be sure, but words spoken by White men
who—even as those very words were spoken—kept Black bodies enslaved to bring them, the White folk, profit. We sit today amidst this grave
paradox. For as this country proclaims freedom for all, it was founded
on the genocide of Native Americans and the theft of their lands on the
one hand, and on the forced labor of captured and enslaved Africans
on the other. Once viewed only as chattel, degraded, denigrated, and
denied full humanity, Black people have—for centuries—continued to
be viewed here as being less than human, and as being “fit only to be
slaves” by White men who see no shame, nor moral imperative, to view
us otherwise.
This is a hard truth, one that is difficult for many to accept. But,
as James Baldwin famously said, “Not everything that is faced can be
changed; but nothing can be changed until it is faced.”4 White Amer3
These are the words beginning the second paragraph of the U.S. Declaration of Independence, signed July 4, 1776.
4
This quote comes from the unfinished book Baldwin was writing when he
died. Its focus was on the lives and times of three Civil Rights icons, Medgar Evers,
Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcom X. Raoul Peck made the quote a central theme
of his documentary on Baldwin, “I Am not Your Negro.”
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icans must face their great “original sin”5 against people of color, a sin
of their own, White, creation. And we must together—as a country of
full-fledged citizens—recognize and speak this truth.
This truth puts a lie to the fairy tale of American democracy for all.
It is our only way to salvation, to a true multi-racial democracy. Baldwin
identified this original “lie” in a 1964 essay he titled, “The White Problem.” There, he wrote:
The people who settled the country had a fatal flaw.
They could recognize a man when they saw one. They
knew he wasn’t … anything else but a man; but since
they were Christian, and since they had already decided that they came here to establish a free country, the
only way to justify the role this chattel was playing in
one’s life was to say that he was not a man. For if he
wasn’t, then no crime had been committed. That lie
is the basis of our present trouble. (quoted in Glaude,
2020, p. 9)
II.
The Buddha taught that every living being and, indeed, every thing depends for its very existence upon some other thing and/or condition.
Hence, every existent thing comes into existence based upon the existence of something else. This means that no thing exists independently,
5
This characterization of slavery was advanced by James Madison, one
of the nation’s “founding fathers” and its fourth president. But one description of
Madison’s ambivalence states the following:
Madison’s antislavery thinking seems to have been strongest
during the 1780s—at the height of Revolutionary politics. But
by the early 1800s, when in a position to truly impact policy, he
failed to follow through on these views. In February 1801 Madison Sr. died, leaving Montpelier and more than one hundred
slaves to James Madison, as his eldest son. The following week,
Thomas Jefferson became President of the United States and
appointed Madison as his Secretary of State. Madison managed Montpelier from afar yet took no concrete steps toward
freeing his slaves or changing the plantation system. Upon becoming the fourth President of the United States in 1809, Madison brought slaves to serve him in the White House.
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stands on its own, without dependence on others. We are here because
others have been here. We are here in dependence upon others. We
are, hence, all connected beings; connected to causes and conditions;
connected to one another. This is our interdependence (Sanskrit, pratitya-samuttpada, literally, “arisen owing to another”).
The Rev. Dr. MLK, Jr., you might know, said something quite similar.
He said:
All men are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever
affects one directly affects all indirectly. I can never be
what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be,
and you can never be what you ought to be until I am
what I ought to be. This is the interrelated structure of
reality.6
Once we have deeply realized this fact—of our intertwined and
interconnected reality—we ought to look out for, and be responsible
for, one another. This pandemic should certainly have taught us this.
We saw how, at its outset, it could not be contained and how it quickly
spread around the globe. We know now that it will do no good to wipe
it out here in the U.S. if it still exists in some other place in the world.
We, today, can see this circumstance, this condition. And I am reminded
of what the great “engaged Buddhist,” Thich Nhat Hanh, said, namely,
“Once you see, then you must act.”7
Today we sit amidst three great crises: the Covid-19 pandemic itself, the economic collapse and reordering of things that has resulted
from it, and the great racial and social inequities which have been laid
bare, even more for all to see, because of the pandemic.
The pandemic did teach us some good truths. For example, we
6
From Rev. King’s sermon titled, “The man who was a fool.” See King’s
Strength to Love, Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981 (1963). Dr. King used some version of this quote in many of his writings.
7
Thich Nhat Hahn (b. 1926), the Vietnamese Zen master, is regarded as the
founder of the modern-day Engaged Buddhist Movement. His life has been one
of sharing peace and love, but not shying away from action. Like Dr. King, whom
he knew, he taught a kind of loving, non-violent activism. He often made this comment, in his many talks and numerous books.
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learned early on that we needed far less to sustain ourselves than we
had been led to believe by the constant advertising telling us we needed it. If we were fortunate enough, food, clothing, shelter, and heat
were about it. The other stuff was luxury. Moreover, we saw the skies
become bluer again, less polluted by the smog of our excessive use of
fossil fuels. These were some of its positive benefits.
But then, we began to see the glaring social and economic inequities in our society. Not everyone had the luxury of working from home.
Not everyone had enough food. Not everyone had broadband and WiFi and so could not do school virtually, fully online. Not everyone had
the genuine necessities of life, or even the bare necessities of life.
We learned at the beginning of the pandemic, who was a socalled “essential worker” for our well-being: the hospital, EMT, and
nursing home workers, for example, who have been, and remain, on
the frontlines,8 the postal and delivery people, stock-clerks in grocery
stores, our vegetable growers, and meatpackers. Now, just consider:
these people are the very ones who cannot miss work because they are
deemed “essential,” but (apart from the doctors in hospitals) they have
the lowest paying jobs, not nearly a living wage, and they are nearly all
the dispensable and disposable ones. They are the ones who contracted the virus most easily and early on—because they had to be in contact
with many people, they could not work from home, and often they live
in multi-generational homes without the luxury of space to keep themselves safe. In short, we have seen the paradox that the most essential
workers—for all of us fortunate enough to be able to stay in, isolate and
shelter in place—are the very ones we might typically consider the most
“dispensable” or “disposable” ones, this society’s “nobodies.” (I am
8
On April 8, 2021, the Guardian published the findings of a year-long
study that provided the latest data on healthcare workers. It reported that 3,607
healthcare workers had died in the first year of the pandemic and that, of that number, two-thirds of the deaths were of people of color. The study’s data reported
that 21% of deaths were of Asian American/Pacific Islanders, 26% were Black,
15% were Hispanic, and 36% were White. It noted that “Asian/Pacific Islanders
and Black people account for about 20% of the U.S. population, but nearly half
of health care worker deaths.” See article at https://www.theguardian.com/usnews/2021/apr/08/us-health-workers-deaths-covid-lost-on-the-frontline.

A VISION OF WHAT MIGHT BE 275

reminded here of Marc Lamont Hill’s artfully crafted book, Nobody: Casualties of America’s War on the Vulnerable, from Ferguson to Flint and
Beyond.)9 In our state and federal prisons, for example, prisoners were
forced to make our early supply of PPE (personal protective equipment)
but were not allowed to use it for themselves. Something is wrong with
this picture.
And then, because most of us were sheltering-in-place, on May
25th of 2020 (which just happened to be Memorial Day in 2020), most
all of us got to see on TV or on our mobile devices, the slow and brutal,
torturous death of George Floyd at the hands of police officer, Derek
Chauvin, one who was sworn to “protect and serve.”10 We watched.
We witnessed. We were forced to see, and to be complicit with, the

9
Hill, M. L. (2016). Nobody: Casualties of America’s War on the Vulnerable,
From Ferguson to Flint and Beyond. Atria Books.
10
The words “Protect and Serve” often appear on the side of many police
cars and is the motto of most police forces. The words have come generally to define the mission of the police, which is to “protect” citizens and “serve” the public.
Historically, for Black people, this phrase has additional echoes of the Fourteenth
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. Ratified in 1868, the Amendment gave newly freed slaves the right of citizenship and along with that, guaranteed all citizens
“equal protection under the law.” Black people continue to await this most important right of citizenship.
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system of unequal justice that has been a hallmark of this nation since
its very inception being imposed upon a Black man—once again. We
were shown directly the State’s total disregard for Black life in this country. We were forced to watch the death throes and wails of the “gentle
giant,” George Floyd, and the steely, calm, and callous demeanor of
White supremacy’s representative, Chauvin, with his knee on Floyd’s
neck. We watched then for what we were told was 8 minutes and 46
seconds. (Now that the trial is being aired, we have learned that the actual time of the assault was 9 minutes and 25 seconds.) And as the trial
is being publicly aired and video of the homicide is being constantly
replayed, we are all being once again daily traumatized by this cruelty.
But because we all saw it together, saw it and the injustice of it, and
the cruelty of it, many of us stood up and said, “Enough is enough!”
And we began marching once again, carrying placards that said “Black
Lives Matter.” (The #BlackLivesMatter Network11 and movement was the
creation of three Black women—Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors and Opal
Tometi—following the acquittal of George Zimmerman for the murder
of Trayvon Martin in 2013. It was rekindled in 2014 after the killing of
Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri and it emerged powerfully once
again in 2020 immediately in the wake of the killing of George Floyd in
Minneapolis.)
As mentioned at the beginning of this essay, I had marched like
this before. It was in 1963 in Birmingham, Alabama when I marched, as
a teenager, with Dr. King, Jr. during the Civil Rights Campaign.12 I was
raised during the era of Jim Crow segregation when everything was
11
From their website: “BlackLivesMatter was founded in 2013 in response
to the acquittal of Trayvon Martin’s murderer. Black Lives Matter Global Network
Foundation, Inc. is a global organization in the U.S., UK, and Canada, whose mission is to eradicate White supremacy and build local power to intervene in violence
inflicted on Black communities by the state and vigilantes. By combating and countering acts of violence, creating space for Black imagination and innovation, and
centering Black joy, we are winning immediate improvements in our lives.” Two
of the three young women founders have authored essential books. See Patrisse
Khan-Cullors’ When They Call You a Terrorist and Alicia Garza’s The Purpose of Power.
12
A fuller description of these heady days can be found in my memoir,
Dreaming Me; Black, Baptist and Buddhist; One Women’s Spiritual Journey, Somerville, MA, 2008 (2001).
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separate and unequal. The water fountains were marked “White” and
“Colored.” During those days of the Campaign, many of the signs read
“I Am a Man” and “I Am Somebody.” In other words, like today, the
signs stated the obvious. They stated the obvious facts. Black men who,
regardless of their age, had been called “boy” all their lives by White
segregationists sought to take back their manhood and their humanity.
Of course, Black lives matter, we might think; some of us going on to
quickly add, “All lives matter.” But precisely because, so far in the history
of this society, those “obvious facts” that all lives matter has not been
agreed to, or acceded to, by all the citizens of these United States of
America, we were then, and we are today, forced to carry such signs
again.13
We keep repeating the facts that we have long known, but no one
else seems to be listening. For example, for all its talk about “freedom,”
the United States is a callously punitive nation. The U.S. has the largest
prison population in the world and the highest per-capita incarceration
rate. “The prison population has increased from 300,000 in the early
1970s to 2.3 million people today. There are nearly six million people on
probation or on parole. One in every fifteen people born in the United

13
On this particular point, I am reminded once again of the work of Marc
Lamont Hill. In his latest, short, book, We Still Here; Pandemic, Policing, Protest, &
Possibility, pp. 96-97, he stridently argues the following:
America has had four hundred years to say “All Lives Matter.”
When Black people were stolen and enslaved, White people
could have abolished the project of slavery by saying, “Wait,
no, all lives matter.” Whites could have interrupted the lynch
mobs and stopped the extrajudicial killing of innocent Black
people by saying, “Do not hang these people from trees because all lives matter.” When Black people were subjected to
legalized apartheid from 1896 until 1954, from Plessy v. Ferguson to Brown v. Board of Education, U.S. citizens could have
intervened and said, “No, we need an equal legal system because all lives matter.” There have been numerous instances in
U.S. history when White people had the ability, with complete
moral authority, to say all lives matter—but they never did…It
is only at the moment when Black people assert the specific
legitimacy of their lives in response to the systemic devaluing
of their lives that we want to become universal in response to a
very specific problem.
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States in 2001 is expected to go to jail or prison; one in every three Black
male babies born in this century is expected to be incarcerated” (Stevenson, 2014/2015, p. 15). Black and Brown women fare no better in
the U.S. prison systems, their numbers of incarceration being far higher
than those for White women. Class and race meet at the intersection
of justice. If one looks solely at drug offenses, for example, one can
see that there seem clearly to be two different justice systems in place,
with the “poor man’s drug,” crack, usually drawing sentences far longer
than “rich man’s drugs” like cocaine. The prison and legal systems in
this country, says Bryan Stevenson, “treats you better if you are rich and
guilty than if you are poor and innocent” (TED, 2012) And he has often
repeated the phrase, “The opposite of poverty is not wealth; the opposite of poverty is justice” (2014/2015, p. 18).
III.
Can We Imagine What America Might Be?
I sit here in Georgia, not only a place where the pandemic has taken and
continues to take its toll, but a place where—against great odds, but
with the stalwart support of people like Stacey Abrams and her organization, Fair Fight—a slim majority of voters here turned the state from
red to blue,14 voting in a Democrat for president and two Democratic
senators, a Black man and a Jewish man, to the United States Senate.
And where we hardly had time to celebrate those victories when our
national Capitol was stormed by right-wing, pro-Trump, White supremacist rioters. And where, immediately after that storming of the Capitol,
14
One must applaud here the extraordinary work of Stacey Abrams and her
group, “Fair Fight.” Ms. Abrams is a Georgia native and a long-time political leader
and activist. She served eleven years in the State legislature, seven as Democratic
leader. She was the first Black woman to be a gubernatorial candidate. She ran
in but lost her gubernatorial bid. Fair Fight’s website states that, “After witnessing
the gross mismanagement of the 2018 election by the Secretary of State’s office,
Abrams launched Fair Fight to ensure every American has a voice in our election
system through programs such as Fair Fight 2020, an initiative to fund and train voter protection teams in 20 battleground states.” Stacey Abrams has also authored
two best-selling books: Lead from the Outside and Our Time is Now.
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Georgia lawmakers began furiously to enact voter restriction/suppression laws. According to the latest statistics, there are currently more
than 360 bills dedicated to suppressing or restricting the vote in 47
states in the U.S. 15
Why? Because, for many, the idea of this country can only be
conceived of as a White country, founded by, and intended for White
men alone. This was the coded message of Trump’s campaign slogan,
“Make America Great Again.” It meant “Make, and Keep, America
White Again.” When census demographics showed that the country
would become majority “Brown” in just a few decades, White supremacists lost their minds! “What?” they asked each other. “Will we lose our
power? Our wealth? Our right to rule over everyone with injustice and
without accountability?” This is why the nation’s Capitol was stormed.
This is why voter suppression bills have appeared so fast and furiously.
White supremacy is being challenged like never before. Indeed, sometimes, it appears to be in its death throes. But it will not relinquish its
power easily. Power is never handed over willingly.
This is where we are. Many among the younger generations in this
country have seen what is happening. When I marched during the Civil
Rights Campaign, there were thousands and sometimes even hundreds
of thousands of marchers, the vast majority of them Black folk. But today,
following the killing of George Floyd, millions of young people, Black,
Brown, and White, took to the streets. It is reported that more than fifteen million people took part in the 1,470 protests throughout the U.S.
during the months of the summer of 2020.16 In the wake of George
Floyd’s murder, the Black Lives Matter movement spread throughout
the globe, with marches and protests in countries worldwide. During
the writing of this essay, on April 20, 2021, Derek Chauvin, the police of15
The Brennan Center for Justice’s “State Voting Bills Tracker 2021” reported on April 1, 2021 that “As of March 24, legislators have introduced 361
bills with restrictive provisions in 47 states.”
16
The New York Times reported on July 4, 2020 that “Over the course of the
demonstrations, protests have occurred in over 40% of the counties in the United States… Polls suggest between 15 million and 26 million people participated,
which would make these demonstrations the largest in United States history.”
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ficer who cold-heartedly murdered Floyd, was found guilty on all three
charges against him. He is currently awaiting sentencing. The jury’s verdict in this case gave some measure of justice to the family of Floyd and
to those who had marched in protests in his name. There was, at least,
some accountability. But accountability in this one case is not yet “justice for all.” As Vice President Kamala Harris publicly remarked shortly
after the verdict was reached, “A measure of justice isn’t the same as
equal justice for all.” There has been no justice for Sandra Bland or Breonna Taylor, none yet for Eric Garner or Tamir Rice, nor for the countless
others whose names appear on Black Lives Matter posters or on “Say
Her Name” 17 banners. Perhaps our country’s legislative body will pass
the George Floyd Justice in Policing Act.18 We will have to see.
Today, we stand at a crucial time, a possible turning-point, a possible tipping-point for all of us. For here, during this moment of historical
racial reckoning, we have a choice: Will we live up to the promise that
this country was founded upon and choose to become a truly multi-racial democracy where each and every citizen is valued, loved, safe, and
treated with dignity and respect? Or will we devolve once again into
fierce tribalism and long-simmering hatreds?
Martin Luther King, Jr said, “We must learn to live together as
brothers [and sisters] or perish together as fools.”19 When hatred wins,
everybody loses. Dr. King had a vision about a society based on justice,
equal opportunity, and love of one’s fellow human beings.20 Some have
17
The #SayHerName movement was founded as a response to the Black
Lives Matter movement and the mainstream media’s tendency to sideline the experiences of Black women in the context of police brutality and anti-Black violence.
The hashtag was coined by the African American Policy Forum headquartered at
Columbia University and co-founded by Professor Kimberle Crenshaw.
18
The George Floyd Justice in Policing Act of 2021 is a civil rights and police reform bill drafted by Democrats in the United States Congress, including
members of the Congressional Black Caucus. The legislation was introduced in
the United States House of Representatives on February 24, 2021. Introduced by
Congresswoman Karen Bass, it is officially known as H.R.1280.
19
This is an often-repeated quote by Dr. King. He used it in sermons and as
the title of a short talk he gave in St. Louis in 1964.
20
For more on some of the details of the Beloved Community, see https://
thekingcenter.org/about-tkc/the-king-philosophy/.
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viewed it as a schmaltzy, and sentimental idea. But, I believe, it is a radical vision of what we might become. He, and others, called it simply
the Beloved Community. But its realization calls for a true transformation—in both our thinking as well as in our institutions. In this regard, its
creation is both a moral and a spiritual practice.
We simply must find a way to live together, in a community of equal
justice and liberty for all, in a society where each of us feels valued,
loved, and safe. We have not gotten there yet. We will have to call upon
our deepest wisdom and compassion to envision this new world. Can
we use our Buddhist training and meditations to help us here? I think
we must.
The Buddha said in Dhammapada verse 183:
Do no harm.
Practice what is good.
Discipline the Mind.
This is the teaching of all the Buddhas.
To me, this simple verse says it all: We are here on this earth to help
others, to cause no harm, to do what is good—for others as well as ourselves—and to discipline our minds so that we can effectively carry out
those first goals. We are here, as Dr. King said, to serve. And, in serving
others, we also serve ourselves.
The Zen master Suzuki Roshi said, “In the beginner’s mind there
are many possibilities, but in the expert’s mind, there are few” (1970, p.
21). At this point in our history, we must all become “beginners” again.
We need new and creative possibilities, new and previously unimagined solutions. The issue is this: How do we make the dream of America,
a fact? How do we wipe the slate clean of the multiple racial divides and
inequities in this country and make of it a truly multi-racial democracy?
The solutions proposed in the past have not succeeded in making this
a “land of the free with justice and liberty for all.” So, how can we now,
together, make that ideal a reality? This is what, I believe, we are called
upon to do. This is our most urgent challenge. If we do not do it now—if
we do not imagine a new world and begin to create it—we may never
again get the chance. Now is the time. Now is the time.
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Journeying Home through the Body:
An Introduction to Resource, Resilience,
and Resistance in Relationship (R4)
Dominique A. Malebranche				
Pepperdine University
This paper will explore the connections to Black cultural
reclamation, liberatory healing, and future building through a
framework of cultivating a sense of home in contemplative bodybased Resource, Resilience, and Resistance in Relationship (R4).
Home is a concept that has been historically disrupted for Black and
Brown bodies across generations. As people of African descent, we
carry stories of homegoing, stolen histories, and politicized futures.
Displaced from our motherlands and separated from our resources,
home is lost. In a society where we are racialized and subjectively
treated and mistreated by the rigidity of white cisheteropatriarchal
supremacy, home is needed. Through the reflective experiencing of
deep commitment to invest in our individual and collective bodies
through intentional practice, home is found. The “R4” approach is
offered as a conceptual framework that proposes an embodied
lens to contemplation as a lineage practice that connects historical
memory and resilience across the sequence of lineal descents from
ancestry to the present experience of the body and informs creative
responses for the next generation. When practiced as an expression
of Black liberation, R4 in contemplative practice has the power to
reclaim, heal, and build. While the physical location of home is
complicated within a broader cultural context, this exploration will
support a conceptual framework and practical strategies for home
as an inner embodied resource to facilitate individual and collective
liberation. Future directions for research and practice are discussed.
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“The ache for home lives within us. The safe place where we
can go as we are and not be questioned.” – Maya Angelou
Embodiment is the practice of actively being, feeling, and experiencing
one’s body. What we experience in the world can disconnect us from
this state of being, especially when our journeys contain historical and
contemporary expressions of oppression. To re-experience the cultural
body in a safe and healthy way, is to offer a path home and a connection
to cultural healing.
I recall such a homecoming through a visit back to Haiti,
the land of my ancestors. As a Black, first generation Haitian-American, I pieced together the narratives of our lineage
through my elders’ short and fragmented responses to my
many curious inquiries. My conclusions were informed by my
sensitivity to the tension and constriction that was observed
in their upper bodies as they responded to curiosities. I was
raised with an internal awareness of silenced narratives from
my immigrant elders who had been impacted by complicated histories of Port-au-Prince during the political rule of former
President, François Duvalier (also known as “Papa Doc”). The
tone of their voices and the restraint in their bodies communicated a sense of fear and anxiety and I internalized this and
the silence that contributed to an experience of invisibility.
These perspectives, and my marginal experiences in the U.S.,
contributed to a disconnect with a culturally rooted sense of
self. However, I connected to a different story in my embodied
experience on the “land of mountains”—Ayiti.
During a jet skiing outing on the Caribbean Sea, right
off of the western coast of Haiti, I experienced a revitalizing
thrill that reverberated through my bones. Overcome with a
playfulness that felt both natural and unfamiliar, I impulsively
turned off the jet ski and jumped into the ocean. In that moment, I submerged myself in this massive navy-blue body and
floated between a large mountain range and a distant island.
I settled into a felt sense of freedom, communicated by the tin-
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gling sensations that traveled throughout my physical body.
I felt divinely home. I sensed the mix of cool and warm currents flowing around my limbs and the spaciousness to tread
water with the strength and ability of my arms and legs. The
sun beamed on my face and the warmth felt like a gentle kiss
from God. I could smell the air, the water, the land; it smelled
like history, like untold stories. I laughed at the pure joy of the
experience, and my whole body smiled as I reconnected with
Ayiti in her natural beauty and remembered my ancestors and
their journeys. When the moment of remembering passed, I
felt deeply betrayed that I had accepted a narrative that was
far from the true paradise that I was experiencing as home to
my lineage. I had been stuck carrying intergenerational trauma, in the way that beloved ancestor bell hooks (2018) noted, how cultures of dominance rely on fear to maintain obedience. The connection of this moment, brought upon by an
intentional awareness of my body in space, place, time, and
experience, demonstrated my embodiment as a key to access
healing wisdom for coming home.
Inspired by an interdisciplinary perspective utilizing critical (Collins,
2002; French et al., 2020) and cultural (Harrell, 2018) frameworks, trauma and interpersonal neurobiology theories (e.g., Levine & Frederick,
1997; Menakem, 2017; Ogden et al., 2006; Siegel, 2016; van der Kolk,
2014), and deep reflexivity (Teo et al., 2014) in practice with cultural
somatic practitioners and yogis and contemplatives of color, R4 —Resource, Resilience, and Resistance in Relationship—integrates a cultural
body-based approach of being, embodying, and healing in a sociocultural context. The conceptual framework of R4 intentionally interrogates
power in relationship to exploring the racialized experience of the body
and offers an integrative approach to embodied practice for contemplative practitioners of color, especially those racialized as Black. This author presents a theoretical overview as an attempt to explicitly integrate
experiences and expression of the body into contemplative practice
and embrace expressions of safety, strength, and liberation as transformative processes. R4 suggests the body as a site for radical (French
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et al., 2020) and psychocultural (Harrell, 2015) healing through its emphasis on building capacity to occupy the dialectic of existing in both
spaces of resisting oppression and moving toward freedom, through
the work of humanization, (re)connection, reclamation and restoration,
truth telling, and empowering transformation (Malebranche & Harrell,
2021). In honor of the sacred, R4 highlights the body as technology for
accessing internal resources in the power of land, ancestry, and future
building held in relationship and emphasizes an innate capacity to rebuild our connection to a liberated home.
Contemplative practice has the power to bring us back to the
body through processes of sensing, experiencing, and cultivating.
Black Feminist political theorist and contemplative, Jasmine Syedullah
(2020) refers to the process of “homemaking” as a contemplative practice. In her collaboration with Poverty Scholars, she discusses creating
a home within oneself to counter the lack of felt experience in a land
where our racialized body is hunted, brutalized, demonized and marginalized. People of the African diaspora have had to unlearn internalized oppression to relearn that the body carries lineage wisdom that
has been lost between political trauma, trafficking, immigration, separation and survival. Writer, Ta-Nehisi Coates (2015, p. 10) reminds us that,
“racism is a visceral experience … You must never look away from this.
You must always remember that the sociology, the history, the economics, the graphs, the charts, the regressions all land, with great violence,
upon the body.” The recognition of this truth leads us to the source of
wisdom for racialized healing. The sociocultural and political histories
and contemporary realities of Black communities, as a result of Ma’afa
(Richards, 1981)—a Swahili term for great tragedy used to refer to the
impact of the African Slave Trade—demonstrate the Black body politic
as a great carrier of grief and trauma. Through state sponsored violence,
political conflict, forced migration, and ongoing experiences of marginalization, microaggression and oppression, one begins to disconnect
from the body as a method of survival. Consistent with Black Feminism
(Collins, 2002), a recognition of race with gendered body politics in
the outcomes of systemic oppression and marginalization is required
to understand examples of this trauma adaptation through the body
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being perceived as unsafe through overidentification or hypervisibility (e.g., Mowatt et al., 2013), fragmentation (e.g., Edelman, 2018), and
internalization of body shame (e.g., Caldwell & Leighton, 2018). While
social conditions of oppression shape the body to become a vehicle for
understanding how oppression is unconsciously perpetuated through
bodies (Caldwell & Leighton, 2018) and can often perpetuate intergenerational and cultural trauma (Akbar, 2017; Brave Heart & Yellow Horse,
2000; Bryant-Davis & Ocampo, 2005; DeGruy, 2005; Robin, Chester &
Goldman, 1996), this author proposes the notion of moving toward embodied contemplative practice to uproot internalizations and embody
wholeness and sites of wisdom amongst “bodies of culture” (Menakem,
2017).
Various manifestations of movement, breath, and meditation can
support thriving and remembering that we are integrated beings of
mind, body, and soul. However, it is the centering of the soul within
practice that allows the wisdom of the Black experience to permeate
through cultural soul wounds, internalized racism, intersectional oppression, and collective trauma (Duran et al., 2008; Grills & Ajei, 2002;
Harrell, 2018; Myers 2013; Nobles, 2006). Harrell (2018) integrates Afrocentric Psychology and African cultural influences and worldview to
demonstrate this divine connection to spirit in contemplative practice
as soulfulness. The interrelated connection of “the energy of the embodied essence (the soul of a person),” “the energy of the emancipated
experience and emanating expression (the soul of living),” and “the energy of enlightened engagement (the soul of connectedness)” (Harrell,
2018, p. 15), supports the inspiration for cultural embodiment through
processes that can occur within the body as a site for healing and practice. For communities of color, contemplative practices that express
the spirit through the body, such as singing, dancing, drumming, and
artmaking, are culturally meaningful and have been traditional ways to
intentionally reconnect individuals and collectives back to their bodies
to explore a sense of homecoming (Holmes, 2017; Lincoln & Mamiya,
1990; Price, 2013; Spencer, 2017). As individuals within the Diaspora,
we recognize that to engage the practice of coming home to oneself,
there must first be a critical consciousness of where disruption and sep-
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aration occurred and recognition of how this may create additional challenges to feeling safe in the embodied expression (Fanon, 1967; Watts
et al., 1999; Watts et al., 2011). Therefore, it is critical that we include the
body in contemplative practices, while paying special attention to the
Black experience.
Embodiment in Contemplative Practice and Black
Wisdoms
The etymology of embodiment comes from the verb embody, which
is in reference to a soul or spirit to “invest with an animate form” and
the ideas to “express, arrange or exemplify intelligently or perceptibly”
(Harper, 2001). Em comes from the French word en, meaning “in, into”
and “put in or into, bring to a certain state,” bodi refers to the body, and
ment is related to an action or resulting state. The connection between
feeling into the body, an expression of spirit, and transforming a state
of being or tangible actions is present in the awareness of embodiment
as a process. Of the many definitions of body, the notion that body is
the “main,” “central,” or “substantial” part of anything should warrant
our attention. The body should be regarded as primary; it plays a role
in information processing through psychological mechanisms (Körner
et al., 2015), while also emphasizing a spiritual perspective in centering
who we are, with sociocultural implications of how others perceive and
interact with us.
Contemplative practices are defined as “practical, radical, and
transformative … capacities for deep concentration … in the midst of the
action and distraction that fills everyday life … to help develop greater
empathy and communication … supporting a loving and compassionate approach to life” (Contemplative Mind in Society). Contemplative
traditions and mindfulness-based teachings have historically explored
sites of the body and embodiment as a primary domain for experiential
present-moment grounding. In Buddhist traditions, the first foundation
of mindfulness is of the body and one’s relationship to it (Gunaratana,
2002). Buddhist practitioner and teacher Sebene Selassie (2019) quotes
the Buddhist text Majjhima Nikaya when she noted how the body must
be cultivated to cultivate the mind. This foundation is further exempli-
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fied in one of the standard teachings of a guided Body Scan within the
secular Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) curriculum (Kabat
Zinn, 2012; Shapiro et al., 2006), where the focus is maintaining an
awareness of the body in its sensations, breath, experience of emotion,
and specific movements. Integrating these perspectives of the body in
mindfulness practice and movement-based contemplative practices
such as Yoga, Qigong and Tai Chi (see Schmalzl et al., 2014) emphasizes
body awareness for the purpose of regulation and response to external
stimuli. When we are aware of sensations occurring within our internal
experience, we engage in the practice of interoceptive awareness—a
practice that can increase our capacity to assess physical and psychological safety and accelerate trauma recovery (Loizzo, 2018; Loizzo et
al., 2017).
Caldwell (2018, p. xx) calls our attention to bodyfulness, described
as “lived experience of our body we can use to feel and express directly, creating powerful and direct locating of ourselves in the present moment.” In this framing, embodiment is explored in time and context as
a trauma sensitive (Treleaven, 2018) contemplative practice that “holds
our ability to rest our care and attention into our direct, immediate experience on a consistent basis” (Caldwell, 2018, p. xxiii). Yoga philosophy and Vedic traditions also understand the body in relationship to
the soul or spirit, through energetic layers of the body (e.g., physical
body, subtle body, casual body) that encompass koshas (Roeser, 2005)
that correspond to the natural elements and use repetitive breath and
movement patterns to integrate subtle and physical bodies (i.e., Kundalini yoga). However, it is important to consider how in practice, American mindfulness does not often operate to free oppressive systems,
which is needed for those practicing in intersectional bodies racialized
as Black, but instead can work alongside oppression. A critique of embodiment as “code [for] white bodily processes and states” (Sherrell,
2018, p. 149) orients our attention to understand the process of racialized bodies inhabiting a guarded experience through the engagement
of various contemplative practices (DeLuca et al., 2018; Watson et al.,
2016). Despite the existence of diverse explorations of the body in contemplative approaches, the integration of the sacred and dynamics of
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power, which are critical to cultural expressions of embodied wisdom
and a contextual application in culturally responsive practice, can be
further explored.
In African traditions, the body has roots in spiritual and knowledge
systems. For example, Nigerian author, Akintoye (2010), describes how
ogbun, referred to as knowledge received by Yoruba people, was divided by the gods of Yoruba to incorporate ogbun-ori, knowledge of
the head, and ogbon-inu, knowledge of the gut. In contrast to Western
culture that privileges intellectual and cognitive ways of knowing, the
symbolic expression of the body-mind wisdom is predominant in indigenous teachings across the Diaspora. An Ancient Egyptian proverb,
“The body is the Temple of God within you. Therefore, it is said [Man]:
Know Thyself,” recognizes our experience connected to the sacred and
beyond the physical body. Some African practitioners have understood
“thy [true] self” to be a reflection of Kemetic Anatomy of Creation (including sahu: spiritual body, the khaba: casual body, the ab: emotional body,
the khat: physical body) (Anpu, 2017). This understanding of the body
and its authentic spiritual self, has cultural salience for people of African
descent. Re-conceptualizing embodiment to include concepts of historical-cultural-spiritual expressions may be more culturally appropriate.
Many cultural expressions are practices of embodiment; our expressions of lineage, history, and Blackness can be found in the use of
our bodies in presencing practices such as music, song, dance, rhythmic movement, spoken word, and artmaking. However, bodies conditioned by societal forces carry cultural legacy that has taught “masking,”
which has been inhabited in the body, and therefore, has impacted
our cultural embodied presence (Bryant-Davis, 2019; Carter, 2007;
Menakem, 2017). In this disconnection, spiritual connections have been
lost in the difficulty to breathe or lack of breath that is experienced in
Black communities. Furthermore, the body becomes political in understanding how we get shaped by socialization and how it expresses itself
through the holding of power relations—Whiteness, cisheteropatriarchy, ableism—in our emotional and embodied selves. To subvert these
learned embodiments of holding our breath (to unconsciously signify
not needing so much or to exemplify a frozenness in one’s own body
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or lack of awareness of our own needs), it is important to incorporate
racialized and cultural body history of embodied narratives of strength,
power, brilliance, agency, and resistance in the present moment and
the transgenerational experience. The remainder of this paper will focus on the conceptual framework of the author’s R4 approach to support a culturally relevant embodied contemplative practice that honors
a (re)embodiment of the body as a sacred site for Black liberation.
Home in R4: Resource, Resilience, and Resistance in Relationship
A psychospiritual understanding of “home” can refer to a place, space
or presence, where one feels a sense of refuge, connectedness, and
belonging. The R4 approach was inspired by the author’s belief that a
safe home is a birthright, especially for those who have experienced
forms of violence that have oppressed their sense of safekeeping. Integrating theoretical, practical, spiritual understandings, and the author’s reflexivity of lived experience and contemplative practice, R4 is
presented as a working framework that centers Resource, Resilience,
and Resistance in Relationship as core elements for experiencing the
[individual and collective] body as an embodied home. R4 posits that the
body is sacred and is the present moment expression of lineage. It values an orientation to contemplative practice and an iterative process of
development to acknowledge and incorporate the multidimensionality
of cultural embodiment that evolves through the facilitation of individual and collective liberation. It is implemented and practiced as radical
healing (French et al., 2020) and a form of psychocultural healing (Harrell, 2015) to access and embody home, while existing in both ongoing
spaces of oppression and in the pursuit of actualizing freedom in our
shared environments.
The first three core elements of R4 are conceptualized through three
corresponding primary expressions of cultural embodiment that are associated with Black liberation: land, ancestors, and future-building. The
fourth embodied core element, Relationship, is conceptualized as an
encompassing contemplative practice, one which threads the other elements together. Collectively, these core elements and primary expres-
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sions uplift critical connections in the service of addressing dynamics of
oppression through humanizing our experience with reconnection to
the Earth body, reclaiming our narrative with restoring our relationship
to benevolent ancestors, and accessing empowerment and transformation in reclaiming future building practice as a resistance to internalized
oppression. R4 is about recentering our needs, values and cultural expressions. Trauma sensitive and liberatory healing processes of safety,
strength and empowerment, creative transformation, and sustainable
engagement are incorporated throughout this exploration and suggestions for practice.
Power of Resource: Land Expression
The power of home as an embodied resource, or inner support, is meant
to establish a felt sense of safety and stability that is often disrupted
through experiences of oppression, racial trauma, and disconnection
to our cultural lands. To that end, the use of the body to facilitate psychological, or inner, resource can be complicated by the experience
of trauma. Ongoing experiences of chronic stress and traumatization
can negatively impact the process of reconnecting to the body’s capacity to experience grounding beyond oppressive conditions (Levine
& Fredrick, 1997; Treleaven, 2018; van der Kolk, 2015). Mind-body trauma researchers and practitioners suggest an effective process of finding internal safety as ‘befriending’ the body and taking ownership and
agency of the body to heal separation and disconnection (van der Kolk,
2015), utilizing sensory inputs (e.g., Emerson & Hopper, 2011; Warner et
al., 2020), including interoceptive awareness (e.g., TC-Trauma Sensitive
Yoga; Emerson, 2015). However, these explorations do not holistically
situate the disembodiment experienced by cultural trauma. In the R4 approach, resourcing for safety with intentional use of embodied processes are explored in relationship with the land.
Our cultural history deeply connects us to the divine significance
of land. The phrase, Ayibobo, giving honor and respect to the God and
your Soul within your Body/Land, is used in Afro-Haitian religion, Vodou,
to acknowledge alignment in our body as our soul’s land (HACC, 2021).
Similarly, used as an affirmation, like the African acknowledgment Ase,
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and Sanskrit greeting Namaste, it points us to Ayi, or land/body, and
bobo, one’s physical body (tibo-nanj) and divine origin (gwobonanj). To
understand our body, is to understand the land. Indigenous teachings
have offered a healing relationship with the natural world as a support
both surrounding us and within us (Somé, 1999). Considering how our
ancestors have lived off of the land for food and resources, developing
a deep intuitive knowledge of the emerging natural changes in the environment, embodying one’s connection to natural resources—in earth,
water, sun, wind—is offered as an expression to restore a sense of safe
resource in the divine experienced with the land. While well-functioning systems of oppression perpetuate (White, cis, able, heteronormative) body supremacy and actively teach no agency to our individual
bodies, reviving our root system with the land can offer an alternative
practice to reclaim a felt sense of embodied resource. Suggestions for
body-based practice and trauma sensitive adaptations with the land are
further explored.
Practicing with the earth
Practices that use the body to engage in the supportive qualities of the
earth are one of the initial needs for building embodied safety in our
community. Practices may include sitting on the ground and imagining
one’s sitz bones firmly planted in the earth for the experience of stability
and support. When contacting the earth, visualization of roots stemming
from the sitz bones, located at the bottom part of the pelvis, into the
core of the earth, may be especially stabilizing for those who may experience hyperarousal and increased dysregulation. You may be curious to
try physically touching the earth with your hands, while visualizing rooting down in a sitting meditation. Sister Peace (2019), a nun in Thich Nhat
Hanh’s Order of Interbeing, describes an embodiment where one can
“breathe like a tree in the storm” contacting the visceral experience of a
tree’s roots, trunk and emerging limbs. Contemplative reflections of being physically held by touching the earth engages our root system and
sense of safety by validating the right to be, sourced in love, grounding
and remembering (Owens, 2019). You may consider a grounding prac-
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tice where you touch the earth, inhale, touch the earth again, and exhale
while gathering earth energy back into your body.
Adaptations to increase supports that are sensitive to various arousal levels impacted by chronic stress and trauma, can include mindful experimenting with sensory inputs (e.g., increasing or decreasing tactile
inputs, proprioceptive input, vestibular input). Suggestions to explore
sensory inputs may include walking barefoot on the ground to feel various sensations and the curves of the earth. In addition, dissociation,
or disconnection to one’s experience, can be a common experience to
cope with chronic stress and traumatization (see Boon et al., 2011). Therefore, adding and subtracting incline while contacting the earth during
walking meditations can add sensory satiation through intensity to regulate the nervous system and activate muscles in contacting the earth.
Practicing with water
When we offer up a sense of surrendering to the earth for safety, it is
common for not only discomfort to arise, but carried grief of our historical and contemporary experience can also (re)surface. Water is one
of our natural resources that can be used as refuge. The simple act of
touching, submerging in, or imagining bodies of water can facilitate a
sense of comfort and soothing, especially to the chronically threatened
nervous system. Personal agency in the body can be found through
mindful movement that brings together an understanding of experience through felt sense, while mindfully creating attention of connection to oneself in time; water offers a natural expression of this process.
The body can utilize proprioceptive and vestibular inputs while submerged in the water, to experience spatial limits and freedom of flow.
For example, considering variations in physical ability when practiced
submerged in water, you are welcome to notice your relationship to
floating, being in, and treading water, as parts of your body move and
find stillness beneath the surface. Some Afro-Caribbean spiritual worldviews believe that the ocean is a Spirit that offers cleansing energy. To
that end, rituals that include touching water (e.g., working with a bowl
of water), visualizing (e.g., bodies of water), or embodying water (e.g.,
natural states of flow) during meditation can offer the experience of safe
refuge in the quality of cleansing as emotional relief.

JOURNEYING HOME THROUGH THE BODY 295

Trauma sensitive modifications in working with water as an embodied resource may be useful for some of us. Exploring various temperatures of water and noticing both internal and external sensory information may be a regulating strategy when actively practicing with water
and physical touch. Given that interoception refers to the physiological
qualities of embodiment that give us physical cues that are often registered in the body before understood in the mind (Barrett & Simmons,
2015; Seth et al., 2012), one might integrate inquiry with embodied exploration. Inquiries one might explore include: How does my body respond differently to cold, warm, and hotter temperatures of water? Do
these changes increase a sense of comfort experienced in the body;
what can I notice about how my breath adapts to this comfort and/or
discomfort?
Practicing with the sun
The sun, in reference to the element of fire, can provide additional resources for interoceptive practice. African proverb states, “while the
sun is shining, bask in it!” Although we cannot touch the sun, its rays
can offer a tangible experience to activate processes of interoceptive
awareness through its source of heat, power and light. You may have
tried sitting or moving beneath the sun; here, you are invited to “drink
in” the warmth of the sun and notice what internal sensations (e.g., tingling, tightening, releasing) that may arise underneath this heated element. The element of fire, associated with the energy of the sun, can be
more of a physical resource for ritual contemplative practice. This energy also comprises qualities of transformation, enlivenment, energizing
and activation that can be experienced in the core of our bodies. You
may include inquiry in your practice to notice and locate in your body
any reactivity that may arise.
Adaptations may include a countering practice to balance the
intensity of sensations. For example, you may try integrating a cooling quality (e.g., other elements like water and air) to explore shifts or
changes in your experience of security and safety. Combining inputs for
sensory satiation is always an option.

296

THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 9, No. 1, 2022

Practicing with wind
The wind, or air element, can offer a resource of spaciousness. Resourcing with the expansive quality of air can be a regulatory practice that
counters the experiences of restriction and minimization. Wind mimics
the breath and connects the embodied expression of breathing with its
reflection in nature. You may explore tactile inputs of a breeze moving
across your skin or add movement to experiment with proprioceptive
inputs of your body in space. The practice of taking up space may also
be embodied in a synchronous practice of breath and movement in relationship with air surrounding the body. Some embodied inquiries might
include: What are the felt experiences of air as a source of safety? What
are the feelings associated with reestablishing safety in the process of
inhaling and exhaling air? Where in my body can I locate an experience
of release or openness? Spaciousness can also be explored as a quality
of care. Lama Rod Owens (2019) has noted this feminine energy in stating, “space is the mother, it gives rise to everything.”
Attention to trauma sensitive modifications can also be applied
when practicing with the air element. Flow, as an alternative to constriction, can be additionally supportive in an expression of stability in one’s
experience, when practiced with the earth. Growing the experience of
spaciousness may feel too wide for some individuals, potentially overwhelming the nervous system. You are welcome to counter these practices by returning to grounding in the earth or exploring incrementally
adding and subtracting grounding in earth practices.
Mindfulness of these embodied practices with elements of the
land, allow us to bear witness to our experience with what is right in
front of us. It can encourage us to act in savoring, reconciliation, or letting go of what is carried (both known and unknown) that can support
a felt sense of safety (Malebranche & Bryant-Davis, 2019). By reclaiming
ownership of the land/body and restoring body/ground, we can encourage embodied connections through cultivating the sense of each
natural element in the body to create safety, refuge, and stability.
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Power of Resilience: Ancestor Expression
The power of home in embodied resilience can be experienced as
protection, strength and nourishment. Victimization experienced by
racial and ethnic minorities can result in an experiencing of “shattered”
self-concept that may be connected to the cultural conception of the
self (Bryant-Davis, 2008). However, when well-resourced, our bodies
have the innate ability to be generative, creative, adaptive and relational
to benefit both the self and the collective (Mijente, 2020). Discovering
this resilience in our bodies is a protective process that can connect
us to the nourishment of our cultural wisdoms which build capacity for
facing adversity. French and colleagues (2020) articulate the importance of practices that strengthen racialized communities through the
acknowledgement of suffering of oppression while also fostering hope
for justice and psychopolitical freedom; such practices can be reflected
in the legacy of our ancestors. In the R4 framework, we practice remembering our roots to reclaim power in the body.
Contemplatives of color are offered a pathway to transgenerational healing by engaging in the practice of embodying our ancestors as
benefactors. Bryant-Davis (2019) indicates, “you cannot heal where you
haven’t gone.” As we reconnect to our bodies, we do so to our cultural
wisdoms by understanding our identity in a lineage of ancestors who
existed before us in harsher conditions yet held capacity to dream us
into reality. Also referred to as “cultural memory” (Mijente, 2021), the tapping into what is already known, using cultural work to remember practices, traditions, and medicines of our ancestral lineages. In the practice
of honoring, remembering and embodying benevolent ancestors (both
known and unknown), we gain access to reclaiming a narrative identity
that the body can experience in the present moment. Lived experiences
can be conceptualized along a continuum, where reclamation and restoration can occur in the exploration of who came before and how their
embodiment gets expressed in one’s present embodiment. Exploration
of the body’s experience functions within a purpose of understanding
what is carried, where it is carried, and discernment of what and how it
gets passed on and carried forward. Suggestions for body-based focus
in meditation practices with benevolent ancestors are further explored.
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Practicing walking with ancestors
Of the traditional meditation postures—sitting, standing, walking, laying—walking meditation is one that can be directly connected with
cultivating ancestral resilience, a healing source, in the body. Walking
meditation calls us into mindful awareness of the physical sensations of
moving. Consider: What begins to move and shift when you walk with
the awareness of the ancestors? Is there a sense of struggle that arises,
where might it be located in your body, and how can you find strength
in the practice of remembering? Allow each physical step to reflect the
steps taken before the present moment by ancestors in your lineage(s).
Notice what sensations arise in the body and invite resources from the
land to support your awareness. For example, you are welcome to explore the internal sensations of feeling supported by the earth, with the
recognition that it is the same earth that held and supported the ancestors in their fullness. You may also explore various postures that your
body inhabits and expresses; imagine the shapes that your body takes
as a representation (e.g., message, virtue, quality, affirmation, characteristic, trait) from ancestors in your lineage(s) or play with adjusting your
form to embody a representation that you wish to carry as an “ancestor-in-training.” What needs to be expressed through the body? As you
embody these representations, you are invited to notice the emotional
expressions that accompany your sensations. The body is in continuous relationship with the moment; practitioners are invited to explicitly
acknowledge the presence of internal moment-to-moment awareness
as part of a continuous wisdom that is present before and after this moment. When we acknowledge our power to deeply feel in this way, we
engage in a life-long process of re-establishing self beyond harm and
traumatic events to connect to the essence and historical wisdom of
who we are.
Practicing care with benevolent ancestors
In a comfortable position, you are welcome to practice calling in a circle
of care to support you in the moment. While your practice may include
people, things or beings in your life that support you, you are invited to
cultivate a circle of care with ancestors of your lineage(s). This may in-
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clude individuals from your family or may include individuals who came
before you to pave the way for your experience in life (e.g., mentors,
teachers, authors, leaders). If it is possible for you, you are welcome to
imagine intentionally inviting these figures to form a circle around you.
See if you can check in with your body to indicate how close or far you
would like them to be from your body. Perhaps you embody a sense of
touch or space for resonance between you and the ancestors. Notice
if there is any urge to move in a particular way or perhaps, you inquire
from within your body, what is needed in this moment. See if you are
able to sense a feeling of care or compassion that strengthens you. You
may be inclined to make noise or voice something and experience the
sensation of movement in your upper body. Try centering or holding
values, or ethics close to you that can be nourished by the presence of
your ancestors. How might this shift your experience in your body?
Practicing with transgenerational qualities of ancestors
You may practice Sankofa, the practice of fetching and returning to
bring forth qualities from the past that may be supportive. In a seated
or standing posture, try meditating on your sense of origin by perhaps
visualizing a place, or sensing qualities of ancestors and elders who
have contributed to the creation of your existence. Recognizing complex histories that we may have with our elders; you may notice a range
of emotions and sensations that arise in your body. In the moment, see
if you can locate, in various sources of your body, any qualities of constriction to expansion that may be identifiable through the rising and
falling of internal sensations and emotions. Where can you access dignity in your body in this moment? It is important to make space for the
possibility that nothing may arise at all. If you would like, allow yourself
to include tactile inputs through personal touch to contact specific activating or numb locations of the body. You are welcome to include land
resourcing and add movement to your practice as support throughout
your exploration, as needed. Allow your attention to follow the needs
of your body. To deepen the practice, notice how you situate the embodiments of the feminine/matriarch, as well as the masculine/patriarch
lineage(s) in your body. Can you be aware of the expression, posturing,
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or communication style of these different ancestral embodiments? Connecting with a sense of origin (i.e., feeling of home, belongingness, or
simply the right to exist and just be), can be supported in the body and
experienced as a strength or protective factor.
A practice that acknowledges the present body across time can
also deepen this exploration. In addition to the embodiment practice
described above, the body in the present can be extended both forward and backward in time. You are welcome to feel into the core, or
heart center, of your body, to sense the experience of power or source.
Allowing the body to move and enliven a shape that expresses power can also be helpful. When you are ready, you may be interested in
practicing extending the sensation of power, perhaps through a beam
of light or resonant sensation, through your back body, as if it were extending backward through generations of your lineage(s). Notice the
felt sense of an exchange to and from your ancestors supporting you
from behind. You may notice shifting in your body and are welcome to
embody any shifted form that feels nourishing in the moment. This practice can be repeated in extending that same light, sensation or energy
forward through the core, or heart-center, into future generations to
come. This position highlights the strength of being in an embodied experience of an ancestor-in-training. Notice what sensations, emotions,
and embodied shifts that may occur. In addition, you may integrate extending qualities forward and backward. Allow the power cultivated in
the moment to strengthen and support you in relation to your lineage.
As a byproduct of accessing this ancestral resiliency, I have witnessed an embodiment of unapologetic expression of self and a liberatory reclaiming of identity amongst historically marginalized communities. Embodied contemplative practice that interrogates oppression
by redistributing power in our individual and collective bodies, offers
choice to show up in one’s whole self-expression. Here, the practice
of embodiment is used to acknowledge sensation, emotion, and cognition as cues to build greater capacity to recognize and respond to
injustice individually and in community.
Furthermore, it is important to note that building individual resiliency is not the solution, but a necessary quality toward critical en-
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gagement. The facilitation of resilience building should not be misunderstood to promote individual responsibility for structural implications
of harm; instead, it should help us create space to live our lives in full
expressions of liberation and build more power. While our practices
should continue to support us in identifying the problem in the system
that continues to require generations of our strength and resilience,
they should also encourage the resources needed to move toward action and creatively think and behave in new and transformative ways.
The intentionality of pause and inward focus to the breath and body
helps us assess our areas of power and its impact, as well as identify our
needs, before going into action. Inner resources are cultivated to assist
us in modulating ourselves and co-regulating with our community while
we move through the difficult work of social change, without resorting
to stress and trauma responses.
Power of Resistance: Future-Building Expression
The power of resistance rests in the process of reclamation of one’s unapologetic self in response to internalized oppression, in the service of
envisioning and enlivening home as liberatory futures in the present.
Much like our ancestors and elders, our bodies have always been a site
of resistance considering ongoing oppression and persistent emotional, physical and psychological violence. A negative effect of racism, and
systems of oppression alike, is internalizing the limiting beliefs about
one’s cultural identity through the lens of oppression (see David, 2013).
Over time, we disconnect from our cultural roots of being, and attach
to the ideas and practices of the oppressor and transfer these strategies
as tactics for survival (e.g., DeGruy, 2007). R4 interrupts this process to
consider what is needed for us to reconnect to liberated futures that can
be lived out in the present moment. The expression of future building
is practiced with the body to support the process of transforming and
uprooting internalized oppression.
Future building emerges when we vision beyond the present moment to manifest an expression of self, relationality, and structure that
can support and nourish our full human experience. Embodied contemplative practice makes this expansion possible. In R4 framework,
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the foundation of building resource and resilience through the body
is actualized through a resistance practice where the body becomes a
vehicle for individual and collective change. Future building is critically influenced by our collective ability to center restorative spirit in our
change work. To that end, our bodies are supported to reclaim authentic practices that subvert expectations of the oppressive system and
“repurpose” what the body is here for; we are here to thrive and create
(Bryant-Davis, 2019).
Giles (2019) notes that “cultivation” of the future “is not about
study, it’s about practice.” The body represents a technology to practice imagining possible futures through a Black cultural lens that can
be embodied in the present moment. In a culture of dominance where
authentic practices of liberation are stifled, we practice visions of liberation for the future as an embodiment of possibility in the present. The
Resistance component considers (a) how we hold our bodies in support
of, or resistance to, White supremacy and intersectional oppression; (b)
what are we able to feel; (c) what practice(s) can open our ability to feel;
and (d) emphasizes the possibility to embody freedom in external conditions of oppression. Ancestor Audre Lorde (1984, p. 38) reminds us
of the power of our felt sense: “The white fathers told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black mother within each of us—the poet—whispers in our
dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free.”
As we increase our presence with our felt sense and sensations,
more choices are revealed to us in the moment. How might the body
help us choose what to do with this critical awareness? Suggestions for
body-based exploration that honors our bodies as resistance in natural
expressions of liberation are explored.
Practicing with the breath
In mindfulness-based practice, we facilitate the breath as an anchor,
but must also recognize the politicization of the breath—that many of
us struggle to breathe and for some of our siblings, the breath has been
stolen from its home in the body. Restoring the breath and reteaching
ourselves how to breathe is a radical practice of justice. You are welcome to try and start with experiencing the breath and noticing if it takes
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different shapes through the inhale and exhale. Is there a widening or a
sense of constriction, can it flow throughout your body, or might it feel
stuck in a particular location? You may begin to notice the quality of the
body and heart as something arises with your breath. Feel free to explore the life force, which is acknowledged through your breath, as you
breathe awareness into your body’s messages of power differentials or
a felt sense that highlights any dominance in the body. For example, try
increasing your awareness of internal conditioned hierarchies of your
emotional expression.
The practice of witnessing all parts of self through breath practice
is a process of coming home to oneself in opening up to the wounding
and heartbreak of forced narratives and holding space for those narratives. You are welcome to invite a simple affirmation on the inhale to
breathe in what is our birthright, while exhaling carried experiences of
toxicity of racial and other dominance. Depending on what you notice,
you might shift your attention from breath being an anchor to breath
becoming a guide and a connection to our role in honoring present
embodiment, the collective struggle of our ancestors, and the vision for
our future generations. Notice what feels more or less accessible in this
practice. You may experiment with breath as the “meeting place” for
your body, mind, and spirit (Anpu, 2017).
You are welcome to deepen the practice to explore how you might
support gaining compassion for aspects of the self that have been policed and border controlled by oneself and others (e.g., what emotions
we allow and accept vs. emotions that we hide and avoid). Perhaps the
breath helps you meet this experience or contact how this awareness
shifts the body that holds the breath, as well as the breath that makes
its way through the body. One may notice being confronted by the
connection of one’s physical experience as a representation of internalized experiences (e.g., psychological fear and anxiety) in the holding or
resistance that may be present in the body. For example, your breath
may tell a story of scarcity through a tendency to hold one’s breath or
difficulty in controlling one’s breath. Try bringing a sense of curiosity
through safe tactile inputs on the body, deeper breaths, or breathing
techniques to explore your embodied relationship to the experience.
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May this awareness be an invitation to integrate resourcing or resilience
supports as necessary and as available to you. You may explore changing your breath or using various breathing techniques to transform the
internal bodily experience with your felt life force. Notice any shift that
may occur in this compassionate witnessing, or full embodied seeing
and feeling, of any internalizations that may be felt in your experience of
the moment. Here, we recognize how ‘witnessing’ can be examined in
the context of White supremacy, where merely being seen or noticed
by Whiteness has led to violence and harm. Perhaps you may offer a
practice where your breath can be witnessed by your ancestors and witnessed in your body for safekeeping.
Practicing with free movement
Exploration with movement can be a practice to uproot and move reactions and defaults of internalized messages of harm. Stories can be
unlocked in the body to support mind-body healing (Levine & Frederick, 1997). To counter movement restrictions often experienced by
structural racism, the invitation is to practice agency through taking up
space and making choices with our bodies. Try witnessing your internal
experience, as you make choices about how and when to move. You
are invited to acknowledge what your body might want or need in the
moment and respond accordingly with increasing or decreasing sensations in your body. This practice of noticing and responding along the
spectrum of movement takes us outside the metrics of systems of inequity to feel, set boundaries and meet our needs; our increased capacity
to feel may be a pathway toward freedom. In this practice, to feel is to
resist numbness, disconnection and dissociation.
Importantly, movement does not always have to be expressive and
visible to others, and in contrast can be boldly expressive and lively.
You are invited to acknowledge intersections of ability to explore ways
to practice movement in the subtleties (e.g., breathing, blinking, stimming, or self-stimulatory behavior) and in full body expressions from
hands to feet (e.g., expressions of rhythmic movement, liturgical dancing, yoga asanas). For example, you can contrast micro movements in
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the fingers and toes, with macro movements from your limbs, as accessible for you. The false binary of stillness and movement can be challenged as we notice how our bodies are always in a constant state of
moving. You are invited to become aware of the sensations of feeling,
seeing, and expressing yourself across the spectrum. Perhaps building
a practice to discover one’s growing congruence in allowing the external experience to connect with the internal experience of the body may
be an ongoing exploration.
Practicing with rest
Rest is a radically sacred practice that acknowledges the whole body.
We recognize how our bodies hold generations of fatigue and contemporary stress while operating within oppressive conditions in society.
Therefore, you are invited into moments of pause, settling, and renewal
through the embodied experience of rest as care. Practices can range
from tactile inputs of soft or deeper touch to parts of the body to allowing the weight of your body to be held or carried by another support.
Seeing if you can sense the qualities of soothing and renewing, perhaps
in the proprioceptive experience of the body in supportive space, or
the interoceptive awareness of sensations from within the body. You are
welcome to invite the felt sense of allowing the body to rest from being
perceived by another; here, may you rest from hypervisibility and the
demand of the gaze.
Rest as a spiritual practice can impact the subtle levels of the body
in the present, while also functioning as an intention to choose rest for
the ancestors who had no choice, who moving was the only path forward. In this practice, rest is deserved, not earned. While full body rest
is always welcome, you may also choose to explore the shifting experience of the body when restful moments are threaded into your daily
experience. How does your nervous system respond to moments of
protecting your energy or setting a boundary? Noticing what sensations arise and how one might embody the qualities of rest can expand
our capacity to respond creatively in systems that have made it difficult
for us to do so.
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Practicing with joy
Joy may be one of the most beautifully disruptive practices held in this
framework. “Black joy” celebrates and declares that people of African
descent can experience pleasure and happiness, despite ongoing trauma and a history of oppression. Try leaning into experiences that bring
full-bodied enjoyment, noticing the qualities of spaciousness, energy,
reverberation, and aliveness that may be available to you. Integrating
play and youthful practices are a way to stimulate experiences of authentic joy. You may inquire into your relationship with these practices
through how your body responds to the moment. You are invited to acknowledge emotions that may be associated with your experience and
are welcome to embody joy as a state of mind or a state of being. Using
intentional awareness to feel where we can and cannot sense the experience of joy sparked in our bodies can also be a practice to cultivate
space to hold sadness and other unpleasant states of our experience.
This author reflects on the frank words of her immigrant mother,
“I’ll be still when I’m 10 feet under” and considers the structural conditions that are necessary for us to practice “stillness.” Her words illustrate
an extensive history of disembodiment alongside an intergenerational
commitment to survival. The truth of her reality reminds me of the transgenerational narratives that shift from surviving to thriving each time I
choose to engage in practice amidst variable external conditions. However, inward focused attention can reflect inherited residue of harmful
and unaccountable systems that produce internalized damaging effects. Through embodied contemplative practice, the body regains its
capacity to liberate and subvert internal systems of hierarchy and domination that, at times, looks like fragmenting ourselves and identities
(e.g., embodied code switching, Edelman, 2018) and policing emotions
through inherent structures of privilege and power. For example, when
certain emotions are denied from certain bodies (e.g., anger expression
from Black bodies), it exemplifies the ways in which one’s humanity can
be denied and the ways in which dehumanization is reinforced by the
suppression of emotion (Majied, 2020). While the ability to suppress
parts of self (e.g., grief, desire, anguish) is unconsciously developed to
sustain safety, body-based contemplative practice can restore our con-
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nection so that the site of healing grows from the resiliency of the body
and a renewed experiencing of adaptive qualities in sacred emotions
(i.e., anger and rage).
R4, especially the element of resistance, supports the act of embodied practice that interrupts generations of dissociation as a survival
mechanism, builds capacity, and develops skill to heal generations of
trauma moving forward. Such practices increase body awareness of
habitual patterns and lean into authentic expressions of self, thus helping to expand patterns and create intentionality and choice around reactions to move through environment. When Whiteness is practiced,
disembodiment is also practiced; engaging the felt sense of resistance
through liberatory expressions of future building in the moment can offer guidance to creative ways to resist.
Power of Relationship: Collective Expression
We establish home in the body as resource, resilience, and resistance
for embodied healing of cultural trauma and oppression in order to reengage relationship with self and each other more meaningfully. James
Baldwin writes, “if it broke your heart, know that it broke mine first.” The
interconnectedness expressed in Baldwin’s words highlight a culturally inherent relational and communal sense of connection that can be
used to explore the collective body. African worldview notes the experience of self in relation to other bodies, or the “extended self” (Nobles,
2006). It is further understood through African modes of being through
concepts of ubuntu, “I am because we are” (e.g., Edwards et al., 2004;
Washington, 2010) and umoja, one of the nguzo saba (seven principles)
of African heritage meaning unity, expressed by staying connected and
normalizing shared experiences of vulnerability. The framework of R4
establishes home in the collective body through community building as
an extension of contemplative practice, while the practice of community building in and of itself is also experienced as a practice of critical
contemplation (Malebranche, 2021).
Contemplative healing practices within a community context have
long been an effective coping strategy for communities of color, as a
source of connection, healing, and physical and psychological resil-
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ience (Bruce et al., 2018; Harrell, 2018). Embodied healing seeks to support the integration that allows us to be in community, create connections and feel viscerally grounded. When the body is safe and regulated
in the face of stress, our process for social engagement is activated
(Porges, 2011). Home found in connection and relationship is proposed
as the core pillar to supporting healthy Black embodiment, where resource, resilience and resistance must happen within relationship to
one another. While oppression breeds separation and isolation, embodied contemplative practice in beloved community can play a role in
prioritizing healing in relationship and awaken the essence of who we
are as a collective.
Cultural embodied knowledge stems from the lived experiences
of being seen, witnessed and valued in one’s own embodiment within
both context and relational community (Malebranche, 2021). It is supported by a deep witnessing, honoring and acceptance. Strengthening
sawubona, an ancient Zulu greeting to indicate “we see you,” is about a
collective witnessing that resists participation in dehumanizing dynamics of oppression and engages in meaningful healing (Harrell, 2021).
In this experience, we observe home reflected in the social capacity
around us in two ways: accountability and acceptance. Relational accountability to show up in radical presence is held and promoted as a
practice of solidarity.
Beloved community, popularized by Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.,
centers nonviolence principles in a community of all-inclusive siblinghood. In the practice of this community, the self is engaged in a supportive system that provides holding space and nourishment that holds
one another accountable in deep love. It is in this beloved community,
formed by affirmation of our cultural legacies (hooks, 1996; Yang, 2017),
that complexity and multidimensionality of who we are in diverse experiences of Blackness and Black embodiment can be held by others
in shared authentic expression. In community as practice, how are we
making space for people to be complex, holding different experiences
with harm and subjugation? It is essential to have aligned ethics and processes that support each beloved’s needs being met in the practice of
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community building as contemplative practice and embodiment of the
collective body. Embodied contemplative practice, conveyed through
community, aligns healing in relationship to self and others with a purpose to center healing for cultural, political, and social wellbeing. The
power of community is highlighted by the late Vietnamese peace activist and spiritual leader, Thich Nhat Hanh (1994):
It is possible the next Buddha will not take the form of
an individual. The next Buddha may take the form of
a community, a community practicing understanding
and lovingkindness, a community practicing mindful
living. And the practice can be carried out as a group,
as a city, as a nation.
Relationships in non-violent community and open heartedness to struggle can provide a safe and sustainable container for centering embodiment experience and utilizing the body as a path toward individual
and collective liberatory and transformative healing. While embodied
power relations can be explored through Resource, Resilience and Resistance practices, embodiment is most clearly demonstrated rationally
with each other. How we shift and change is allowed, supported, and
accountable to transforming power dynamics through practicing in the
body and in relationship with each other. In beloved community, we are
invited to practice becoming aware of and shifting our embodiment in
an environment that allows and supports transformation and liberation.
Conclusions
In this paper, this author seeks to explore the cultivation of safe embodiment for Black bodies and other bodies of culture, through the offering
of a conceptual framework, with associated practices, for compassionately building an embodied sense of home. While on this journey, it is
apparent that external societal conditions remain under examination
and (re)construction. Therefore, embodied contemplative practice of
R4 reorients individuals when met with ongoing violence, oppression
and marginalization to have new skills for responding. The integration
of Resource, Resilience, and Resistance in Relationship fosters metab-
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olization, rather than separation and disembodiment. Contemplation
encourages the reflection of how we are consuming and metabolizing
the moment, whether or not it is leading to separation and disembodiment or connection and engagement, and how one’s practice plays a
role in this power dynamic. The integrated awareness not only supports
the present experience, but the honoring of generations backward and
forward. The reality of “I can’t breathe” becomes transformed into the
ongoing practice and internalization of “I am breathing and will continue to breathe” despite external conditions. The more grounded and
embodied we become, the more we begin to impact the space around
us with intention and critical awareness.
Future Directions
Initial explorations of R4 as a working conceptual framework have been
discussed. This author intends to continue developing the R4 framework
through integrated methods of research and practice in community.
Foundations can be further explored through applications in communities of color, utilization of narrative inquiries, and emancipatory research
methods. Specific methodologies to frame further examination and
practice will highlight power-sharing approaches and prioritize community engagement and accessibility, maintain ethics of social justice
and shared knowledge, center reflexivity with an ongoing analysis of
privilege and oppression, and normalize iterative processes of reflection, planning, and action to inform change (Brydon-Miller et al., 2003;
Duran & Wallerstein, 2017; Lee et al., 2021). Future research may explore
related outcomes (e.g., fierce compassion, Majied, 2020). Practical application can also be explored to deepen shared understandings of the
four guiding elements and their related cultural expressions. It will also
be important to explore iterative strategies for development and evaluation of guided practices and protocols.
The intentions of R4 seek to acknowledge that when the racialized
body has been targeted as a site for trauma, embodied practice can
be critical to reestablishing the body as a safe, protected and empowered home for healing the self and for embodying a vehicle for healing
the collective. This author believes the statement that it is “radical to
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be Black and still” (Bryant-Davis, 2018) in the violent conditions of our
environment. The conceptual framework of R4, Resources, Resilience,
and Resistance in Relationship, both disrupts and reclaims the existence of Black bodies, and those of the Global Majority. By engaging
an embodied present moment practice to build a sense of power, opportunities are cultivated to liberate the self from external influences,
increase self-focused attention to build capacity for change, and share
transformative responses across generations. To practice homemaking,
it is critical to lean into embodiment as radical healing. We remember
the words of ancestor Maya Angelou and work to normalize connection
and integration of safe and uninterrupted home within ourselves and
amongst our beloved collectives.
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Somé, M. P. (1999). The healing wisdom of Africa: Finding life purpose
through nature, ritual, and community. Putnam.

JOURNEYING HOME THROUGH THE BODY 317

Spencer, J. M. (2017). Re-searching Black music. University of Tennessee
Press.
Syedullah, J. (2020). No place like home: Decolonizing our American dreams
& the necropolitics they bury [Conference presentation]. Mind and
Life Summer Research Institute.
Teo, T., Gao, Z., & Sheivari, R. (2014). Philosophical reflexivity in social justice work. In C. V. Johnson, H. L. Friedman, J. Diaz, Z. Franco, & B.
K. Nastasi (Eds.), The Praeger handbook of social justice and psychology: Fundamental issues and special populations; Well-being
and professional issues; Youth and disciplines in psychology (pp.
65–78). Praeger/ABC-CLIO.
Thomas, D. (September 8, 2015). Why everyone’s saying “Black girls are
magic.” Los Angeles Times. Retrieved May 4, 2021 from https://
www.latimes.com/nation/nationnow/la-na-nn-everyones-sayingblack-girls-are-magic-20150909-htmlstory.html
Treleaven, D. A. (2018). Trauma-sensitive mindfulness: Practices for safe and
transformative healing. W. W. Norton & Co.
van der Kolk, B. A. (2015). The body keeps the score: Brain, mind, and body
in the healing of trauma. Penguin Books.
Warner, E., Westcott, A., Cook, A., & Finn, H. (2020). Transforming trauma
in children and adolescents: An embodied approach to somatic
regulation, trauma processing, and attachment building. North
Atlantic Books.
Washington, K. (2010). Zulu traditional healing, Afrikan worldview and the
practice of ubuntu: Deep thought for Afrikan/Black psychology.
Journal of Pan African Studies, 3(8), 24-39.
Watson, N. N., Black, A. R., & Hunter, C. D. (2016). African American women’s perceptions of mindfulness meditation training and gendered race-related stress. Mindfulness, 7(5), 1034-1043. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s12671-016-0539-3
Watts, R. J., Diemer, M. A., & Voight, A. M. (2011). Critical consciousness:
Current status and future directions. In C. A. Flanagan & B. D.

318

THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 9, No. 1, 2022

Christens (Eds.), Youth civic development: Work at the cutting edge
(pp. 43-57). Jossey-Bass.
Watts, R. J., Griffith, D. M., & Abdul-Adil, J. (1999). Sociopolitical development as an antidote for oppression, theory and action. American
Journal of Community Psychology, 27(2), 255-271. https://doi.
org/10.1023/A:1022839818873
Yang, L. (2017). Awakening together: The spiritual practice of inclusivity and
community. Wisdom.

The Journal of Contemplative Inquiry, 9(1). (2022). © The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society.

Reclaiming De-Natured Blackness
through Kigandan Epistemological
Nature Journaling
Feisal Kirumira				
University of Alberta
The goal of this paper is to autobiographically explore de-naturing
of Blackness through Eurocentric schooling, and re-naturing of
Blackness through Kigandan epistemological nature journaling. I
define racial de-naturing as the anthropocentric abuse of nature by
European colonizers who viewed themselves as being above othernature in order to dehumanize Black Bodies as sub-human forms
of other-nature. I suggest that anti-Black racism was borne out of
anthropocentrism as a means of sustaining and legitimizing colonial
domination of Black bodies and their lands. Black Ugandans,
whose indigenous religions are inseparable from nature-worship,
had to be subjugated and transformed to legitimize Whiteness.
Scientific racism, a theoretical construct that humans have
irrevocable differences in development based on their race, and
anthropocentrism are co-joined twins that culminated in nurturing
ecophobia, the fear of outdoors, amongst Black Bodies that is often
mis-read as nature deficiency. Re-reading the autobiographies of
missionary explorers to Uganda, I suggest that 1) anthropocentrism
was the driving force behind the vilification of Black African naturebased religions as sub-humanism; and 2) Black Bodies used Black
African indigenous ecoliteracy to resist subjugation and reclaim their
Blackness. I will narratively reconstruct the gradual replacement
of nature-based ‘African-ness’ with anthropocentric colonialism
through formal schooling. I will describe how nature journaling
facilitates racial healing and re-connecting with nature-based
personal histories, thereby fostering ecocentric Black identities.

This paper owes its conceptual insights to the readings and nature journaling reflections that I completed for a graduate course (Bell, 2017).
The course explored affect as a way of exploring ecoliteracy by includ-
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ing direct experience, nature journaling, art, stories, school gardens,
and indigenous ways of knowing (Bell, 2017) into the traditional modes
of learning. I enrolled in this course to mitigate my fear of the Canadian
outdoors. This diasporean ecophobia was not reflective of my childhood upbringing in semi-rural Uganda. Unlike Louv’s (2005) suggestion
that ecophobia is primarily caused by addiction to new technologies
and a lack of adequate exposure to outdoors recreation, my diasporean
ecological discomfort was rooted more in the disruption of my traditional Kigandan epistemology of relating to trees, plants, animals, or
rivers as embodiments of human beings (ancestral spirits) who dwell
within these abodes.
Whenever I looked at mature trees in Canada, I wondered whether
their branches were misused as lynch posts for Indigenous and Black
bodies. Growing up in Idi Amin 1970’s Uganda, my grandmother Aisa
Namusoke taught me that the trees, under which mutilated corpses lay,
had been violated and required cleansing. She implored me to place
twigs at the base of these trees to cleanse them. I knew the Luganda
(mother tongue) names of other-nature from the stories, songs, and
riddles that my parents taught me. My relationship to other-nature was
storied but alive because I witnessed and participated in the traditional
Kigandan ecoliteracy of treating other-nature as sacred embodiment of
humanity, and as a mode of contemplative practice. Decades later, my
graduate course required me to immerse myself in Canadian outdoors
studying other-nature where I unraveled the mysteries behind my ecophobia as a Black-African-Canadian. 				
In this paper, I suggest that White-stream colonial education imposed Eurocentric anthropocentrism onto Black Africans by debasing
indigenous African ecoliteracy as subhuman, backward, and incompatible with civilization. Mackay (1906), the first European missionary-teacher in Uganda, informed Buganda King Muteesa that Mackay’s “forefathers made the wind their slave; then they enchained water; next they
enslaved steam; but now the terrible lightening is the white man’s slave”
(p. 100). Colonialism employed nature to racialize, colonize, and dehumanize Black people, thereby degrading nature to render it an alienating place for Blackness. Missionary schooling doomed Ugandans’ bio-
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philia as heathenism and replaced nature-based Kigandan education
with anthropocentric schooling.
The goal of this paper is to autobiographically explore de-naturing
of Blackness through Eurocentric schooling, and re-naturing of Blackness through Kigandan epistemological nature journaling. I define racial de-naturing as the anthropocentric abuse of nature by European
colonizers who viewed themselves as being above nature in order to
dehumanize Black people as sub-human forms of other-nature. Re-reading the autobiographies of missionary explorers to Uganda, I suggest
that 1) anthropocentrism was the driving force behind the vilification of
Black African nature-based religions; and 2) Kigandan ecoliteracy facilitates the redemption of de-natured Blackness.
Ecological Explorations
Narrative Inquiry as a Research Method
Narrative inquiry is an autobiographical research methodology that
works from the narrative view of the phenomenon of experience based
on Dewey’s notion of experience as interaction and continuity enacted
in situations, whereby lived experience is narratively explored through
three dimensions: temporal, space, and relations (Dewey, 1938, cited
in Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 376). Clandinin (2013) echoes this
sentiment when she asserts that “stories are not just about experience
but experience itself; we live and learn in, and through, the living, telling, retelling, and reliving of our stories” (cited in Menon et. al., 2015,
p. 81). This methodology is exploratory and facilitates the weaving of
narratives as a participant-researcher. Furthermore, my early childhood
informal education of my humanness and its relationship with other-nature was both participatory and narratively constructed in my mother
tongue Luganda. I learnt the Kigandan contemplative practice of tapping into nature to (re)locate myself. Thus, narrative inquiry blends harmoniously with nature journaling to collect, disseminate, and interpret
lived experiential data. Drawing from the three-dimensional narrative
inquiry space of temporality, sociality, and place (Clandinin & Connelly,
2006), 1 reflect on and inquire into selected stories that bubble up as
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selected: 1) my nature journal entries that I completed while exploring
nature and reclaiming my de-natured Blackness in Edmonton, and 2)
diary entries by European explorers John Speke and Alexander Mackay.
Nature Journaling as a Research Technique

Figure 1. Illustration by Feisal Kirumira, 2017.

I was introduced to nature journaling as a research technique in the
afore-mentioned graduate course. My nature journaling tools were
a blank sketchbook and coloured pencils. Journal entries comprised
reflective notes on course readings and lectures that were delivered
outdoors coupled with nature observations at my favourite sitspot. I immersed myself in what Bell (2017) described as “place-based environmental education that requires intimate knowledge with a local place
and its inhabitants and encourages a sense of affect towards the natural
environment” (n.p.).
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Nature journaling reawakened my sense of belonging across time,
space, and relations as I listened to Luganda songs while making my
field observational notes. This echoes Rautio’s (2013) description of
interspecies articulation as “finding and inventing connections to our
surrounding nonhuman world [whose main objective is to ascertain]
how humans and nonhuman animals continually create the conditions
for each other’s existence” (p. 251). Cajete (2005) reaffirms the value of
such a pluricentric approach to ecoliteracy when he claims that indigenous education is “really endogenous education; that is, it is an educating of the inner self through an enlivening and illumination from one’s
own being and the learning of key relationships” (p. 72).
The combination of nature journaling and narrative inquiry allows
me to weave stories of re-discovering Kigandan identity by telling and
retelling the stories that I live by. To this end, allow me to introduce myself in the Kigandan ancestral way entitled “okutambula ng’omuganda”
(Lug., walking like a Muganda).
Kigandan Stories That I Live By
Telling: Walking Like a Muganda
My names are Feisal Kirumira. I was born in Namungoona, in Kyadondo
district, in the home of our beloved father Edirisa Mayanja Mpoza, whom
we laid to rest in Butambala. I am the grandson of Saabani Mayanja
whom God relieved of this life, and rests in Butambala. I am the great
grandchild of Abudulaziizi Lule Chilumila, who also rests in Butambala. I
am a great grandchild of Magala Nsejjere of Butambala. I descend from
the lineage of my great grandfather Chilumila who was an enlightened
man and a co-founder of the Islamic faith in Uganda. My great grandfather Chilumila descended from the homestead of Bakazi Lwendo who
resided in Bumpenjje. I am a Muganda, a man of the Ngeye (colobus
monkey) totem. Our totem slogan is “ever restless, ever restless, he keeps
on journeying.”
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Figure 2. Ancestral land in Butambala. Photo by Feisal Kirumira, 2017.

Re-Telling: Walking Like a Muganda
My name is Feisal Kirumira and I am a member of the Ngeye clan. Our
totem slogan is lifumita tto - bwelikula lisereka; Tatuula Tatuula - asulumba busulumbi (Lug., It is the budding elephant grass that stings your
skin—the mature elephant grass will make a roof for your hut; he is ever
restless, ever restless—he keeps on journeying). Kigandan indigeneity
teaches me to be mindful of other-nature that may appear to be harmful
when it is, in actual fact, still evolving and will be useful once it matures.
My middle name Mayanja means that I am an embodiment of a spirit
that appears in the form of a leopard (Hoesing, 2011, p. 240). As a Bakazirwendo’s descendant, the ssemandwa or lord of all spiritual mediums,
of the first Buganda King Kato Kintu, my ancestral identity is ancestrally interwoven with other-nature. I belong to the Ngeye clan (colobus
monkey) on my father’s side while my mother belongs to the ffumbe
clan (civet cat), both of which are founding clans of the pre-Buganda
settlements.
In the late nineteenth century my great-great-grandfather Chilumila, whose clan name I was given (Kirumira), joined an uprising that
waged a four-year-long war against the Buganda king Mwanga. The
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young pragmatic king, who wanted to stop foreign influence in Buganda, invited the Muslim leaders to his palace and offered them non-halal
meat. They refused to eat it and some were promptly executed. The
others, among them Chilumila, escaped and regrouped to wage war
against the kingdom, but were defeated and forced into banishment
in Bunyoro kingdom in present day Hoima district in Uganda. Chilumila was declared a non-Muganda, a traitor, and as a Muslim—a fool
“who fights over meat”—a stereotype that I later on encountered in my
interactions with non-Muslim peers. The king redistributed Chilumila’s
lands and his wives and children were given away to other men. Since
he was the only Muslim convert in his family, he was disowned by his
family. Having lost his ecologically mediated belongingness to his tribe,
culture, language, and ancestral land, he lived at first as an outcast in
Bunyoro. Due to his farming and fighting skills he later befriended a
Munyoro (tribe in western Uganda) family called Ayineya with whom he
swore a blood oath.
When King Mwanga fought alongside the British against the Banyoro, Chilumila fought on the side of the Banyoro against the colonial
expansion. When the British ousted Mwanga and joined forces with the
Banyoro, Chilumila fought alongside King Mwanga and King Kabalega
of Bunyoro against the British until their banishment to the Seychelles
islands in the 1890s. After the war the newly installed child-king Chwa
II reached out to the banished Muslim rebels, among them Chilumila,
and offered them full reinstatement into Buganda belonging-ness in
exchange for their loyalty and service. In return he passed a royal decree that in Buganda only Muslims are allowed to slaughter cows for
public consumption. This decree still holds today. Chilumila had married a Munyoro woman who gave birth to my great grandfather Magala
Nsejjere who both belonged and did not belong to his ancestry as a
Muganda.
With his new family Chilumila was re-settled in the newly created
Butambala county together with all the other Muslim families in Buganda. It is the only county in Uganda that was created along religious
lines. Chilumila regained the belongingness to his ethnicity as a Muganda while retaining his newfound belongingness as a Munyoro. His an-
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cestral rights were reinstated in a cleansing ceremony but his former
wives and children remained with the families they were assigned to.
They were forced to convert to Christianity, and to this day I have uncles, aunties, and so it came to be that Chilumila had children belonging
to different faiths. His son from his Munyoro wife, my great grandfather
Magala Nsejjere later on became a singer at King Chwa II’s court. Some
of the songs he composed were passed down to me through the voice
of my father.
My father sang these songs with us many times and narrated the
stories of the exploits of our grandfathers while stressing our layered
belongingness to rival ethnicities. Our family home is located only six
kilometers from the Kasubi royal tombs where our great grandfather
used to play the harp and sing to the king. The land was given to my
father by his great aunt who was a Munyoro and is buried on the land.
After singing the folk songs, my father always asked me to “walk for like
a Muganda” which meant reciting my ancestry lineage as a way of introducing myself to the world so that my listeners are clear about who
stands before them. I realized then, just as I realize now, that this walk is
an initiation rite to passage, similar to my first visit to an ancestral shrine
whose initiation rites I understood very little of. The rules (then and now)
are still the same: reveal what is asked of you, and unto you will enlightenment be bestowed.
My Kigandan clan name Chilumila creates an inseparable link to
the interwoven essence of my human-nature and my other-nature. Furthermore, all clan members are related because they have a common
ancestress or ancestor. Kigandan clan names also originated from the
hills and other natural features found near homesteads. This nature
sanctifying way of naming humans was also embedded in the Kigandan ancestral belief that assigns human-like abilities to birds, animals,
rocks, rivers, or hills, thereby making other-nature an omnipresent embodiment of the ancestors. In Kigandan culture, each living person is an
embodiment of a deceased relative, but also a futuristic ancestor of her
descendants, therefore her actions on earth have to embody good virtues otherwise she will become a burden to future generations in form
of a vengeful spirit. Sitting on the trunk of the decaying pine tree, I recall
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the stories my father told me about my great grandfather Chilumila who
fought against the British colonialists in the famous Buganda-Bunyoro
wars in the 1870’s and 1880’s, and I reminisce about the British explorer’s myth of the so-called White ancestors of elite Black African kings.
Telling: The Myth of White Ancestors of Black Africans

Figure 3. Arrival at King Muteesa’s court. Illustration by Chaillé-Long, 1877, p. 102.

I propose to state my theory of the ethnology of that part of Africa inhabited by people collectively styled Wahuma—otherwise Gallas or Abyssinians. My theory is founded on the traditions of several nations, as
checked by my own observation of what I saw as I passed through them.
It appears impossible to believe, judging from the appearance of the
Wahuma, that they can be of any other race than the semi-Hem- Shamitic of Ethiopia. The traditions of the imperial government of Abyssinia
go as far back as the scriptural age of king David, from whom the late
reigning king of Abyssinia, Suhela Selassie, traced his descent. In these
countries [Uganda], the government is in the hands of foreigners, who
had invaded and taken possession of them, leaving the aborigines to till
the ground, whilst the junior members of the usurping clan herded cattle—just as in Abyssinia, or wherever Abyssinians or Gallas have shown
themselves. (Speke, 1906, pp. 201-202)
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Re-Telling: The Myth of White Ancestors of Black Africans

Figure 4. Muteesa’s Palace at Rubaga. Illustration by Harrison, 1906.

Speke (1906) claims that the royals of the Banyoro and Baganda were
descendants of White Europeans. He argues that the founding Bachwezi dynasty, which lies in central Uganda, must have been White Europeans because, according to Baganda legend, these Bachwezi disappeared into the north. Speke argues that, since the Banyoro were
opposed to White missionaries coming into their kingdom, this meant
that the Banyoro viewed themselves as descendants of White Europeans. Echoing the Kantian philosophy on the determination of races
(Kant, 2013), Speke attributed courteous behavior, honesty, and good
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governance to the mythical “Gallic” ancestral roots of lighter-skinned
long-nosed Africans and their willingness to unequivocally accept his
ruse as a European king, until he arrived at King Muteesa’s court in
Buganda at the shores of Lake Victoria. Dark skinned and flat nosed,
Muteesa ruled over an empire that stretched over parts of Congo and
Tanzania. He had a standing army of forty thousand disciplined soldiers
under the command of a general. Buganda was the only kingdom, according to Speke, that had a parliament (lukiiko) made of chiefs representing different clans and regions with legal powers.
What shocked Speke the most was the fusion of nature, religion,
identity and customs—an “epistemology of naturing”—that he had to
succumb to. His slaves informed him that he had to wait for two days before he could see the king because it rained on the day of his arrival and
according to the customs, this was a cleansing act of nature bestowed
by the rain God Mukasa that required everyone to cease activities so
that the earth has time to digest the gift of water. Speke’s threats to turn
back and leave fell on deaf ears and his slaves informed him that even
the king could be killed for disrespecting ancestral customs. Speke later
entered the king’s court and was amazed at the width and cleanliness
of the roads, the court, and the people dressed in long sarongs of bark
cloth. King Muteesa studied Speke for two hours without speaking and
later sent him away without giving Speke’s translators an opportunity to
say anything. This was the Kigandan contemplative practice of studying
a stranger without the distraction of conversation. Speke was also intrigued by the practice of ‘rotating’ ownership of land and animals with
the king as the sovereign arbiter and disposer of the same. The people
were not only connected to nature but were “one with nature and vice
versa.” This was the ‘natured’ psychical state of being and becoming of
a Black African, and this natured selfhood was violated through enslavement. This psychical and often physical distortion of Black bodies inevitably led to a traumatic disruption, alienation and distortion of the Black
African essence of humanity through racialization and de-naturing.
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Telling: Colonial Miseducation of Black Africans
[Black Africans’] minds are too depraved to understand anything to be
for their good which does not supply their immediate animal wants. If
we [White missionaries] make as our starting point the legitimate supply
of these wants, we may win the confidence of Black Africans and make
them see that we are their friends. Then we can lead the Black Africans
from nature to nature’s God by making them believe that what we tell
them is the truth, namely that by nature they are enemies of God, but by
grace they may be reconciled to him. (Harrison, 1906, p. 68)
Re-Telling: Colonial Miseducation of Black Africans
Mackay employs a colonial anthropocentric lens to engage with the
land whereby he considers himself as the divinely chosen redeemer of
Black Africa to be carried by his slaves over swamps or desecrate burial
sites by exhuming the remains of his non-Christian Muganda slave and
reburying him according to Eurocentric Christian norms. Mackay envisions White Christian’s settlements on the land and taking on the role of
the master over Black Africans. Reminiscing on these colonial anthropocentric stories in my graduate course, I intentionally chose my favourite
sitspot to be a place of discomfort to exemplify the vilification of nature-based Blackness, but also as a place where I reclaim my de-natured
Blackness.
Reclaiming De-Natured Blackness
Telling: Feeling at Home in Discomfort
My sitspot is located in the Whitemud park on a trail alongside the North
Saskatchewan river. I stumbled upon the sit by chance as I was bushwhacking my way from a trail on a hilly slope downwards towards the
riverbank. The sitspot is designated as an environmental hazard according to the signpost in reality it is a fallen decaying spruce tree. A mudslide
exposed the root system, and the resultant erosion created a fairly deep
crevice in the trail that requires bikers to disembark or pedestrians to circumvent the puddle in the middle of the trail. This sitspot evokes a sense
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of discomfort in a way that is strangely familiar because it forces me to
slow down and locate myself in this strange alien terrain of unknown
plants, trees, and bugs that make up this secluded piece of distorted
beauty. It immobilizes me, and yet propels me to move because standing
in one place will not bring me forward. The familiarity lies in the natural breakdown of the ecosystem; the fallen tree with the gnarling jagged
edges protruding outwards, the partly exposed roots that resemble an
x-ray shot of the old tree and the slippery deep slope of the new path created by the mudslide and erosion. The trails back home in Uganda are
created by other-nature, therefore this sitspot makes me feel ‘uneasy’ but
at home. (Nature Journal Entry #2)

Figure 5. Photo by Feisal Kirumira, 2017.

Re-Telling: Feeling at Home in Discomfort
Sitting by the fallen tree trunk at sitspot, I reminisce about my African
heritage and the childhood legend of Kintu and Nambi who were the
first humans on earth. Nambi, the daughter of the heaven God Gulu,
descended from heaven and married Kintu out of pity as he lived alone
on earth with his cow (Roscoe, 1911, p. 460). Recalling this legend about
the equitable co-existence of humans and non-humans, I acknowledge
that other-nature constantly demands us humans to be mindful towards
the ecosystems to which we all belong. Other-nature reminds us of the
fragility and vulnerability of the earth in the way the soil caves in, slides
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Figure 6. Sitspot illustration by Feisal Kirumira, 2017. Legend illustration by Baskerville, 1922.

down under the pressure of the rain, thereby creating crevices, felling
trees and giving plants and insects opportunities to flourish.
This apparent state of dis-ease that this sitspot positions humans
serves as a starting point for me to ponder my own terrain as a hyphenated Black-Muganda-Canadian. Like the moss on the ground below the
fallen tree, I have learned to adapt to new ways of being. Without familial roots in Canada, I learned to seek out deep crevices where the
privileged [human]species do not yearn to live; those microhabitats
that require desiccation tolerance with respect to human rights, and
still manage to thrive. Like the fallen spruce tree, my body is physically
absent in the sprawling forest of my community in Uganda. But my ancestral roots go deep into the African-North American soil due to the
transatlantic slave trade that they created new pathways for my familial ecosystem in this new strange Turtle Island. Reminiscing about my
strangeness and connectedness to Turtle Island, I wrote the poem “Riverflies.” Nature-inspired poetry caused me to ruminate on how I know
what I know, and how I feel what I feel, and how I live the way that I live.
The following is an attempt to describe the process by which I write
poetry at my sitspot.
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Contemplative Nature-Inspired Poetry
Slow Down, Locate Yourself
Switch off the technology. Rid yourself of the backpack. Take a position
(sitting, squatting, or lying down). Breath evenly. Focus your gaze on a
specific location between your eyes and one specific type of other-nature such as tree, rock, or insect. Hold the gaze and empty your mind.
Holding the gaze, feel the breeze and determine its direction. Listen to
the faintest of sounds and determine their origin. Touch the earth and
let it run through your fingers, then determine its texture. Identify three
other types of other-nature in direct or indirect relationship to the first
type of other-nature that is located in your gaze. Observe the flow of
nature, how the leaves sway. Do they form a wave-like pattern? Identify similes and metaphors that may describe what you gaze upon and
how nature feels. Locate yourself where you are seated, or standing, or
squatting and visualize what you would do as a toddler, child, or old
person at this site. In your mind’s eye, look at the roots of things such
as trees, shrubs, rocks and identify associations in nature and your own
familial, cultural or societal roots.
Verbalize your thoughts, feelings, find your voice. Feel the breeze
on your face and verbalize the experience using similes and metaphors. “The breeze is gentle like ….” Incorporate distractions happening
around you. “The breeze is gentle like the caddisfly landing on my arm.”
Allow yourself to be distracted by from the breeze on your face and
ponder about the caddisfly with its almond-shaped wings and long tail.
Observe how the small fly gets entangled in the small hairs on your arm
and how a gentle puff from your lips sets it free to soar away. Describe
the flight pattern of the caddisfly and let your mind wander back to your
roots and how entangled they have become with the roots of others
like the “long tail of the caddisfly trapped in the small hairs of an infinite
beast.”
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Poem: Riverflies
When the sun is high, and the woods come alive
I see swarms of riverflies with their long tails and almondshaped wings
Hovering over the river and the land in droves that disappear
and reappear
They dance in the sunlight, scampering over the water and
wildflowers
Landing easily on warm bodies
When the sun is high
And the river sparkles like little diamond studs,
I hear the cawing of crows
Some distant and faint
Almost drowned by the mechanical hum of cars
Some loud and frighteningly near
Like the hum of the stalking mosquito
Hell bent on drawing blood for survival’s sake
When the sun is high
And its warmth pierces dark skin
I come alive in this strange land
Sitting on the river bank
Basking in the rays of the Canadian sun in African-blue skies.
Conclusion
As an indigenous Muganda, I walk along preconceived landscapes of
Kigandan ecocentric self-otherness that allows me to traverse both the
human and other-human lifeworlds. On such home-like terrain I feel
secure and at peace until I encounter a de-naturing cultural terrain in
diasporic settings. Walking twenty-four kilometers a day to and from
school in Kampala, Uganda, especially during the rainy season, I often
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came across such crevices filled with muddy water and floating debris.
I would remove my shoes and walk barefoot in the middle of the puddle because it was less slippery than the eroded slopes. Similarly, my
journey to this moment of ecological inhale—reclaiming my de-natured
Blackness—has been a slippery one fraught with moments of surefootedness and frantic grappling with the uncovering of my ecocentric becoming. The task before is me daunting: how can I continue to authentically sustain an en-natured Blackness amidst a Canadian terrain that is
rife with anthropocentric racialization and dehumanization?
Recalling Sean Lessard’s (an Indigenous professor’s) advice to
“slow down and locate yourself,” I humbly invite you to walk like your
ancestor’s descendant and re-discover the multiple lifeworlds ecocentrism offers. By telling and re-telling your encounters with ecological
self-otherness, you may re-awaken the sense of aliveness that may have
appeared to be lost. This raises some questions that only you, my readers, can answer:
1.

What are your stories of a contemplative practice that
you live by?
2. How did you come to know what you know about
your contemplative practice?
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Teaching Note: Bridging Contemplative
Social Work Education and Emerging
Technologies
Juan Rios			
Seton Hall University
This paper will describe Dr. Anthony Nicotera’s theory of the
Circle of Insight and apply it to emerging technology, such as
virtual reality and explore why special attention must be paid in
this context to integrating immersive contemplative practices with
the experience of racialized Black and Brown people in the virtual
space. Evidence shows that virtual reality as a tool can increase
empathy through virtual body transference and could be an
effective teaching tool (Cogburn, 2018). It is theorized herein that if
the Circle of Insight is applied accordingly with and through virtual
reality, participants may gain a better understanding of their inner
core, addressing deep rooted trauma associated with maladaptive
thought processes. With this understanding, clinicians can work
with individuals toward a more healthy and more comprehensive
healing journey. Finally, this article will explore the importance of
emerging technology utilizing ethical practices through the lens of
a transformative justice framework.

Technological advances are making major strides in the social work and
contemplative communities, allowing for social workers to use emerging technologies as tools to immerse clients into the healing process.
In 2019, my interest in emerging technology reached a new apex when
Oculus Go and the TeslaSuit were introduced; both were considered
a breakthrough in human technology. The TeslaSuit boasted of being
able to read biorhythms, measure heart rate, and inform various data
points that can integrate real-time physiological responses in virtual
spaces. It not only uses haptic technology but can also generate heat
and cold sensations to simulate environmental changes. At that time,
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it was exhilarating to learn and anticipate what virtual spaces had the
potential to become over the next 5 to 10 years.
As a faculty member in the Seton Hall University Masters of Social
Work program, I was intrigued by how this technology could augment
social work pedagogy in higher education. Particularly as a racialized
Black male, however, I am consistently ambivalent toward the integration of emerging technology provided the disparity of access—both in
the creation of its operational software as well as access to the equipment itself in marginalized communities. Furthermore, social workers
often enter into these spaces of marginalization utilizing a colonized or
colonizing approach to support individuals and a tool in the hand of
an oppressor—conscious or otherwise—tends to become a tool of oppression. Therefore, I would suggest that the integration of emerging
technology is not necessarily synonymous with the stated aims of the
helping profession. Furthermore, social workers generally engage in
their professions on the fringes of technology, and are not readily described as “early adapters,” often waiting for other professions to adopt
these emerging technologies before doing so themselves. As a result,
paper and pens are still nearly ubiquitous within the field. Despite these
caveats, potential pitfalls and socio-structural impediments, utilizing virtual reality could be a means for state-of-the-art therapeutic intervention
as well as a cutting edge pedagogic tool. Regrettably, the integration of
virtual reality as a tool for learning practice-oriented skills is not yet fully
emphasized in social work education; nor has virtual reality become as
widespread as may prove helpful in therapeutic practice—the two perhaps being not entirely unrelated.
The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) uses the Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) to accredit baccalaureate and master’s level social work programs. EPAS supports academic
excellence by establishing thresholds for professional competence. It
permits programs to use traditional and emerging models and methods
of curriculum design by balancing requirements that promote comparable outcomes across programs with a level of flexibility that encourages programs to differentiate. According to the National Association
of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics, increasing the competency
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of our students by using emerging technology is a core value. Other
core values of the profession include: social justice, dignity, the worth
of the person, the importance of human relationships, integrity, and
competence (National Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2018).
These principles set forth ideals that all social workers are to adopt and
strive toward in order to better align with best professional and ethical
practices. Whether fully immersive virtual experiences in social work
practice can aid in that alignment and help produce more competent
practitioners and better prepared students are questions this paper will
address. I would suggest that the profession itself fails to ask and answer these questions at its own peril.
Further, if the goal is to produce future practitioners that can reflect
the core values of the profession—especially those that espouse the importance of human relationships and social justice—then educators may
best be served by making use of all of the tools at their disposal. Our
students by and large are digital natives; our practice, as mentioned,
is mired in pencils and notebooks. Although digital aids such as immersive virtual reality should be rapidly adapted within our curriculum,
they must also be ethically instituted into the learning process with special consideration for Black and Brown people who both engage with
these technologies as professionals and students, but are also affected
more widely by their representation within these virtual spaces. Every
rendition of a group member serves to perpetuate and/or repudiate a
narrative—immersive virtual reality programmers, professors and practitioners must be cognizant of their role in that process.
Prevalence of Technology
Emerging technologies are invading and even dominating nearly every
aspect of the human environment. From automation to learning, we
see the advancement of both productivity and perceived connectivity
that has pivoted many individuals, specifically in social work practice,
to embrace these technological advances. Although embrace is an appropriate descriptor, the social work profession has undoubtedly raised
questions about whether these emerging technologies are assisting society in becoming more humane or have instead created a false sense
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of identity. Thus, increasing the propensity of “othering” and isolation
through a lack of interest in obtaining a deeper connection with those
outside of their social media group. This phenomenon can be seen as
an extension of bias breeding practices that minimize empathy and
compassion. In the classroom, students are encouraged to move out of
their comfort zones of assumptions as disassociated practitioner-scholars in higher education.
A disassociated practitioner/scholar is a person who is involved in
practicing something—that can be an occupation, technique, and/or
profession—but is not fully present in the person or process of human
interaction. A disassociated scholar focuses mainly on theory-based
models to execute their professional functions. Typically, practitioners
emerge from scholars and, unfortunately, disassociated scholars tend
to produce disassociated practitioners. In higher education, the products of this pedagogy of disassociation are students who remain in their
silos, rarely have diverse experiences, and base their assumptions solely on theoretical knowledge, without coming closer phenomenologically to the experiences of others who are outside of their identifiable
social demographics.
An important means of breaking down that silo of disassociation
could be the ethical utilization of immersive virtual reality, accordingly
guided. Through the use of virtual reality an experience perhaps otherwise unavailable becomes possible for students in a visceral way. It
can provide an “actual” field experience within a safe environment to
challenge the learner’s assumptions. The immersion would also encourage a further move away from disassociation, encouraging students to
engage with all of their senses as they look, feel, hear and move within
the world of the other as opposed to merely reading about it. Grounded in the moment, through virtual reality the student can be enabled to
come to more fully understand the perspective as well as the needs of
another. In this more tactile and palpable experience, the student immersed in virtual reality is less likely to lose touch with the humanity of
their charge—they are immersed, not disassociated.

CONTEMPLATIVE SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION AND EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES 341

Integrating Humanity in Technology
Empathy essentially refers to the innate human ability to recognize, understand, and even feel the emotions of other people—and respond in
an appropriate manner. Empathy can be greatly enhanced by purposeful and informed guidance. Empathy is a critical aspect of social work
practice. It is often an essential component in professional encounters
and in the provision of ethical care (Bellafante, 2019). According to Hao
(2017), empathy involves understanding, experiencing, and responding appropriately to the emotional state and ideas of another individual.
A study done by Lee (2014) showed that after participating in virtual reality experiences, students shared that they had increased knowledge and empathetic understanding of discrimination and oppression.
They demonstrated a deeper understanding of how discrimination and
oppression can impact individuals on both macro and micro levels. In
corroboration of the increase in empathy found in the Lee study, researcher and educator Courtney Cogburn (2018) explored the question, “Can Virtual Reality Teach Empathy?” Cogburn demonstrated
through groundbreaking evidence that virtual immersive experiences
can build empathy in the participant. To demonstrate further, her virtual experience titled “1,000-Cut Journey” shows the protagonist, Michael Sterling, experiencing various racial microaggressions often experienced by African Americans. Specifically, the experiences included
racial profiling and slurs (Cogburn, 2018). This experience allowed for
the study participant fully immersed in virtual reality to become more
exposed to those same risk factors. This was found to have shifted the
participant’s schema, challenging his predisposed narrative. This experience can significantly reduce implicit bias and increase empathy,
channeling the motivation for change.
This research became the inspiration for my own experimentation,
where I collaborated with 23 master’s-level students who each consented to participate. First, I utilized three virtual programs: Being Homeless
(Virtual Human Interaction Lab, 2017), We Wait (BBC, 2016), and Driving
While Black (Burns, 2020). These films were presented during three
separate dates during the academic semester and allowed students the
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opportunity to examine elements of homelessness, racial discrimination, and the refugee crisis.
In the first session, students were curious and intrigued by this new
technology. They were fascinated by the realness of the experience and
were enamored by the details of its life-like features. Students, after experiencing the program, expressed feeling “in awe,” demonstrating a
need for deeper self-reflection. Additionally, they felt motivated to create a call to action for change. They were moved by the experiences
they encountered and committed to make social and societal changes.
Virtual reality has also shown to be effective as a treatment tool
within therapeutic settings (Bordnick et al., 2011). Virtual reality has
been employed as a supplemental tool in the treatment of anxiety,
attention-deficit disorder (ADD), and post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) (Bordnick et al., 2011). Bordnick et al. also completed a systematic review that found that virtual reality has been helpful in behavioral
modification related to addictive disorders and obesity. The study in
question allowed for participants to enter into potentially triggering environments in a consciously safe manner, and examined how the technology can continue to be beneficial in direct clinical behavioral practice
and how it may be utilized to enhance learning amongst professionals so
that they can apply these various clinical modalities and techniques to
in-person practice.
Mindfulness Meets Technology
According to Hick (2009), mindfulness is essential in every aspect of a
social worker. Hick defines mindfulness as paying attention, being available, immersed in the “here and now,” and utilizing a non-judgmental
stance. Mindfulness entails working with your mind, shaping it, freeing
it, as well as paying attention to various life experiences. Mindfulness
meditation is critical because it helps in improving a social worker’s selfcare; this can prove particularly important in areas of study and practice,
such as the utilization of virtual reality, which have not yet been fully developed in practice and pedagogy. To Davis and Hayes (2011), the effectiveness and efficacy of mindfulness practices help in enhancing the
mental health and emotional well-being of clinicians and social workers.
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Further, Davis and Hayes explain that practicing mindfulness results in
reduced psychological problems such as depression, anxiety, stress,
and suicide cases.
Mindfulness as a practice is similar to technology in the sense that
it is burgeoning within the social work profession. The emphasis on being grounded, setting an intention, demonstrating gratitude, staying
present, and practicing non-judgmental behavior are all critical tenets
in mindfulness (Utt & Tochluk, 2020) and social work ethically practiced.
Perhaps surprisingly though, the practice of the ancient techniques of
mindfulness can also be an effective bridge in ethically engaging virtual
and emerging technologies. In coupling this new with the old, we, both
as a society and a profession, may address the human experience and
simultaneously cultivate compassion and empathy through technology
mindfully employed.
Social work educators in higher education can embrace technologies such as immersive virtual reality both morally and ethically by incorporating mindfulness-based approaches and cultivating a classroom
dialogue that can non-judgmentally embrace the awareness, diversity,
and humanity that should and must be part of the pedagogical conversation.
Programs that address social problems by placing the participant
as a first-person protagonist within challenging social issues and situations have demonstrated an increase in empathy-building and recognizing bias in the “other” (Smokowski & Hartung, 2008). However, is
that enough? Experiencing technology in a virtual world may leave the
user in a state of wonder, but is there true integration? Has a change
occurred that may leave the participant with a stayed conviction?
According to Smokowski and Hartung (2008), although there is
no great body of research regarding best practices on how to implement a virtual immersion program within the social work educational
context, there is some understanding that small groups or teams may
be beneficial as they allow some students to observe others’ virtual reality experience more closely. Small groups also allow for settings where
students can process what they have just experienced, as well as address what was beneficial with the virtual reality experience and what
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was not. There must, however, be some better understanding of how
virtual reality can be effectively employed pedagogically than just the
utilization of small groups.
Circle of Insight
Nicotera presents the Circle of Insight (COI) as a teaching tool: a creative, transformative pedagogical process for promoting and fostering Competency 3 (Advance Human Rights and Social, Economic,
and Environmental Justice) of the Council on Social Work Education’s
Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards for baccalaureate and
master’s social work programs (Council on Social Work Education
[CSWE], 2015). He also professes its efficacy as a means for educators to
advance the profession’s ethical standards and commitments (NASW,
2008). In addition, he notes that mindfulness practices and meditative
reflections can also help students use the Circle of Insight on a more
personal level (Nicotera, 2018). The Circle of Insight model for liberation pedagogy posits a See, Reflect, Act model as a learning framework
to teach social justice.
“Seeing” in this model is expansive, with the student encouraged
to probe and examine the stories of struggle as a reporter or detective,
in a manner that utilizes all of the senses. This is done so that la realidad
(the reality) of what is happening in any given situation and its historical and human context becomes, in a sense, absorbed and thus more
clearly known. For social work educators, “reflection” in this context
naturally follows seeing in the expansive sense and prompts the student
to an examination of the principles undergirding the stories of the justice and peace practitioners with whom we are in dialogue (Nicotera,
2017). “Act,” the culminating yet organic step in the cyclical process,
invites the student to take what they have learned, or more correctly
experienced, in the first two steps and take appropriate action—making
choices and living in a manner “that might bring deeper, more lasting
peace, justice and liberation (Nicotera, 2017 p. 387).” The process is
repeated on both a micro and macro level throughout the semester.
The Circle of Insight indicates that participants need a “see, reflect, act”
cyclical process that incorporates all domains, including personal, inter-
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nal, social and external elements (Nicotera, 2016). In this manner, participants are moved toward a purposeful experience.
In my observation within the classroom setting, students I have educated using the virtual reality tool without the Circle of Insight were
not kept grounded nor was any conviction realized or concretized into
action. In these classes, many of the students would miss the emotional
connection and fail to demonstrate empathy, seemingly because they
were too much in their “logical minds” rather than noticing what was
happening in their bodies.
Clear strategies for implementing and utilizing virtual reality effectively in treatment settings are further along than they are in the field of
social work education designed to address issues of social justice (Smokowski & Hartung, 2008), making this work—introducing mindfulness
through the Circle of Insight to virtual reality immersion in a pedagogical context—in a sense, pioneering.
By introducing the Circle of Insight and emphasizing the practice
of “Feel,” participants now better notice the physiological responses
experienced in the virtual moment and with guidance may strive even
to maintain a presence in the discomfort. However, teachers utilizing
this methodology must recognize the possibility of over-identification
with virtual experiences. To that end, an additional modification in the
pedagogy is the emphasis of “de-role.” This concept is a process in
which the individual methodically separates or is separated from the
virtual avatar in order to prevent over-identifying with the experience
provided in the virtual world. Importantly, for many these experiences may be triggering and could cause emotional dysregulation if not
properly safeguarded. Educators must consider the emotional content
and be prepared to implement ethical interventions such as engaging
in the de-role process in order to ensure the learner does not integrate
unhealthy practices that can emotionally harm them. Providing trigger
warnings prior to the engagements, as well as implementing the derole process are important factors in the Circle of Insight Virtual Reality
(COI-VR) framework. Experiences pertaining to police engagements
may have more of a somatic trigger for racialized Black people than for
those who are not persons of color. Considerations such as these must
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be made and adequately provided to students prior to engaging in
these virtual spaces.
Self-Reflexivity and Virtual Reality Integration
The process of self-awareness means understanding our personality,
strengths, weaknesses, dislikes, and likes. It is regarded as an essential
fundamental understanding of our emotional intelligence. Self-awareness helps us to understand ourselves better, to be at peace, and to
manage our thoughts, emotions, and behaviors proactively (Yancy,
2019). Self-awareness is an essential and key aspect of social work
practice. Integrating self-awareness into social work practice has a significant impact on promoting healthy relationships and interaction between social work professionals and clients. As self-awareness informs
the profession in an integral manner, social work students stand to benefit from its classroom integration. The more our students can engage in
activities that foster a deeper dive into understanding who they are, the
more minimization of implicit bias occurs. After each virtual reality experience, it is good practice to have students complete a process-style
reflection piece that can develop critical thinking into their emotional
responses. This written form of contemplative work is the explorative or
reflective portion of this process of insight. Virtual reality experiences
that are created to bring awareness to issues of social justice must have
a component of self-reflection and contemplative practice in order to
effectively move into conscious, action-oriented convictions.
On a more systematic level, Laszlo (2018) makes the point that in
order for individuals to connect within society there must be a deeper
understanding of “human thrivability.” The notion of human thrivability
posits that humans strive for flourishing lives for both ourselves and future generations, while also making efforts to enrich and improve current systems in which we are a part. He shares that human thrivability is
comprised of four key aspects: (a) quieting the “monkey mind” or practicing mindfulness as previously mentioned to allow us to address what
systems must be kept in mind for improvement, (b) coming together on
an individual and community level to learn from one another’s differing
perspectives, (c) conviviality with nature or having a deeper sense of
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connection to the ecosystems in which we engage in with regard to
all species, and (d) understanding positive change for the evolution of
humanity in order to live and leave the legacy of a fulfilling and meaningful life. He argues further that in order for educational tools such as
emerging technologies to be usefully engaged in a manner that allows
for thriving, these four key aspects must be carefully considered and
implemented within the curriculum being provided.
Emerging Technology and Transformative Justice
Transformative justice begins with awareness of one’s own biases. In
works relating to abolition and reparations, Patrisse Cullors indicates
that there are twelve principles necessary to create transformative justice. The twelve principles include the following: having open and courageous dialogue, committing to responses as opposed to reactions,
experimenting with different techniques, being open minded to the
imagination, forgiving actively, allowing oneself to feel freedom, committing to not hurting others, accountability, embracing non-reformist
reforms, building community, valuing interpersonal relationships, and
fighting the U.S. state (Cullors, 2019).
Understanding these principles contributes to answering the essential question for educators: How does one teach them? One potential
modality for doing so resides in the use of virtual reality and the Circle
of Insight appropriately tailored. Through the advancement of technology, scholars can help others to effectively walk in the shoes of another
while providing in-depth and realistic perspectives that highlight the
aforementioned principles. A crucial component of the identified principles is community. In order for communities to come together they
have to understand one another. People who have lived experiences of
specific events can demonstrate these experiences through emerging
technology. Technology is essential for communication and information
sharing, but emerging technology, such as virtual reality, is critical for
promoting emotion-sharing. It has been stated that information and
communication technology has the potential to significantly and intensely shift the unconscious paradigm (Berzin et al., 2015). It is believed
that not only will technology have the potential to enhance communi-
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ty and transformative justice, but increase our capacity to create and
hold empathetic, compassionate spaces. If this model is utilized with
the conscious, compassionate intention to supplement existing curriculum and learning tools, it has the potential to benefit social work education and provide a deeper process of self-reflexivity for future change
agents in the profession. Transformative justice is rooted in eradicating
oppression, and this technology can help with dismantling the state of
disconnectedness from a lack of empathy precipitated by divisive and
fallacious assumptions.
There is some level of confidence that emerging technology can
help promote social change. Literature indicates that there is, however,
within these emerging technologies such as virtual reality an overrepresentation of “the man;” perhaps akin to television in the early days, there
is within the virtual space a dearth of Black and Brown people involved
in the creation of programming and the content—with the exception
of derogatory depictions. This exclusionary depiction manifests itself
in the perpetuation of the narrative that those who are not considered
White are deemed in some way underdeveloped, or are overdeveloped in a negative sense. Philosophies and systems are often rooted
into this archaic, shocking, and repugnant representation (Stein, 2018).
As scholars, however, we have a responsibility to overthrow this ecological catastrophe. Emerging technology merged with contemplative
practices can raise awareness, help reconstruct systems and find ways
for people to relate to one another in a safe, realistic and human way.
Through the combination of virtual technology, therapeutic services
and mindfulness, people can begin making the internal shift towards
transformative justice perspectives, understanding implicit bias and developing compassion for oneself and others.
Understanding Collective Trauma for Change through VR/COI
Simply understanding inner bias is not enough to make a substantial impact. There needs to be connectivity, spirituality and a deep, inner shift
that promotes profound change. Simply put, experiencing the artificial
trauma created by virtual reality one time is not going to effectuate the
societal shift needed for change. Black and Brown communities are im-
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pacted daily and this accumulation of trauma and racism is what creates
long term disparities and challenges.
Racism is trauma. To foster recovery, communities often have
a shared acknowledgment of the reality of the traumatic event(s), experience shared losses and survivorship, reorganize and plan for the
community’s well-being, and reinvest in new hopes and aspirations
(Walsh, 2007). Understanding this is essential because the purpose of
virtually experiencing the same trauma as Black and Brown communities is to have deeper and more personal experience to their trauma.
When touched by this trauma there is a greater, emotional, internal shift,
helping the participant see, experience and ultimately feel moved by
the experience. Without deep seated empathy, participants will struggle in understanding the trauma of racism at a greater level. Therefore,
simply experiencing the event through virtual reality is not enough. The
experiences, often over time, need to make an emotional impact sufficient enough that it can be a catalyst for advocacy and change. With
this, participants then voice their experiences into the community and
advocate because they now are a part of promoting social justice and
human rights.
The first phase of this process is to recognize la realidad of racial
trauma through the expansive sense of seeing employed by the Circle of
Insight. It is an inner city adage that “when people know better, they do
better.” If people are emotionally aware in nearly full measure of the hurt,
pain and damage that comes with violence against Black and Brown
melanated people, both verbal, actional and nonverbal, they then are
more likely to begin to enact changes. Literature indicates that the process of absorbing struggle and marginalization is essential to knowing it,
understanding, and transforming it into healing (Nicotera, 2018).
The second phase in this process of understanding collective trauma to effectuate change is reflection. In other studies, spirituality, or the
belief in a power apart from one’s own existence, often in the universe,
is used to heal violent trauma (Conner et al., 2003). As in the Circle of
Insight, participants are encouraged to explore inner teachings from
childhood and reflect spiritually upon their experiences. Importantly, in
this context spirituality does not mean adherence to religious doctrine.
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Further, literature has demonstrated that having spiritual connectivity to
oneself, others and the universe leads to stress reactivity, a reduction
of maladaptive concerns such as alcohol abuse, and the acceptance of
new understandings even to the point of “an awakening.” (Conner et
al., 2013). The reflection stage of this process enables participants to
consider their inherent racism, sexism, privilege, oppression, and other structural injustices and apply reflection, theory, societal values, and
ethical principles to delve more deeply into how they are contributing
to these larger problems (Nicotera, 2018). Essentially, participants “see”
and experience the event and have time then to process their feelings
and emotions against their own internal biases. By doing so, participants
develop the awareness to become empathetic to these issues. And it
is through collective empathy that communities can come together to
change. Like a family unit, communities must develop and understand
their belief systems, which can be deeply rooted in culture and spirituality, and clinicians in this process help guide the participant to creating
meaning from and of the traumatic loss experience (Walsh, 2007). This
process further helps participants gain coherence along with meaningful and manageable comprehension of the shared challenge.
Next, participants are invited to act with appropriate action, to
make positive choices that bring deeper, lasting peace, justice and liberation (Nicotera, 2018). Spirituality in all of its forms are encouraged,
including mindfulness and meditation. Literature indicates that hope
and spirituality are both identified when communities begin to heal the
trauma of violence, fostering resilience and renewed hope with a connected spirituality to one another (Walsh, 2007). Similarly, virtual reality is encouraging connectivity. If participants can come to understand
that their personal actions contribute to the atrocity of racism, become
aware of it and deepen their empathy towards the people who suffer
from it, then through this raising of internal insight, internal change is
promoted.
Professionals are summoned to incorporate a healing paradigm
in their work with students, clients, and communities. The open and
purposeful Circle of Insight moves participants to a personal and collective healing process. This raises awareness and strengthens insight
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into peacemaking strategies against racism and other forms of violence.
Black and Brown communities are suffering as generations of trauma
and oppression rise to the level of violence within and against the community every day. As social work professionals, there is an inherent responsibility to make the internal and external changes requisite toward
healing that trauma. Technology, coupled with mindfulness and spiritual practices can help social workers guide participants in reflecting on
what they learned about internal biases and racism while instigating and
inspiring change for a better, healthier, and more peaceful tomorrow.
Discussion
Virtual reality refers to the use of computers in establishing a three-dimensional interactive world, particularly in the objects that have a sense
of spatial presence (Bailenson et al., 2008). Today, the use of virtual
reality is not only about gaming; the technology has several practical
applications and virtual reality is extensively used in social work practices. The juxtaposition of these two worlds to effectuate personal and
societal well-being is a balance that must be cradled with humanness.
The development of being here now in the present moment is an essential piece in both the virtual worlds and ordinary reality. The framework
of COI-VR provides a model of ethically engaging with these emerging
programs and cultivates the competencies of both social work practice
and social work education. Virtual reality is a powerful tool when ethically and effectively integrated into the classroom. Educators must consider the impact of student responses both positive and challenging.
Therefore, now more than ever, with the emergence of virtual technology, contemplative practices are needed as a framework when developing new courses and curricula in higher education and social work
spaces.
Social work education can consider modifications to the EPAS policy in order to include ethical integration with emerging technology as
well as critical thinking on the impact they have on society in the forms of
equity, service delivery, and narrative storytelling in virtual spaces. For
instance, the continued investigation into these practices will benefit
social work educators in understanding the various educational needs
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of students and also in finding the best strategies to support the overall learning process in social work practices. However, Watson (2016)
states that society should be careful when utilizing such technology to
ensure it does not become a tool that is relied upon versus connecting
authentically on a human level.
Implications for Further Research
Further research is needed in the area of long-term determinism on
the process of change for future practitioners. Further research should
consider looking at various interventions, both at the micro and macro continuum, that can help in enhancing social work practices with
emerging technology including augmented reality, as well as extended reality. Some other barriers that should be taken into consideration
include skepticism of technology to teach human concepts, safety
procedures, and financial constraints, as well as accessibility (Smokowski & Hartung, 2008).
Further studies should look at the extent to which field agencies
currently offer virtual “communities of practice,” and how such agencies organize various learning model activities. They should also consider how they can provide opportunities for students to practice their
profession as social workers in virtual spaces. Extending the framework
of COI-VR in-field practices can assist with the integration of student
learners in the field and create continuity of self-reflexivity from theory
to practice.
Also, on a technical level, it is important that students are oriented
and become familiar with technology and that there is a standardization of technical proficiency as students all come into spaces with varying technological starting points (Huttar & BrintzenhofeSzoc, 2018).
According to Wilson et al. (2013), students who utilized virtual reality
expressed that they found increased effectiveness when they were
allowed more time to get familiar with the technology. Perhaps this is
something to consider for future implementations.
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Touching the Earth: A Black Buddhist
Perspective on Connecting with and
Healing Ourselves and our Ancestors
Kaira Jewel Lingo			
Ancestors inform so many aspects of our experience. We are our
ancestors. In the Plum Village Vietnamese Zen Buddhist tradition,
we speak of three kinds of ancestors: familial, spiritual, and land
ancestors. I reflect on my own connection to my familial ancestors
as a Black bi-racial descendant, and explore the Plum Village
practice of Touching the Earth, which supports us in healing
the intergenerational trauma passed on to us by all of our many
kinds of ancestors as well as strengthening and celebrating
the intergenerational resilience and excellence that our various
ancestors have gifted us with. I share and explain the specific text
of Touching the Earth to our African American Land Ancestors as it
appears in the longer practice of honoring all the many groups of
land ancestors in the US. This is a practice readers are encouraged
to adapt and continue in their own personal, ceremonial way.
When we connect with our ancestors we connect with ourselves and
our descendents more deeply and authentically. We understand
more clearly who we are, what strengths we have been given and
what our purpose is here so we are better able to withstand the
challenges of living in the midst of white supremacy and chronic
racialized violence. When we touch the love of our ancestors, we
grow our hearts and the seeds of compassion and wisdom in us
grow stronger and more robust.

K‘a te sankun koro siun a ti tièru ti kuti zumon. Ka it tuon gnin a
tivla zié ti tisau déu.
“May all ancestors join forces to wake up our spirit and put
good thoughts into our minds. Then we shall see the good
that awaits us and accept it.”
– Dagara Prayer shared by Malidoma Somé of Burkina Faso
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“It is very important to make a connection with our ancestors
and the future generations. Alienation is a kind of sickness.
There are people who don’t feel they are connected with anything at all and they suffer from being cut off, from loneliness.
There is no understanding. There is no love that can nourish
them. Therefore, to practice restoring the connection is very
important.”
– Thich Nhat Hanh
In many traditions and lineages, before beginning anything of significance, people call upon their ancestors for guidance, protection and
support. Ancestors inform so many aspects of our experience. We are
our ancestors. In the Plum Village Vietnamese Zen Buddhist tradition, we
speak of three kinds of ancestors: familial, spiritual and land ancestors.
I invite you to call upon your ancestors, which may be those you
are related to in your family line, as well as the ancestors of your land,
your country, or your spiritual ancestors, those who lived in loving, caring and virtuous ways and were models for you or your communities
of how to live beautifully. Take a moment to identify someone or some
group of people you feel a connection to, who represent inclusiveness,
goodness, love, protection, support, virtue, or compassion. Connect in
this moment with someone from either your genetic or adoptive family
lineage, your geographic heritage, or your spiritual/ethical/humanistic
tradition that you feel supports you in some way, who modeled in their
life some value you aspire to live by. Pause for a few moments in silence
to connect with them. If you wish, you could say their name out loud or
simply bring their image to mind and open yourself to feel your connection with them, inviting them to be present here with you now. Sense
the flow that exists between generations, of wisdom passed on from
one generation to the next.
…pause…
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I want to share with you about the ancestor I often choose to invoke,
my great grandmother, Jeanette Weatherford. We called her Mudro because one of her grandchildren mispronounced ‘mother’ and it stuck.
She lived to be one-hundred-and-one and she was born in Tupelo, Mississippi in 1900. She was the daughter of sharecroppers and the thirteenth of fourteen children. Her grandparents were born into slavery.
She raised her children mostly on her own and buried five of her six children. One was as a baby and the others died in their sixties or seventies
before she did.
She told me many stories of growing up in the South, the fun she
had fishing with her mother, the first time she saw an automobile and
how she thought it was a scary animal, and how she and her father survived the Spanish Flu by drinking stewed grapefruit skins. She also told
me about the acts of racial terror, like lynchings that she witnessed, and
of her journey to the North (as an asylum seeker escaping terrorism, not
for greater economic opportunity as I was taught in school) and how
even there she and her family had to flee from the Ku Klux Klan’s racial
terror in Lansing, Michigan and then face crippling racialized poverty in
Evanston, Illinois.
Still I remember in all of my time visiting her as I grew up, she had
no bitterness about all the injustice that she went through. She had a
self-possessed quality that radiated calm and peace, and a confidence
and clear purpose which was deeply connected to family and her Christian faith. She was a joker, and gently teased all of us, and was able to
laugh at herself, not taking herself so seriously as the family matriarch.
She was deeply loving and expressive of her affection. She was also
very mentally clear until she died. In the end, she just stopped eating
and drinking; she was ready to go. This is a precious legacy, that she
survived all of the racism, violence and fear, and managed to pass on
love, humor, clarity and a sense of dignity to us.
Invoking ancestors in this way is an important reminder that we are
not alone, that we are here because of many others. We are but a continuation of our ancestors, they are in every cell of our body. Without
them, we couldn’t be here. We can draw on their strengths when we are
in need. We can call on them for help and ask them to take over when
we are facing a challenge.
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I did this quite spontaneously as an eighteen-year-old when I got
into a difficult position when I was interning one summer in a rural community development project in Portugal. I assisted in the kitchen, took
part in training and joined in the life of the community. An accident occurred and I felt those in leadership were treating me unfairly by asking
me to take responsibility for a situation that was theirs to resolve and
overwhelming for me. I remember lying on my bunk bed, far from all
my networks of support in the U.S., and just calling on my great grandmother, Mudro, who was still alive at that time, asking for protection and
guidance. I don’t know how I knew to do this. I’d never done it before
and no one specifically taught me to do it. I just knew that was where I
could get strength from. And sure enough, in those next days I was able
to stand up for myself in that situation and call on support from others to
move through that challenging moment. Even at this moment my ancestors are helping me to write this article, I’m not writing it alone. And your
ancestors are reading it with you, you are not reading it alone.
So calling on our ancestors helps us see we are more than our
small, separate self, that we belong to, are supported by, and are also
accountable to something larger, something bigger.
Connecting in this way to our ancestors can help us heal from the
pain of self-doubt, self-sabotage, as well as from the complexes of inferiority and superiority. If we see ourselves as a stream, we know that our
ancestors’ suffering, unhealed trauma and ignorance flow into us from
the past into the present, and we can learn to see that our failures and
our self-destructive habits are not ours alone, but were transmitted to
us. So we can have compassion for ourselves when we miss the mark
and release feelings of inferiority. Our task is to transform these inherited weaknesses, but we are not to blame for them. In the same way, as
a continuation of our ancestors, we know that our skills and talents are
not ‘ours’ to be individually proud of. So we cultivate humility, feeling
gratitude and reverence for the wisdom, resilience and joy that flow into
us from past generations, and letting go of our egoic pride, and any
feeling of superiority.
Our work as spiritual practitioners is to strengthen the goodness
our ancestors passed onto us so that we can help it grow and deepen
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in our generation, and pass it on to future generations, not letting any
of the jewels be lost. And we also have the responsibility to transform
the unskillfulness they passed onto us so that we don’t unconsciously
transmit it to future generations, hobbling them unnecessarily.
As we connect more to the suffering our ancestors passed onto us,
it is important to see clearly a particular suffering we have all inherited:
the legacy of white supremacy. All of us, regardless of our ethnic and
racial backgrounds, have been shaped by this whether we wanted to
be or not. Generations of Europeans who colonized different parts of
the world from the 16–20th centuries, acted out of a foundational illusion and belief in the inherent supremacy of white-skinned bodies. This
was constructed, articulated and refined over these centuries for the
express purpose of economic, political, religious and cultural domination, all fueled by capitalism. This illusion of white supremacy has come
to influence every part of the planet though the history of colonialism,
our globalized economy and mass marketing culture.
Through connecting with our ancestors, we have an opportunity,
albeit a painful one, to atone for and begin to heal our land, spiritual or
familial ancestors’ mistaken and misguided belief in white supremacy,
the ignorance of their discrimination and the violence of their oppression, which has contaminated and sickened all of us.
Each of us can do what we can, in our own small spheres of influence to correct and heal the damage our genetic, land or spiritual ancestors caused and passed on. We can use the privilege we may have
received due to our non-chosen social identities (race, class, gender,
sexual orientation, gender identity, age, nationality, English mother
tongue, etc.) in the service of uplifting those with less privilege.
Let us draw upon the goodness and strength of our ancestors to
support us to honor and uplift the vibrant, thriving, living communities,
of those of us of the African Diaspora. We can each aspire to continue
their strength, resilience, wisdom and creativity in our daily lives and to
bring this legacy into the world.
One practice I invite you to do is to connect specifically with the
lineage of African American ancestors, who may be genetic ancestors
for some of us, land ancestors for others of us, or spiritual/ethical ances-
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tors for yet others of us. In this practice, we open ourselves to touch
the suffering our black ancestors have endured and we also touch the
strength, resilience, wisdom and creativity of our Black ancestors. Then
we aspire to continue this richness in our daily lives and act to bring their
beautiful legacy more into the world.
Below is an excerpt from a longer practice of Touching the Earth1
which includes respectful acknowledgement of all the different land ancestors of the U.S. (Indigenous, African American, Asian American, Latinx, those of Middle Eastern and Arab origin, and European American)
that a group of practitioners at Deer Park Monastery created in our first
mindfulness retreats for people of color, which were taught by Thich
Nhat Hanh. A link to the longer practice is included below, and you
can also find the full practice in the book Together We are One by Thich
Nhat Hanh.
While this practice is particular to the U.S., even if you are not from
the U.S., we all have benefited from the contributions of African Americans, so they are ancestors all of us can call on for support and inspiration. And if this practice speaks to you, you are welcome to create a version that is more suitable for the land you live in, to honor your particular
land ancestors.
In the Plum Village tradition when we do the complete practice
or ceremony of connecting to our land ancestors, we prostrate and lay
our bodies on the earth, either in the child’s pose with our four limbs
and head touching the earth, or lying flat on our bellies. Feel free to
put a towel or yoga mat down on the floor, and to rest your head on
a pillow or use other supports if that is helpful. In the prone position,
you might orient your head toward something you consider sacred,
something that reminds you of your inherent worth, maybe an altar you
have at home or in the direction of a place that inspires you. But it’s not
necessary to prostrate as you practice, you can simply sit comfortably
and take a posture of receptivity and openness, perhaps with hands in
your lap with palms turned up in a gesture of receiving, surrender and
1
Here is the full version of Touching the Earth to Our Land Ancestors:
https://bit.ly/3DZ3H1D
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letting go. Alternately, you can visualize yourself touching the earth in
your mind’s eye, seeing your body and head gently bowing down to
the earth while you sit in stillness or even lay down.
You can listen to this as an audio guided practice on Insight Timer
for free under Kaira Jewel Lingo’s meditations2. I invite you read it or listen to it and simply let the words land in you like rain falling on the earth:
I honor my ancestors of African descent, you who were enslaved
and brought to this land, who poured your blood, sweat, and tears
on this land, whose unrewarded labor. (If you wish you can touch the
earth or remain seated, and you may wish to invite a sound of the bell
here).
I am in touch with the crippling violence and inhumanity that my
ancestors of African descent faced every day, the loss of your land, language, culture, family, and freedom, and how you always found ways to
resist, to subvert oppression, to maintain your humanity, through soulful singing, prayer, humor, revolts, communities of escaped enslaved
people, as well as through political struggle, a strong commitment to
education, and economic empowerment. I aspire to preserve, nourish,
and pass on your strength, patience, perseverance, love, forgiveness,
humility, creativity and innovation in agriculture, inventions, history,
music, dance, art, the sciences, sports, oratory, literature, religion, civil
and human rights activism, and community spirit. I see Sojourner Truth,
Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, George Washington Carver, Garrett A. Morgan, W. E. B. DuBois, Langston Hughes, Ernest Just, Roger
Arliner, Rosa Parks, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, Audre Lorde,
Ella Baker, Fannie Lou Hamer, John Henrik Clarke, Ivan Van Sertima, John
Lewis, Marsha P. Johnson, Toni Morrison, James Baldwin, C.T. Vivian,
Paul Robeson, and all others known and unknown inside of me, and in
gratitude I honor you all.
Please take a few quiet breaths. And with the sound of the bell if you
were prostrating you can rise.

2
https://insighttimer.com/kairajewellingo/guided-meditations/touching-the-earth-to-our-african-american-ancestors
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Take time for a short pause here and notice what is arising in you,
in your body, heart, and mind. Spend time honoring this. You may also
want to journal about what you experienced.
The above version is only a suggestion of how you might connect
with your ancestors. The basic formula of this practice is: 1) recognizing the gifts and strengths your ancestors transmitted to you that you
want to strengthen and grow, and 2) recognizing the unskillfulness, unmetabolized trauma and suffering your ancestors passed onto you and
making the commitment to transform them. Once you are familiar with
this process, you are invited to create your own touching of the earth
practice to your particular ancestors, using their names, their specific
characteristics, geographies and histories. This will make the practice
deeper and more powerful.
When we connect with our ancestors deeply we connect with ourselves and our descendants more deeply and authentically. We understand our purpose more clearly and we are better able to withstand the
challenges of living in the midst of white supremacy and chronic racialized violence. When we touch the love of our ancestors, we grow our
hearts and the seeds of compassion and wisdom in us grow stronger
and more robust.
May this practice continue to support you in deepening your connection to all of your ancestors.

