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“We need more light about each other. Light creates understanding, understanding creates love, love creates patience, and patience creates unity.”


—Malcolm X


















PREFACE


I WAS CRADLED IN MY FATHER’S ARMS THE NIGHT OUR HOME WAS firebombed. The rest is a blur of flame-licked walls and frenzy, but I distinctly remember being scooped up in his arms. Sunday, February 14, 1965, a Molotov cocktail exploded through our front window, torched the living room, and drowned every corner of the house in ash. I remember my father blanketing me in the smokefall and whisking us outside onto the front lawn, past a second bottle bomb that fortunately never found a fuse, holding me close. The crudeness of the attack itself revealed the growing desperation of those who sought to silence “the most dangerous man in America.” At the time, my father was beginning to set forth a more expansive vision of freedom and justice, and those who feared his prophetic voice were responding with runaway brutality. It was only one of several attempts on his life that week.


The following Sunday, February 21, my family and I were trapped in a hailstorm of twenty-one bullets at the Audubon Ballroom in Harlem. My father was assassinated in the barrage. His name was el-Hajj Malik el-Shabazz, most commonly known to the world as Malcolm X.


I remember being swept under my mother’s body when the first shots rang out, and the deafening clap of wholesale gunfire as my father drew his final breaths. I was two years old, my earliest memories a coarse patchwork of horrific violence interlaced with unimaginable love.


Perhaps what I remember is a work of fiction—the soft edge of a story I’ve heard so many times, my brain has categorized it as a memory. Science tells us the hippocampus, that part of the brain responsible for warehousing memory, doesn’t fully form until the age of seven, so theoretically I shouldn’t be able to remember any of these events. But some days, I swear the memories come to me in flashes of deep visceral knowing. Some days, I can still hear my father pleading, “Now, now, brothers, break it up!” I can still feel the rough tweed of my mother’s bouclé coat as she instinctively turned her pregnant body into a shield. I can still see the canopy backdrop of watercolor trees and snowcapped mountains onstage, probably intended for a children’s theater production, riddled with bullet holes; my father lying spread-eagle in a dark suit, blood pooling; my mother eventually by his side, praying over his limp body. Love and hatred spilling out in their eternal dance. If these are not true memories, they are far worse than a nightmare.


In a sense, much of my life has been shaped by this haunting paradox—being too young to remember moments too traumatic to forget. I was born of that tension and mystery, the daughter of Malcolm X. It has driven me to look for answers and forced me to sit with many unanswerable questions. Real memory or not, what happened? Why? Was he scared? Who was my father, really? What were his last thoughts? How did he so unflinchingly stand for equality and human rights in the long shadow of racial terror—was it the same instinct that moved my mother to cast her body between me, my sisters, and the chaos of indiscriminate gunfire? Was it love?


For me, the third daughter in a band of six, these types of questions have propelled a lifelong quest to understand my father—to know the firebrand visionary who gave his last breath for peace and liberation. I’ve endlessly looked for him in scholarly research, in conversations with his siblings and friends, and in our treasured family memories. I’ve pored over his speeches, his writings, his personal diary. The effort has been deeply rewarding, and it always feels incomplete—like a ghostly presence still shaping my life. Over time, I’ve come to see that getting to know my father is also, by its nature, a project of self-discovery.


That realization first came in college—at around the same age as my father when he was incarcerated. Sophomore year I learned that his mother—my grandmother Helen Louisa Langdon Norton Little—was a highly educated woman in the 1920s, fluent in two languages, and the branch reporter for the Universal Negro Improvement Association’s local chapter, an organization that commanded millions of followers. The legend of Malcolm X, as so often told, begins with my father as a street hustler and my grandmother already confined to a state psychiatric hospital. Discovering that he was raised by devoted political activists—that the seed of a revolutionary consciousness had long been planted—was a revelation that reframed everything I thought I knew. And it came right on time.


At a moment when I felt vulnerable beyond measure—a young woman unsure of who she was meant to be under the weight of her father’s legacy—I found a deep sense of shared purpose in that larger family picture. I came to understand that Malcolm’s political genius did not emerge in isolation but was nurtured by a lineage of brilliant Black leaders who carried forward a vision of liberation, each in their own way. And I am part of that continuum. In my darkest moments since, uncovering new depths to my father’s story continues to offer the same guiding light—a reminder that the search for him is also a search for myself. And so I continue to dig.


In many ways, this book is the fruit of that labor—a unique collection of insights into one of the twentieth century’s most influential leaders.


This book is about how to find stable ground in a time of unprecedented change, and then identify and stand up for our core beliefs and values. In particular, I’ll be taking a closer look at my father’s spiritual life and how certain practices honed his leadership skills and political vision. More specifically, I’ll guide us through a careful exploration of my father’s journey to the holy land of Mecca, how that sacred pilgrimage shaped his political imagination, and what we might be able to glean from his evolution. In our cultural memory, Malcolm’s continued spiritual awakening, the blossoming of his compassionate heart, and how it suffused his more evolved political voice tends to be glossed over. This book humbly seeks to restore some truth and balance to Malcolm’s story, while using that wider perspective on his life to inspire our own journey of self-transformation. More than just an intimate study of Malcolm X, it is intended as a road map for waking up the true heart of a revolutionary leader—whom I define as anyone willing to be accountable for what truly matters to them.


In a moment of so much acute suffering around the world, my hope is for Malcolm in the Desert to be a practical resource for every traveler called to the liberatory potential of pilgrimage—to the realm of possibility that opens up when, like my father in Mecca, we dare to journey beyond what is known and familiar.


Of course, in order for us to begin such an exploration, we first have to unpack a few layers of the man himself and consider his legacy in multiple contexts. Over many decades, I have encountered three distinct Malcolms on my search, each one offering a particular type of counsel: There is the legend, the mythic stature of a once-in-a-generation mind and political voice who continues to excite the revolutionary spirit worldwide; there is the evolving spiritual leader who wasn’t perfect but was fiercely devoted to his faith and his followers; and there is the fantasy of a father whom I never got to experience—what it might feel like to sit in his lap, look into his eyes, and feel his chest bounce with laughter as he played the dozens with my uncles (my father was well known for his robust sense of humor, a detail often overlooked in the various portrayals of him). Malcolm in the Desert bridges the political visionary and the spiritual seeker to reveal a more complete and human portrait of Malcolm X—and what his life might still have to teach us. What drove his fearless pursuit of justice? What personal qualities and practices allowed for his life to be one of perpetual reinvention?


Sometimes, I marvel to think at how much my father accomplished in thirty-nine brief years. To me now, in the springtime of my sixties, he was just a young man—still sharpening his voice, still refining his skills, still growing into newly acquired perspectives. When Malcolm gave his infamous 1962 speech on police brutality in Los Angeles, he wasn’t even old enough to run for president, not that he would’ve been interested in the job. How did he move so quickly and remain so steadfast? What lessons from his hard-earned wisdom can we apply to our lives today?


I don’t imagine the dire straits of our political era to feel so much more oppressive than, for instance, being an imprisoned Black man in the 1940s, terrorized by a racial caste system so entrenched in our nation’s fabric that it became an inspiration point for the Nazis, as Isabel Wilkerson reveals to us in the bone-chilling poignancy of her book Caste. And yet, my father somehow emerged from the subhuman conditions of the Charlestown prison, and from the targeted attacks of white supremacy, to become a lightning-rod human rights activist and Black America’s “prosecuting attorney.” He held up a mirror to American society, a searing indictment of its hypocrisy and crimes against humanity. Where did he find the courage, moral integrity, and stamina to keep going? What can we learn from his personal transformation, particularly after he went on Hajj, his sacred pilgrimage to the holy land of Mecca?


I often ask myself these questions when looking at the modern social and political landscape. So many of the problems my father gave his life to address have not only persisted, but the roots seem to have grown deeper and more intractable. At the time of this writing, the unforgiving relentlessness of war still beats a deadly drum in Palestine, Sudan, Congo, Burma, Bosnia, Ukraine, and too many other places to name. It is a heartbreaking cosmic season for humanity, delivered on the heels of a global pandemic, climate crisis, and Americans finally waking up to the truth of police brutality. Which is to say nothing of the continued structural violence trained on Black and brown bodies all over the world. As my father once said, “You can’t separate peace from freedom because no one can be at peace unless he has his freedom.” This is a time of sweeping unrest and very few pockets of freedom. The urgency is never-ending. The injustices are glaring. We are all breathing in the secondhand smoke of doomsday scrolling. And I don’t know about you, but my adrenals are taxed! The spirit feels comprehensively exhausted. I break down regularly and am compelled to look for guidance. Often, I land at the same open door: What would my father do?


Using my father’s remarkable growth journey as a blueprint, Malcolm in the Desert is a guidebook for anyone seeking to affect radical change in their lives and in our world. It rests on a fundamental belief that, no matter who you are—street hustler to convicted felon like Malcolm in his youth—transformation is always possible. The following chapters trace my father’s pilgrimage and draw from it a set of vital practices that can help us to meet the uncertainty of our time. This book is for anyone who feels overwhelmed by the pace of modern life; who feels called to act in the urgency of this tender moment but is unsure of where to begin; who senses we are in a period of deep transition and longs for a way to navigate the rocky in-between.


The goal is not another biography or self-help book. Malcolm in the Desert doesn’t aim to present a grand vision for social justice or a “better” way to do activism. It’s not prescriptive, nor is it about imitation or re-creating the conditions that allowed for Malcolm’s extraordinary rise to leadership. Rather, using the sacred act of pilgrimage as both framework and metaphor, this book invites us to slow down—to make intentional space in our lives for remembering who we are and what really matters. It offers a humble tool kit for disrupting the cynicism and the despair that so often shackle our hearts and our movements for justice, and then it beckons us to dream in more revolutionary colors. In a time of isolationist fervor, we can’t have too many reminders that we are on a collective path, and that ancient wisdom is still here to guide us.


Organized into three broad sections—“Sacred Disruption,” “Direct Knowing,” and “Radical Accountability”—Malcolm in the Desert walks us through the initial call of a pilgrimage, to the journey itself, and finally to a process of becoming accountable for what we learn along the way. Viewed as a whole, these movements form both a map and a mirror—a structure by which to orient, and an invitation to start exactly where you are.


As you step into Malcolm’s story and the broader outline of a pilgrimage experience, I invite you to keep an open mind: Experiment, play, modify the practices as needed, collaborate with accountability partners, and generously take care of yourself—whatever that means for you. Though there is a linear narrative unfolding here about the last year of my father’s life and what opened his political imagination, there is also plenty of room to begin at whatever point feels most alive. The first section and its practices might not feel resonant until you’ve already reached a destination. It may even make sense to start at the end and work in a backward spiral. Wherever you begin, let the story meet you there—as a companion, a compass, or a call to remember your true nature.


The prayer for this book is that it will serve as an electrifying personal charge for anyone who is eager to create a different reality for themselves and for our world. As my father once said, “Only those who have already experienced a revolution within themselves can reach out effectively to help others.”
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My father and me, taken the day he returned from Hajj and months of international travel. There are very few images that hold both of us—which is why this remains one of my favorites.













INTRODUCTION


WHY PILGRIMAGE?


THERE IS A ZEN BUDDHIST KOAN—A SHORT PARADOXICAL story, question, or statement crafted to inspire awakening—that feels like an unexpected but fitting place for us to start. The story is about a Chinese Zen master, Yun Men. One day, a young monk hungry for knowledge approaches Yun Men and asks, “Venerable sir, please tell me, what are the teachings of a lifetime?” After a moment of contemplation, the Zen master smiles and replies, “An appropriate response.”


It may seem odd to open a book about my father, which is framed by our parallel journeys of making Hajj, with a story from the Zen Buddhist tradition, but bear with me. This project focuses on Malcolm’s spiritual life as a devout Muslim and is undoubtedly informed by my personal cosmology as a lifelong practitioner within Sunni Islam. Yet my hope is to weave together a tapestry of wisdom teachings from many traditions—threads that have helped me understand my father and the enduring reach of his legacy across faiths.


To that end, there is much we can pull from Yun Men’s deceptively simple three-word answer and apply to our lives and to approaching our work. To get us oriented, let’s spend a little time on the peculiar wording of “an appropriate response.”


When faced with a challenge or embarking on a journey, there is a soft distinction between a reaction and a response. Reactivity is often an expression of well-ingrained habit patterns. It is our default mode of being when the mind and nervous system get hijacked by an emotion or a discursive thought. Often, it feels like falling into the trance of self-righteous indignation and that intoxicating but unquenchable thirst of being “right.”


Responsiveness, on the other hand, has to do with embodied presence—a direct knowing of what is right here and right now in our experience, be it an emotion, a thought, a physical sensation, or all three. As opposed to the free fall of reactivity, there is more groundedness, intention, and discernment in the field of a response. For instance, if we are angry, we know the emotion of anger is present, and the simple fact of our awareness about it helps us to remember the emotion is not all of who we are. The more we can open the aperture of our attention to really take in the vastness of our internal landscape, the more space we have to choose a response.


If there are more choices for how to respond available in our experience, then we might understand “appropriate” to mean “skillful.” In the Buddhist framework, a skillful choice is that which leads to more freedom. In my tradition, it might be understood as skillfully choosing the word, thought, or deed that brings us closer to God.


Taken together, one way of metabolizing this beautiful koan is to translate “an appropriate response” as the wisdom of being able to discern what action is helpful and what action is unhelpful in the service of liberation; what word, thought, or deed keeps us in alignment with our highest principles and values as we navigate any given moment. This is Yun Men’s teaching of a lifetime.


Sixty years after he was assassinated, sitting in the kind of clarity that comes only with time and reflection, I would call my father himself an appropriate response to the conditions of his life. He was necessarily a simmering iconoclast, forged in the brutal, unrestrained violence of twentieth-century racism. He could see the long and dark history of colonial violence—the unnamed genetic material for America’s legal, political, and financial institutions. He could see the coding of systemic oppression at its structural interface, and the lethal ways it refracted in the lives of his people. There were both deep-seated rage and radical compassion in Malcolm’s clear knowing of these conditions. His life journey had a lot to do with learning how to gracefully hold it all in his awareness and still act with integrity as a practicing Muslim. For me, that is the definition of responsiveness.


In fact, sometimes I like to think about the evolution of his spiritual and political voice as a refinement of his ability to discern what actions were and were not ultimately helpful in the service of liberation. For example, there was a point at which being a minister for the Nation of Islam (NOI) was unquestionably helpful in his perspective. And then a dramatic turning point at which it was not. Embodying an appropriate response is a living, real-time act of engagement. In this regard, I often wonder: Who would my father be and what would he be doing today in response to this moment?


In case no one has told you lately and it would be helpful to hear, dear reader, it is a hard time to be alive in this realm! Really hard. Words like “Anthropocene” and “polycrisis” are some of the latest attempts to contextualize the feeling—this staggering sense of displacement, futility, and collapse in the twenty-first century—but they don’t really do it justice. Coined by Nobel laureate Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer at the turn of the millennium, the word “Anthropocene” was first used to designate a new geological epoch—a time when human activity has become the dominant force shaping earth’s bio-geophysical composition and processes. But these days, it’s a catchall to describe a foreboding sense in popular imagination that this can’t end well; the math isn’t mathing in the calculus of unending growth premised and promised by modernity. While the Anthropocene might offer us a conceptual baseline, it really fails to capture the felt-sense experience of collective overwhelm—the full-throttle, nervous system assault of living in the modern era.


It’s a time in which we are being asked to develop a radical intimacy with suffering—not just in our personal lives, but as we look at the world. In so many ways, we are trapped as involuntary participants in the deadly inertia of late-stage capitalism. Our predicament reminds me of a line from “Channels to Fall Asleep To,” a brilliantly haunting poem by former San Francisco poet laureate and activist Tongo Eisen-Martin: “when a hostage has a hostage / that is u.s. education.” Even as we do our best to care for one another and the planet, we are unavoidably embedded in a self-destructive political economy—a culture and a civilization that no longer correspond to the thriving of life (if they ever did). We were born into this Sisyphean paradox and the stakes feel very high.


Some days, I get pulled into a certain velocity of helplessness and lose my footing. Perhaps you can relate. And on those days, I tend to be pummeled by questions like: What is an appropriate response to the suffering of today’s world? How might I embody that response? How can I truly be of help? Who even am I to do so? What is my purpose?


In many ways, these types of questions are timeless spiritual, philosophical, existential pursuits, known to every generation that has seen the depth of suffering and wondered, Why is it like this? In the ashes of war and domination, in the unbearable pain of losing our home or the ones we love, in the unending cycles of violence and human cruelty, there is always the echoing silence of why. For me, there is an added layer: What would my father think, say, or do? How might he counsel me? Us?


These questions become especially critical when our lives are under constant threat. As an engaged global citizen, what is an appropriate response to the rising tide of totalitarian reflexes and tech oligarchies? To the erosion of our most basic infrastructures for community care? To the unintelligible scope of climate crisis, the coursing throughways of intergenerational trauma, the swirling densities of fear and forgetfulness? To the centuries-old settler-colonial domination story that is still writing itself? And don’t even get me started on AI, attention hacking, and neuromarketing—you need a strong cup of coffee and Octavia Butler for that one.


This is the living question at the heart of our work together: What is an appropriate response? Perhaps one enduring possibility is the sacred act of pilgrimage.


When I say pilgrimage, for the purposes of this book, I don’t necessarily mean the physical or devotional act of visiting a far-off holy land, although that can be included, too. More so, I am pointing to the spirit and invitation of pilgrimage as a metaphor—the intentional journey of slowing down and making space to remember who you truly are.


Throughout history, across cultures and traditions, people have set out on sacred journeys—walking to holy sites, following in the footsteps of ancestors, or vision-questing to reveal deeper truths about themselves and the nature of reality. From Hindus traveling to the Ganges River at Varanasi to Christians on the long road to Santiago de Compostela to Muslims making Hajj—one of the five pillars of Islam and a requirement for all Muslims who are able—pilgrimage has been and continues to be an intrinsic part of the human experience. For millions and millions of people every year, it is one of the most vital forms of expression through which we make meaning.


The word “pilgrimage” itself derives from the Latin peregrinus, meaning “stranger” or perhaps “wanderer.” It is linked to peregrine or per ager, which can roughly translate to “through the fields.” Etymologically speaking, then, we might understand a “pilgrim” as a wanderer in the field, and pilgrimage as any wanderer’s journey through an unknown place. It is one of the ways we quite literally allegorize the journey of life.


And, of course, a pilgrimage doesn’t have to unfold in just a religious context; it depends on your intention—a pilgrimage might be the simple act of returning to a childhood home or walking the streets where distant relatives once lived or putting on the costume of your favorite superhero and descending upon Comic-Con. A pilgrimage could take the form of leaving for college, climbing a mountain, starting a garden, or showing up at your next therapy session. We are talking about a deeply human impulse to seek meaning and make connections.


At its heart, pilgrimage is any course where we leave behind the familiar, cross a threshold into the unknown, and embrace a process of transformation. Sometimes we intentionally pursue it; sometimes the journey comes unbidden. Either way, it becomes a profound container for self-exploration and a path to radical accountability in our own lives.


And perhaps this is the deeper invitation of our perilous times: to pause and to discover that we, ourselves, are the appropriate response. To recognize that the revolutionary potential my father embodied—the integrity, compassion, and vision that underwrote his political voice—is not a historical footnote but a living inheritance.


To make pilgrimage is to remember that this same possibility lives and breathes within each of us—a capacity for awakening to the truth of who we are and daring to let that truth transform the world around us.













PART I
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SACRED DISRUPTION













1


HEARING THE CALL


TRY TO IMAGINE IT IS APRIL 1964. YOU ARE GETTING READY to board an international flight.


Traveling abroad is a luxury experience and still rather uncommon for most people, particularly for a Black man in America. Especially for a Black Muslim in America. Certainly for a Black Muslim in America without any real money in April 1964. And perhaps unthinkably for a Black Muslim in America without any money who is regarded as the preeminent threat to national security. And nevertheless, here you are, the unlikeliest of passengers, set to leave in the dead of night. You are no sentimentalist, but the soft whisper of divine intervention is mounting a plausible case.


It could be an overly romantic sense of twilight, or simply because you haven’t slept for several days, but there is a dreamlike quality to approaching this plane—a celestial flow of bodies in transit. You are grateful to be evaporating into the grace of anonymity in the terminal.


As just another traveler, you can’t help but reflect on the unbelievable arc of your life—one that has hurled you from the warmth of a cohesive, structured family unit to the dark corners of a concrete cell to, in just a couple of days, the holy land of Mecca. It feels like only yesterday when you were freely roaming an evergreen forest in the Midwest, your father deep in thought over a sermon, your mother simmering a stew of fresh vegetables from the garden, your siblings close by. Then, in the blink of an eye, you were alone, forced to sustain yourself on a diet of moldy bread and undercooked beans in the cold, backwater state prison of Charlestown, Massachusetts. And now, the sacred desert of Hagar, Abraham, and Ishmael, and the spiritual ground of the Prophet Himself (peace be upon Him), awaits you. Truly, this is no small flight.
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