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TO THE HOUSE ON CEMETERY LANE.


We’re not afraid of you.




PREFACE


On Storied Contemplation


I have a favorite sound.


To be precise, it’s not a singular sound but a multitude.


Have you ever stood in the presence of a tree and listened to the wind pass through its leaves? The roots and body stand defiant and unmoved. But listen. The branches stretch out their tongues and whisper shhhhh.


Trees make symphonies without their trunks ever moving, almost as if the stillness of their centers amplifies their sound. The tree may appear still, but if you look closer, you’ll see that each leaf flails with breath. The tree may seem alone, but plow deep and you’ll unearth its secret gnarled roots—­the grotesque and the beautiful—­creeping in the soil, reaching ­toward the ancestors.


Thomas Merton said, “No writing on the solitary, meditative dimensions of life can say anything that has not already been said better by the wind in the pine trees.” I hold this close.


My spirituality has always been given to contemplation, even before anyone articulated for me exactly what “the contemplative” was. I was not raised in an overtly religious home; my spiritual formation now comes to me in memories—­not creeds or doctrine, but the air we breathed, stories, myth, and a kind of attentiveness. From a young age, my siblings and I were allowed to travel deep into our interior worlds to become aware of ourselves, our loves, our beliefs. And still, my father demanded an unflinching awareness of our exterior worlds. Where is home from here? What was the waitress’s name? Where do we look when we’re walking? If a single phrase could be considered the mantra of our family, it would be Pay attention.


Later, in the arms of white intellectuals, much of what I absorbed of the contemplative life rested on demands of knowledge, silence, and solitude. I learned to read the words of dead men, and go on silent retreats, and “listen” alone in my room, all in hopes of hearing something true of God. These are practices that I’m not quick to sneer at, as they have often been co-­opted from the wisdom of Eastern spiritualities and diluted. Still, I do not believe they alone tell the story of the contemplative life.


I wrote this book during the fall and winter of 2020, during the coronavirus pandemic. When I am finished, I will be in my fifteenth month of isolation, as I am one of the many immunocompromised who cannot test my fate with this virus. Apart from my husband, my days are spent in solitude, in a kind of silence and stillness. It has reminded me what an empty spiritual life will manifest from these virtues alone. I cannot sustain belief on my own. And I’m learning sometimes the most sacred thing to do is shout.


I used to think that Christian contemplation was reserved for white men who leave copies of C. S. Lewis’s letters strewn about and know a great deal about coffee and beard oils. If this is you, there is room for you here. But I am interested in reclaiming a contemplation that is not exclusive to whiteness, intellectualism, ableism, or mere hobby. And as a Black woman, I am disinterested in any call to spirituality that divorces my mind from my body, voice, or people. To suggest a form of faith that tells me to sit down alone and be quiet? It does not rest easy on the bones. It is a shadow of true contemplative life, and it would do violence to my Black-­woman soul.


In Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved, Baby Suggs, the matriarch, gathers all of her people in the Clearing. Everyone is standing on the edges, waiting in the trees for her to begin to preach. And she says, “Let the children come,” and they all scurry to the center, and she tells them, “Let your mothers hear you laugh,” and they laugh. And she calls the men to come down and says, “Let your wives and children see you dance.” And they do. And finally, she calls the women to the center and says, “ ‘Cry . . . For the living and the dead. Just cry.’ And without covering their eyes the women let loose.” And they all get tangled up in each other, and the men are crying, and the women are dancing, and the children are laughing, until eventually, they all collapse in the grass together to hear Baby Suggs give a sermon. “In this here place, we flesh; flesh that weeps, laughs; flesh that dances on bare feet in grass,” it starts. Morrison writes, “She did not tell them . . . to go and sin no more.” She calls them to awaken to their stories. And then she leads them in this sacred cry of the body.


More on this to come. But this literary moment of intergenerational, dignity-­affirming, embodied liberation is my model for spirituality to date.


When I think of my ancestors who lived in chains, I often wonder what sacred defiance lived in their minds while their bodies were being dominated by another. For the field and plow and whip can certainly affect the mind, but they cannot possess it. What hidden things of old crouched in the corners of my great-­great-­great-­great-­grandmother’s consciousness as she stood in the cotton fields? What stories, dreams, and beliefs about God hugged the crevices of her brain? The oppressor has no power in those deep and secret places. Much of Black spirituality while enslaved had to live and breathe in these crevices, every vale holy ground. A faith that depended on the interior life.


In this way, contemplative spirituality is in Black blood. But it is not a spirituality of disembodied, solitary intellectual musing. It is a way of being together in “the Clearing” with God. And we get there by descending into the stories that reside in our bodies. For me, most simply, contemplative spirituality is a fidelity to beholding the divine in all things. In the field, on the walk home, sitting under the oak tree that hugs my house. A sacred attention.


And as we pay attention, we make a home out of paradox, not just in what we believe but also in the very act of living itself. Stillness that we would move. Silence that we would speak. I believe this to be a spirituality our world—­overtaken with dislocation, noise, and unrest—­so desperately needs.


So I write these pages in solitude but tethered to those to whom I belong and who in some manner belong to me. I sit in silence but attuned to the whispers of my ancestors and all who have formed me. And I inhale-­exhale in stillness, liberated from the frenzied bondage of this world and protecting the breath of my body.


It is here I will admit I was wary of beginning with the image of the tree. I agonized over it as I drank my evening tea and while I was supposed to be paying attention in meetings. Would I ­really use a tree—­this image that has been used so often, used to the point of death—­to begin this book?


Until it occurred to me that it was very fitting. This is not a book of new things or ideas; my thoughts have been thought before. It is more remembrance than revelation, more maybes than certainty. And there is sparse novelty. Much of what you’ll find here is old and even, I hope, familiar. But I mean to go deep into the old, that it might find some manner of resurrection by virtue of coming from my own blood and bone. Not What is the tree? but What is the tree to me? When did I first touch its bark, and how does it move me? What would I call that shade of green? What do I hear when I listen?


This is a book of contemplative storytelling. The pages you hold are where the stories that have formed me across generations meet our common practice of beholding the divine. Feel now, they are wet with tears. Look how they glisten like my skin in sun, and they bear the grooves of many scars. As you cradle these pages, it is my sincere hope that they might serve as conduits for mystery, liberation, and the very face of God.
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ONE


Dignity


A baby bursts out of a great Black womb saying, It is what it is what it is and he is my father.


My gramma used to say, Oh, chile, when your daddy came outta me, he tried to take his whole house with him. He cleaved to her insides like he knew what was his to have.


My father was born smooth. He glides and sways when he walks, cuts his hands through the air in meaningful arcs when he talks, like he’s in a ballet. I’ve never seen the top of his head because I’ve never seen him look down. He told me from a very young age, Keep your head up, relax those shoulders, look at that skin shine. He told me that Black was beautiful. It seemed to me that he was a man who would never think to apologize for his existence. Some people are born knowing their worth.


I was an anxious and insecure child. I’d tiptoe around with my shoulders cupping my ears like a perpetual flinch. I believe my father saw this in me and did what he could to drown out whatever primordial voice had told me to fold up my personhood into something small and negligible.


Every morning, he’d squeeze my sister and me in between his legs as he methodically parted our hair and laid grease on our scalps. He’d spend what felt like hours propped up in his chair, leaving us with braids stretching in all directions, barrettes and ballies gripping the thick black curls. When he finished, he would lick both thumbs and press them against our shaggy eyebrows and say, You look good, honey. Do you feel good? This was our ritual. And in time, it formed us.


Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved has become a sacred text to me. It tells the story of a family, once enslaved, now making their way in freedom as they dwell with the ghost-­force that haunts their home. When Morrison takes us back to the Clearing, the family’s matriarch, Baby Suggs, preaches a message to all the women and the men and the little children who lie in the grass after dancing, laughing and crying together. After leading them in a practice of liberation with their bodies, Baby Suggs says this:


In this here place, we flesh; flesh that weeps, laughs; flesh that dances on bare feet in grass. Love it. Love it hard. Yonder they do not love your flesh. They despise it. They don’t love your eyes; they’d just as soon pick em out. No more do they love the skin on your back. Yonder they flay it. And O my people they do not love your hands. Those they only use, tie, bind, chop off and leave empty. Love your hands! Love them. Raise them up and kiss them. Touch others with them, pat them together, stroke them on your face ’cause they don’t love that either.


This is necessary ritual. From the womb, we must repeat with regularity that to love ourselves is to survive. I believe that is what my father wanted for me and knew I would so desperately need: a tool for survival, the truth of my dignity named like a mercy new each morning.


I cannot say with precision when I came to believe him—­or if I ever truly have—­but the knowledge began with my father and Toni Morrison and stretches back into God. The origin story of the world and the dark and stars that hold it is one of dignity. The divine is in us.


When I first heard that all humans were created in the image of God, I pictured God with a million eyes and a million noses and a million mouths. It was horrifying. What did this mean, all humans? If God walked in the garden of Eden, whose two legs did he walk with? Did they look like mine, with knees black and ashy?


It is not wholly unusual for individuals or cultures to imagine God as being like them in some way. Perhaps this is because we lack an imagination for a being who loves us and doesn’t resemble us. Things that are unlike us strike us as unsafe. When I encounter the unfamiliar—­a new food, a stranger on the train—­I may be intrigued, but I am nearly always cautious. I’ve no frame of reference for how it might hurt me, what compels it to violence or tenderness. If God is like me, then perhaps she becomes more predictable. Safer. But when we force our picture of God on another, or when God is presented as singular, we tend to colonize the image of God in others.


As a default, I imagine God as a white man. Even now that I know the tragedy and the lie in the image, it seems to be branded on my soul. I used to feel guilty because of this, but what else should be expected of me with all the stained glass and oil paintings? Does the church truly believe that God might look as much like me—­gapped teeth and skin like glistening leather—­as a white male? It has damaged many to think that the holiest being that ever was looks precisely like the man who kept our ancestors in bondage.


It takes time to undo the whiteness of God. When I speak of whiteness, I am referring not to the mere existence of a person in a particular body; I am referring to the historic, systemic, and sociological patterns that have oppressed, killed, abducted, abused, and discredited those who do not exist in a particular body. Whiteness is a force. It moves in religion in the same manner it moves in any sphere of life. In art, it might look like the glory of the American Western film and the lie of white bravado. In global development, the lie of the white savior. These are spiritual afflictions in and of themselves, but in religious communities, when whiteness becomes inseparable from the character of God, you’ll find customs such as evangelism equated with conquering, but admissible under the guise of “love.” You’ll find guilt-­driven spirituality, which is obsessed with alleviating guilt and becoming “clean”—­for whiteness always carries the memory of what it has done to those in bodies of color, and guilt is its primary tormentor. The irony, of course, is that this guilt cannot be relieved save by a rending of whiteness from the image of God (which the force of whiteness will never do).


In order to rend whiteness from the face of God, we must do more than make new images. We have to persist in observing and naming all the ways this force has obscured the face and character of God. The God I’ve known does not dominate; he kneels and washes his enemies’ feet. God does not make himself hero; he heals and works miracles both publicly and privately.


We also have to expand our understanding of how other cultures and peoples contain the divine. Does God slap the tambourine like my auntie? Do they put butter and salt in their grits?


Some theologies say it is not an individual but a collective people who bear the image of God. I quite like this, because it means we need a diversity of people to reflect God more fully. Anything less and the image becomes pixelated and grainy, still beautiful but lacking clarity. If God ­really is three parts in one like they say, it means that God’s wholeness is in a multitude.


I do not know if God meant to confer value on us by creating us in their own image, but they had to have known it would at least be one outcome. How can anyone who is made to bear likeness to the maker of the cosmos be anything less than glory? This is inherent dignity.


I do find it peculiar that humans have come to wield this over the rest of creation as though we are somehow superior. I don’t believe this to be the case. Sometimes I wonder if we knelt down and put our ear to the ground, it would whisper up to us, Yes, you were made in the image of God, but God made you of me. We’ve grown numb to the idea that we ourselves are made of the dust, mysteriously connected to the goodness of the creation that surrounds us.


Perhaps the more superior we believe ourselves to be to creation, the less like God we become. But if we embrace shalom—­the idea that everything is suspended in a delicate balance between the atoms that make me and the tree and the bird and the sky—­if we embrace the beauty of all creation, we find our own beauty magnified. And what is shalom but dignity stretched out like a blanket over the cosmos?


•••


You know when the rain is pounding against your house and you curl up to listen to it make music, and the wind is drumming against the windows and the only thing that seems to be keeping them from shattering or collapsing in on you is the walls that they are sandwiched in between? My gramma is the storm and the walls.


When God made her, he covered her in rich brown velvet—­skin so soft you find yourself stroking it more for your comfort than for hers. And when she stretches those soft limbs over you, she splays herself open and lets it all fall on you like a weighted blanket. Hers is a heaviness that soothes.


And there is nothing like her voice. It doesn’t come from her throat like the rest of ours. It comes from her eyes. The words creep up behind her retinas. Every syllable coils around her pupils, and it’s only ever poetry.


I don’t know if her father ever told her she was beautiful, but I know he did not tell her about the second family he had two floors up in the same apartment building in the Bronx. The deception broke her mother, and my gramma and her sister were sent to live with distant relatives on a farm in Pennsylvania.


The people on that farm knew nothing of her velvet. A woman and a man whose precise relation to her remains unknown to this day. The woman who was not my gramma’s mother used to tell her that she saw the devil in her high forehead, that she could tell just by looking that he had left his mark on her. My gramma doesn’t know what it is that made them hate her so immediately.


In the mornings, they would make her and her sister kneel on hardwood floors and recite the scriptures. And after whatever form their torture took in the evenings, the woman and man who were not their father and not their mother would grab their faces and make them say, We love you, Mommy, we love you, Daddy, in unison.


There will always be those who expend a great deal of effort trying to manipulate someone into believing there’s something in their reflection that isn’t truly there. These are dangerous and desperate souls. Yet for all their trying, dignity was not and is not something that can be taken. Glory can’t be unborn.


The devil didn’t make anyone, and I don’t think he has the power to unmake anyone. Our walk to liberation requires us to parse truth from trick. And to ask ourselves, What does evil have to gain in tricking us into believing we are anything less than glorious?


I would venture to guess it swallows our belonging first; after all, a person does not wish to be seen if they believe they are ugly. We hide our faces and settle down in the treacherous place of nowhere. And then it colonizes our body, knowing we will flee from it out of deep shame and embarrassment. Self-­hatred moves in. It makes a mockery of our limbs, twisting and contorting them for its own means. And last, I believe, it steals our love. For who can accept love that they do not believe exists for them? Those who believe love is a scarcity are less prone to give it away freely.


I don’t have many certainties about God. I do have many hopes. Chief among them is that it’s true what they say: that God is love, is made of love, and looks at the faces of you and me and my gramma and, without hesitation or demand, delights.


•••


In my early twenties, when I lived in Pittsburgh, I would often eat with a group of people who lived under the ramp to Big­elow Boulevard. We’d go into this hot dog place on Forbes Avenue or eat on sidewalks with our bums perched on upside-­down buckets. I’d steal glances at their shoes or their fingernails caked with dirt and feel sad, but the kind of sadness that doesn’t require anything from you. And I’d ask them question after question like I was interviewing the most important soul in the world. Maybe I was without knowing it.


Mars, glassy eyed and sun scorched, would turn a suspicious look on me and ask why I wasn’t eating with my friends, with people my own age. He was in his early fifties and had two daughters my age, whose names he would always beg me to guess. I never did. And I never honestly answered his question. I can say now that I liked eating with them in part because I was too afraid to talk with my peers in classes and hallways, and perhaps in part because I thought this ritual made me interesting and kind. But soon I began coming because of the stories they held. The things they knew, the way they spoke. How Mars licked his teeth to keep from showing them when he was busting a smile. How Case let her words fall from her mouth out of order and then reassembled them again on a second try. I fell in love with some, and I remained terrified of others. It was a complicated awakening.


I once heard the activist John Perkins say, “You don’t give dignity, you affirm it.” I wish somebody had told me that as I sat cross-­legged under those bridges or on sidewalks with bucket lids digging into my behind. I wish somebody had told me that I wasn’t restoring these people. I wasn’t restoring anything, save maybe myself. Even after five years of soggy sandwiches and piles of french fries and laughter and loss, some part of me still believed that I was giving these men and women dignity, and for that I am ashamed.


Our societies and communities have a way of grinding up and serving out dignity in portions based on our own human ideals and idols. In the history of the white Western world, you can trace a perversion of dignity in the name of usefulness. You are no longer the image of God, you are currency.


We cannot help but entwine our concept of dignity with how much a person can do. The sick, the elderly, the disabled, the neurodivergent, my sweet cousin on the autism spectrum—­we tend to assign a lesser social value to those whose “doing” cannot be enslaved into a given output. We should look to them as sacred guides out of the bondage of productivity. Instead, we withhold social status and capital, and we neglect to acknowledge that theirs is a liberation we can learn from.


I’m afraid to know what my lived experiences ­really tell of what I believe about dignity. I suspect one day we’ll have to account for all those we and our systems push to the perimeters. Who would dare pluck a single hair from the face of God? We are the fools.


For this reason, I disagree with those who say we bear the image of God only, or even primarily, by living out our faith in our labor. The thought is reductive, and it evidences that we are content to exclude those who will never work, who may never speak, who no longer make or do. Their image-­bearing is not dispensable; it is essential.


Our dignity may involve our doing, but it is foremost in our very being—­our tears and emotions, our bodies lying in the grass, our scabs healing. I try to remember that Eve and Adam bore the image of God before they did anything at all. This is very mysterious to me, and it must be protected.


•••


Because of what we’ve made of dignity, it can be difficult, if not impossible, to believe in it.


When I was eight years old, before I could make sense of why I fled the other children on the playground and lied about having friends, my hair began to turn gray. Coarse white strands shriveled up on the crown of my head without invitation, politely wrapping themselves around their black peers and strangling them in the night. It was an invasion. And the attention was agonizing. Every day I’d sit squirming and rocking in my desk, head bowed like a monk praying for my own invisibility. The gaze of Alex Demarco at my back. He’d only pointed out a hair once, but the moment stuck to me. I asked my teacher if I could switch to the empty desk in the back row, knowing there I could exhale. She said no.


By the time I turned eleven, I would spend ages in front of the mirror parting my hair just right so that as little white as possible was visible. One night, we were all going out and my family was waiting downstairs for me to finish parting. Eventually, my dad sent everyone to wait in the car and came to the bottom of the stairs and called for me.


When he asked how much longer I’d be, all of the shame that had crusted over my muscles from years of parting combusted. I threw a fit. I don’t remember the details surrounding it, apart from a comb thrown against my brother’s door. I mainly recall the episode by the memory of my father’s face, which had a calm blankness that only made my own body, flailing and loud, more of a spectacle. When my crying softened, I finally said, feeling more embarrassed than before, I can’t do this anymore. And then, with certainty, I have to dye my hair.


My father’s response, his face, still lives in me. He calmly asked me to come down from the stairs, and the low sound waves from his voice slid under my feet and flew me from that top stair to where he stood. He tucked my head into his chest, sowed a kiss into my hair, and just said, Okay, honey. We can dye your hair. I was so addled that my tears dried up, and I didn’t say another word. He summoned my hair into a bun, and we walked to the car together.


On the day the world began to die, God became a seamstress. This is the moment in the Bible that I wish we talked about more often. When Eve and Adam eat from the tree, and decay and despair begin to creep in, when they learn to hide from their own bodies, when they learn to hide from each other—­no one ever told me the story of a God who kneels and makes clothes out of animal skin for them.


I remember many conversations about the doom and consequence imparted by God after humans ate from that tree. I learned of the curses, too, and could maybe even recite them. But no one ever told me of the tenderness of this moment. It makes me question the tone of everything that surrounds it.


In the garden, when shame had replaced Eve’s and Adam’s dignity, God became a seamstress. He took the skin off of his creation to make something that would allow humans to stand in the presence of their maker and one another again. Isn’t it strange that God didn’t just tell Adam and Eve to come out of hiding and stop being silly, because he’s the one who made them and has seen every part of them? He doesn’t say that in the story, or at least we do not know if he did. But we do know that God went to great lengths to help them stand unashamed.


Sometimes you can’t talk someone into believing their dignity. You do what you can to make a person feel unashamed of themselves, and you hope in time they’ll believe in their beauty all on their own.


That day on the stairs, my father could’ve very well tried to convince me that I was beautiful, begged me to believe that my gray hair was okay. But I think he knew that in order to stand in the presence of myself and others, he needed to allow for the unnecessary. The strange thing is, we never did buy the hair dye. In fact, I never asked about it again. By the time I was in high school, the white began to go away all on its own.


•••


I used to want hair that slid straight down my spine like a golden cape. I used to want skin that burned red in the sun. But I’ve always loved the way my body moves when my hand is on a ballet barre. I love that my voice shakes easily and that I am skeptical to a fault. My father’s pride sticks to my skin, and I’ve absorbed it slowly like the cocoa butter he’d lather on us in the evenings before bed.


People say we are unworthy of salvation. I disagree. Perhaps we are very much worth saving. It seems to me that God is making miracles to free us from the shame that haunts us. Maybe the same hand that made garments for a trembling Adam and Eve is doing everything he can that we might come a little closer. I pray his stitches hold.


Our liberation begins with the irrevocable belief that we are worthy to be liberated, that we are worthy of a life that does not degrade us but honors our whole selves. When you believe in your dignity, or at least someone else does, it becomes more difficult to remain content with the bondage with which you have become so acquainted. You begin to wonder what you were meant for.


So bare your teeth as you smile, grease that scalp, relax those shoulders—­hold your arms like their weight is in glory. You have been made.




TWO


Place


Long long ago, the birds you now see in the sky used to dwell in the bowels of the earth. Here, underneath us, they were scattered at birth and would spend their days squirming and scooting their way back to each other. Their wings, which they did not then know were wings, would flare out and press up against the walls of their tunnels, making it very difficult for them. Until one day, the sparrow and the swallow found each other. And I have to tell you, when their beaks cracked against each other just right, they heard a voice—­from inside or outside, they could not tell—­but it said to them then, This is not the way. And for reasons still unknown even to them, at that moment they looked in each other’s beady little bird eyes and began to sing. Their song pierced the earth and everything began to crack right open. They scuttled their way up and up and up until the air caught their wings. And here is a secret: Did you know that birds do not land because they are tired? It is a remembrance. They know and have always known that their liberation depends on their ability to recall the ground.


•••


When my father moved from New York City to Pittsburgh as a little boy, he says he got out of that old stick-­shift Pinto, looked up, and couldn’t stop staring. He just stood there squinting at all these cords and ropes hung from weathered tree trunks, wondering how Pittsburgh got all the green trees and these strange bare ones with rubber necklaces. Power lines, he said, describing it years later with a smirk that still contained some sadness. In awe of power lines.


Where he was from, these things were buried underground, and you might’ve never known they were there. They left Inwood just before Manhattan was suffocated by rosy cheeks and elegized in alabaster. They left when it still was breathing, but not enough to keep all four of them alive. For my gramma and the three tiny Black bodies she made, Pittsburgh was not the promised land but an exile.
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