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				“Effortlessly blending scholarship and sass, Sensual Faith came to set the captive free. Ain’t no way you can encounter what Lyvonne did in these pages and stay the same!”

				—Candice Marie Benbow, author of Red Lip Theology

				“Sensual Faith is arguably controversial for those who limit their spirituality to Western traditional ideas and norms. But those seeking to ask hard questions in the pursuit of liberation will find that this book gives them permission to heal. Lyvonne’s writing is a labor of love and courageous honesty. Readers will find new ways of seeing themselves in the world, free from life-limiting beliefs and equipped to thrive.”

				—Romal Tune, author of Love Is an Inside Job: Getting Vulnerable with God

				“Lyvonne Briggs has lit a flare on the path toward boundless freedom for Black women by penning Sensual Faith. She gives liberatory language to our existence as ‘works of art and works in progress at the same damn time.’ This book holds a welcoming space for evolving spiritual and sexual identities, however expansive or particular.”

				—Brittany Broaddus-Smith, LSW, MEd, international Christian sexologist, founder of The Intimacy Firm, and author of the My Vulva & Me anthology series

				“Lyvonne Briggs is the pastor you’ve always wanted—no, needed—but never dared dream existed: fearless, fabulous, and unflinchingly talking taboo. Sensual Faith is a groundbreaking work of spiritual decolonization and a powerful reclamation of the body.”

				—Linda Kay Klein, author of Pure: Inside the Evangelical Movement That Shamed a Generation of Young Women and How I Broke Free
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				Self-love can be an overused and thus subsequently empty term. These days, we can find countless sources of information, particularly on the internet and in social media, about the importance of loving oneself, but no in-depth information on what that tangibly means or how to arrive there. Through my own journey, I learned that self-love is a practice that must be embodied, felt, sensed. This book is a step-by-step method to effectively guide Black women/femmes back home, into their bodies, safely, and with love.

				My name is Dr. Briana Boyd and I am a licensed clinical psychologist. I am a Black-white biracial woman, born and raised in Los Angeles, California, in the 1980s. I had traveled the world by the time I was twenty-one years old, and graduated cum laude with my bachelor of arts by twenty-two. I attended graduate school for my master’s and doctorate and completed my PhD in clinical psychology at twenty-eight. By my early thirties I had become a trauma specialist, having treated hundreds of people, including assault survivors and combat veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). At the same time, I was an adjunct professor at a major university, had a thriving private practice, and worked on cutting-edge scientific research. I was retained as a consultant in forensic settings and as a subject-matter expert in PTSD, and I testified in murder and assault trials. I had achieved all my professional goals before I was thirty-five years old.

				But through all these objectively impressive achievements, one thing remained consistent and true: I hated myself. I hated my body, my shortcomings, and my failures. The voice in my head blamed me for everything, and she was constantly whispering critical narratives: that others were angry at me, that everything was my fault, or that I simply was not good enough. At the time, I had no idea what self-love was, or that I didn’t have it. My own self-love journey started some years ago and I’ll save the full story for my own book one day, but I can say that it began with my body and the permission I started giving myself to feel safe in my own skin.

				Through that process, I realized that much of my self-hatred was rooted in poor body image, which I inherited from white supremacy and misogyny, and which my mother and my mother’s mothers passed on, through them, to me. I developed methods to radically decolonize the private space inside of myself and slowly began to reclaim my sense of wholeness over time. Learning to decolonize my internal space and unapologetically love myself and my God, in my ways, was my doorway to freedom, peace, grace, rage, compassion, ease, fulfillment, joy, play, sensuality, abundance, and love. Now I teach others how to do the same.

				Sensual Faith would have been the perfect companion for me on my journey in those early, unsteady years of learning to love and accept myself and my body—especially because it centers Black women/femmes. At that time there was a dearth of resources that contained information defining self-love or how to practice it. The limited resources and spaces that I did find felt very white, but I needed a book that reflected my unique journey as a biracial Black woman with the especially heavy burdens of internalized white supremacy, hyper- and hyposexualization, racism, misogynoir, and religion. Sensual Faith is that book. And Lyvonne Briggs reminds us that we as Black women are worthy, powerful, and right; we are God’s perfect creations.

				I am a therapist and, being totally honest, I was Lyvonne’s therapist. (Don’t worry, she signed a release of information and asked me to write about our work together in therapy for this foreword.) As a healer, I have a deep appreciation for the healers who are also on their own healing journeys. The pioneers out in front discovering the medicine, testing the medicine on their own wounds, and then carrying the medicine back from the outer realms. It takes tremendous courage and deep faith to be on—and to stay on—a healing journey. Lyvonne Briggs has that courage and faith.

				I’ve never seen anyone work like Lyvonne has worked in therapy. Her healing process has been relatively rapid and extremely deep because she truly lets herself feel. She is able to sense every part of herself and every part of her experience. During our sessions, I witnessed her feeling every emotion openly and acutely, welcoming them all with courage, faith, and reverence. I have walked with her through harrowing moments in her life when she did not know which way was up or how she would move forward, facing deep, old, painful personal and family wounds, as well as collective wounds of racism, migration, religion, sexism, and colonialism. This has never stopped her from continuing to put one foot in front of the other to keep going to the edge. For her kin, for her ancestors, for her descendants, for us all. And bringing back with her Sensual Faith, the powerful medicine from her own healing journey. A manifesto of her own sensual journey. Her own self-love journey. Her own healing journey. Her own liberation journey. Her own journey back home.

				Lyvonne is one of the most magical women I have ever met. Supporting and witnessing Lyvonne on her journey of healing, love, and spiritual expansion has been a true honor. It has also been devastating and joyous, deeply painful and exalted. There is truly no place this woman will not go inside of herself. No part of herself she is unwilling to welcome home. Lyvonne is on the journey. And there is no one better to help support you, Sis, on your journey back home to yourself and to your body.

				Lyvonne is a Black body- and sex-positive Christian preacher who brings us the message that faith, sensuality, and sexuality are our birthrights. That being faithful and sexually exploratory in our own bodies are one and the same. Lyvonne is consistently willing to expand her understanding of what God and love mean. She is one of the most nonjudgmental preachers I have met to date, someone for whom doctrine truly is centered on, and deeply rooted in, love, sensuality, liberation, and womanism.

				While reading Sensual Faith, I began to imagine how my life could have been shaped should I have had the opportunity to meet a Black body- and sex- positive Christian woman preacher when I was young. I reflected on the shame I felt in my early years about my body, which was developing much faster and fuller than the bodies of my peers, and the messages I would receive from adults in the community regarding how I, with such curves, should conduct myself. Or much older men making advances toward me and accusing me of lying about my age, or not desiring their gazes. The tone of accusation in these “helpful suggestions” and the attention to my physical appearance made me feel exposed, untrustworthy, and debauched.

				This book reminds us how the presence of Black women like Lyvonne in our religious and secular communities, or resources like Sensual Faith in our bookstores, libraries, and churches, has the power to shape culture and discourse. The way we talk to and about Black women in their bodies matters and can effect powerful change in the lives of all Black women, from our baby girls to our wise aunties. Sensual Faith offers a safe, compelling, honest, and fun space to have these conversations, and Lyvonne leads them with sensitivity, strength, resolve, and integrity.

				Sensual Faith is a comprehensive guide for Black women on coming home into our bodies. One of my favorite features of this book is the Reflect, Celebrate, and Affirm section at the end of each chapter. This is an invitation into practice and embodiment, elements that I historically struggled with as an academic. I appreciate how Lyvonne brings the power of practice to the information. I personally love the affirmations. I believe self-talk is one of the most important and powerful tools we can utilize to feel safe and at home in our bodies. The affirmations in this book are especially precious and powerful. I loved whispering the sweet nothings to myself and could feel myself grow in self-love and self-power every day.

				I believe there is a path to self-love and internal peace for everyone. For me, it was originally through surrendering to love through the body. For some it will be through ritual. For others it might be meditation or breathing, or a recovery journey from codependency, addiction, or trauma. For some still, it may be a reclamation of faith or tradition through a womanist lens. And perhaps for many of us it will be this book, Sensual Faith, that will put us on our path to self-love and acceptance.

				There are many among us who are standing at the precipice of greatness, of freedom, of liberation. Lyvonne has her wings wide open. In this book, she is soaring. On a personal note, Lyvonne, I could not love you more. I am beyond impressed with your healing work and what you were able to bring forth, through you, to the world. Medicine for the bodies and souls of Black women. A clear pathway home, to ourselves. I bow deeply in reverence and gratitude to you and your powerful work in therapy, and your masterpiece, Sensual Faith. Thank you, thank you, thank you.

				Briana Boyd, PhD

				Licensed Clinical Psychologist
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			Hey, boo! My name is Lyvonne, I’m originally from New York City, the daughter of Caribbean immigrants, and I am NOT your mama’s preacher. I am a body- and sex-positive pastor. Gasp! Clutch your pearls! FAINT. Come to, Sis. Grab some water. It’s going to be a juicy ride.

			Now, you might be wondering what on Blue Ivy’s green earth is a body- and sex-positive pastor? Essentially, I am a Black woman spiritual leader who is no longer at war with her body. And now, I am helping y’all to not be at war with your bodies, too! How do I do that? Well, I’m so glad you asked. I invested thousands of hours and dollars in my theological education. I have served in both sacred and secular institutions to lead some really tender conversations, a role that I certainly evolved into. When I reflect on my education, expertise, and experience, however, it’s clear that, even at a young age, I knew my power was in my voice.

			My mom and I used to take the subway from our Black, middle-class Queens neighborhood to the swanky, white Upper East Side of Manhattan, where she worked and I attended preschool. One morning, I felt particularly rambunctious and was asking my darling mother a slew of questions. All the while, agitated subway riders, in their varying precaffeinated states, would have much preferred that this cute but supremely chatty four-year-old would hush up. Mommy (this is her favorite part of the story, by the way) ignored the evil glares of those F-train onlookers and lovingly nudged me: “What else?”

			“What else?” is an affirmation of the body, an invitation of the mind, and a celebration of the spirit. It beckons the speaker to go deeper because the hearer is truly listening. Like my mom, I am asking “What else?” to this day. While navigating the old boys’ club of ministry and discerning how to be the minister that I needed when I was a child, I learned how to foster holistic, healthy, nuanced, multilayered conversations beyond antiquated, outdated cultural norms. The countless sermons I had heard preached about how evil women are and how our bodies must be tamed no longer fit the woman I was becoming. I knew there had to be something…else. And I know you sense that, too; otherwise, you wouldn’t be holding this book, beloved.

			So, I’m asking you to consider, in the words of my friend, queer theologian Xan West, “Who does it serve?” Who does it serve for you to think that your body—in all of its God-given glory—is evil? Who benefits from you believing that your body-temple is something that needs to be mastered, beaten, or lorded over? The colonized religion of our childhood made us feel like our bodies are inherently offensive to God, mere apparatuses that we need to subdue. How can we claim God is good and honor the Bible when it says: God looked at her[*] Creation and declared it was good,[1] yet we deem ourselves “bad”? Some bodies got some things wrong along the way!

			My mother is from the island of Barbados and my father is from Guyana in South America, both former British colonies. As such, I acknowledge that, in addition to the myriad social ills in the Continental U.S., my upbringing includes fresher layers of British imperialism and colonialism. Colonizing is the very antithesis of liberating. This understanding urges me to embrace a freedom model that fully sheds the patriarchal, anti-Black, anti-woman nature of colonized religions. I reject any ideology that does not nurture my wholeness, sovereignty, and agency. The layers of westernized thinking I shed most recently gave me space to spiritually evolve and explore African Traditional Religions (ATRs).

			Ghana declared 2019 “The Year of the Return” as a way to commemorate the 400th anniversary of the first enslaved Africans reaching American shores. This season of remembrance invited children of the African Diaspora to return to the Continent as a way to reconnect with our ancestral roots and heritage. Sadly, I did not journey home during that auspicious time, but I absolutely adored seeing all of the photos and videos on social media as travelers shared their experiences of being welcomed home by our African kin.

			There is something beautiful and timeless about not being related by blood, but still being knit together as a tribe. The way we claim neighborhood kids as our play-cousins and call our women elders “Auntie” (even without any biological relation to our parents) is indicative of the tribal nature of Black folks. We are communal by design and accustomed to being in and among extended communities. Our African siblings and elders were waiting to receive us, to affirm us as beloved children with a familiar home—not refugees in a strange land.

			Similarly, you might be estranged from it, but your sensuality is not a stranger. You might not speak the language yet, but your sexuality is not a foreigner. They each have a home—inside of you. The REAL you. The you created in the image and likeness of God (Genesis 1:27).

			In ancient West African religions, particularly the Yoruba tradition of Ifa, there is no separation between the sacred and the secular. Every…single…thing…is sacred. This framework creates social norms, values, and mindsets that celebrate, rather than vilify, Black/African/African-descended women’s bodies. Naming and honoring that which is holy in our body-temples makes us God on the earth. We are human expressions of the Divine. We are not territory to be conquered. We are God’s good Creation, meant to be cherished. Many of us are healing not only our own woundedness, but that of our foremothers as well.

			It is time to come home, beloved. This is your calling card. Your ancestors are calling you. Your God is aligning with you. Your community is supporting you. The liberated woman of faith you desire to be is on the other side of your comfort zone. Now all you have to do is take a deep cleansing breath, say a quick prayer, set a loving intention, and start your journey back to your home.

			If you’re with me, grab a journal (the one you have stashed in the tote bag from that conference back in 2014 will suit just fine!), brew a cup of tea, and let’s get into it!

			One final note before we begin, beloved. This book comes with a content warning. A content warning is a statement at the start of a conversation, video, or writing that alerts the listener or viewer or reader that there are going to be some potentially distressing topics discussed.

			Because I am fully aware that when I am in a room full of Black women, woundedness is present, I invite you to:

			
				Go at your own pace.

				Pay attention to feelings that come up for you.

				Take breaks as you need to.

				Seek support or counseling if you can.

				You can do this. You can do hard things!

			

			Go with God, beloved…. I’ll see you on the journey.

			With deep love and gratitude,

			Lyvonne

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* God is not bound by gender. God is big enough to be “her.” See God as a mother hen in Matthew 23:37 and Luke 13:34.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 1

			Aching for Home

			Learning to Ease Spiritual Homesickness
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			It was the day of what would have been my third wedding anniversary. Which just so happened to be the day after Mother’s Day—which was already triggering for me due to a strained relationship with my mother. This was in addition to having suffered a miscarriage just five months prior. On top of that, I was searching for a new place to live because the homeowner I was renting from sold the house I was calling home. Did I mention that this all happened during a pandemic? *woozy face emoji*

			GURL.

			Of COURSE I was lying in my bed, crying. Weeping. Wailing. I was grieving. Depressed. Overwhelmed.

			Unable to pray for myself, I texted a Sista-friend who assured me that she was praying for me (e-ba shan-doh!), and she reminded me of the sage wisdom of oracle Maryam Hasnaa:

			
				“God has the perfect home for you!”

			

			This exclamation was just the affirmation I needed. I got up, took off yesterday’s grave clothes, stripped my bed bare, changed my sheets, ran a hot bath, put a spiritual bath[*1] on the stove, and with music and my voice, shifted the energy around myself:

			God has the perfect home for me!

			
				Home is not an address. Home is where you feel safe. And your body is aching to be your home.

			
			
			Yes. The Divine had the perfect lavish, fully furnished, one-bedroom, waterfront apartment in store for me…. And:

			God has the perfect home for you!

			You see, Sis, home is not an address; home is where you feel safe.

			I find God in community. So, I like to be around people with whom my soul can slouch. I don’t have to pretend, perform, or put on; I can just be. These people are safe spaces where I find affirmation, joy, and acceptance.

			But what happens when we can no longer look to other people to give us our sense of security? How do we validate ourselves from within? Where do we turn when we feel dis-ease in our own skin?

			We turn inward. We (re)turn home.

			
				God Has the Perfect Home for You

				Growing up in church, many of us learned that our body “is the temple of the Holy Ghost.”[1] This trope compelled us to believe that we needed to be “pure” in order to prove our commitment to our faith. We equated our chastity with our worthiness as spiritual women. However, religious institutions have failed to provide Black women[*2] with a safe space to explore our earthly body-temples. We are spiritual beings experiencing a physical existence and it’s time we start acting like it.

				After all, God’s Self came to the earth in the form of the one we call Jesus the Christ, as a North African man and, as Rev. Dr. Mack King Carter put it, “a nigga from Nazareth.”[2] With melanated hands and feet and toes and elbows. “God’s love expressed in Jesus Christ means that God loves our very bodies.”[3] If the Divine would manifest in Black flesh, then surely our flesh is good. And if Jesus was both human and divine, then he, too, was a spiritual being experiencing a physical existence. This means that Jesus prayed and fasted and had erections and wet dreams.

				I can already hear your sharp gasps. Your mouth is agape, pulse increasing, brows furrowing…. What is HAPPENING? you wonder. For centuries, Black people, particularly Black women, have been raised to be antagonistic toward our bodies. And I, for one, have had enough; and, quite frankly, so has God.

				You’re in a luscious body, darling one; and healthy bodies respond to stimuli. If all of your faculties are functioning properly, you can literally sense. You can see, hear, smell, taste, and touch. What a delicious gift it is to journey on this earth in a sensory temple!

				Think of all the delightful scents you have smelled (fragrant flowers). The beautiful sights you have seen (hazy sunsets). The sumptuous textures you’ve felt (cozy cashmere). Now, think about the last time you smelled a fine-ass man’s lush cologne. Or laid eyes on his plush beard. Or caressed his strong shoulders. All of these experiences are simply sensual, so why is it culturally acceptable to discuss the former, but considered crass to even mention the latter?

				This narrative is long and storied, and I will guide us through the most transformative cultural moments that have shaped the status quo. We live in a hyper-sexualized yet hyper-repressed society that simultaneously stimulates and stifles our sexual urges. In one fell swoop, we are aroused by alluring images (literally everywhere—TV, movies, magazines, billboards) and then demonized for being sexually awakened by them. It is a lose-lose paradigm that requires a dramatic shift in thinking, an evolution of our theology (or “God-talk”), and a massive overhaul of our ethics.

				For far too long, we have bifurcated our bodies from our spirits, treating them as opposites when they are, in fact, mutually beneficial conversation partners. It’s time to extinguish these antiquated ideals that trace their roots all the way back to Plato. Plato asserted that the body and the spirit are completely separate entities, yet this couldn’t be further from the truth. Platonic thinking is for the birds, and birds we are not. We are beautiful, gory, messy masterpieces “in this here…flesh.”[4] It’s time to stop silencing and start talking. It’s time to stop shaming and start celebrating. It’s time to destigmatize sex and start exalting it. Yeah, I said it. It’s time to praise your flesh! Because your body is holy. Just as it is. And that’s gospel.

				Family, church, and society are the unholy trinity of perversion when it comes to women’s bodies—particularly those of women of color and, especially, Black women. The colonial horrors of chattel slavery, the bigotry ensconced in white American “Christianity,” and a pervasive anti-Black culture have demonized Black girls and Black women for millennia. So, it is no wonder that we have deeply embedded complexes when it comes to our bodies, let alone our sensuality and sexuality.

				I am here to clear a path, dotted with both faith and intellect, to welcome Black women home. I am deeply committed to leading a pleasure-based movement that nudges current and formerly churched Black women (and those who support us) into righteous, sacred, holistic relationships with their bodies. In order to do this, we will explore the historical, sociological, political, and religious backdrops that got us here, and restore the theological, ethical, and practical elements that will lead us into religious reparations. Throughout these pages, I will carve out safe, protected space for you to:

				
						
						Uncover your spirituality

					

						
						Recover your sensuality

					

						
						Discover your sexuality

					

				

				These three critical components are a holy trinity of juiciness! And, as a multifaith womanist healer, I center the experiences of Black women in order to:

				
						
						Retrieve ancestral wisdom

					

						
						Reclaim sacred birthrights

					

						
						Revive spiritual practices

					

				

			

			
				Hol’ Up! “Multifaith”? Girl, Do You Believe in Jesus or Nah?

				Yes. And, I am aware that my ancestors knew God before the colonizers brought their white-washed version of Jesus. The blond-haired, blue-eyed (sometimes brunette, brown-eyed) Jesus of my childhood is NOT the real Jesus. Jesus was a minimalist, Jewish, North African, revolutionary refugee. Jesus was Black. Accordingly, I subscribe to a Christ consciousness that commands us to:

				
						
						Destroy systems of oppression

					

						
						Center the most marginalized among us

					

						
						Cocreate community for spiritual, social, and cultural nourishment

					

				

				As such, I have evolved beyond evangelicalism and no longer identify as a fundamentalist. Rev. Michael Beckwith

			

			
				Whew! Ok. So, What’s a Womanist?

				
				
					Womanist

				

				
						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

				

				
				
				
				
					
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
					
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				But Centering Black Women Means Decentering People Who Aren’t Black Women!
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				Reflect:

				
			

			
				Celebrate:

				
				
			

			
				Affirm:
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