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Praise for American Detox


“Kerri Kelly has written us an intimate, honest, accountable, and thorough invitation into healing with American Detox. We won’t heal unless we are willing to let go of colonizing the planet and our own bodies. We won’t heal until we face ourselves. With vulnerable storytelling, grounded politics, and guided self-reflection, Kelly shows us a way to move past the capitalist myth of wellness into the possibility of true healing.”

—adrienne maree brown, writer-in-residence at the Emergent Strategy Ideation Institute whose work focuses on pleasure activism, emergent strategy, visionary fiction, and abolition




“We have built a culture of wellness from the master’s tools of American capitalism, white supremacist delusion, and disconnection; and yet we continue to wonder why so many of us are deeply unwell. Late poet Audre Lorde told us that ‘the master’s tools will not dismantle the master’s house.’ American Detox carries on in this tradition, reminding us that we cannot purchase our way into well-being. It is built of the materials of interconnectedness and belonging, and without them we can’t manifest the highest form of wellness which is humanity’s wholeness.”

—Sonya Renee Taylor, author of the New York Times best seller, The Body Is Not an Apology




“Kerri Kelly is radically committed to our well-being by teaching us how to ‘be well’—within ourselves and with one another.”

—Layla F. Saad, New York Times best-selling author of Me and White Supremacy




“Kerri Kelly has done her work. This book is a powerhouse. For anyone who cares deeply and yearns to live a meaningful life, one that yokes your most private moments with public actions and values, this book is a graceful and practical map. Full of research as well as intimate narrative, American Detox shows that how we do something is how we do everything.” 

—Ashley Judd, American actress and political activist




“Kerri Kelly models deep solidarity in her being and breath. In the face of violence and terror, Kerri has grieved with me at the sites of massacre, joined her story to mine, and stood with me to hold up a vision of a world where we are all safe and free. Her debut book is a beautifully rendered reckoning with what ails this nation and the medicine we need to heal. American Detox is a blueprint for collective wellness, from an activist and healer who walks the walk with integrity, grace, and a revolutionary love.” 

—Valarie Kaur, Sikh activist and best-selling author of See No Stranger




“American Detox is the medicine this country needs right now. Urgent and unflinching, it exposes the structural and interpersonal practices that prevent us all from being well. Whether we’re looking to change our systems or change ourselves, Kelly’s words act, guide, and rally us toward the future we deserve.” 

—Nicole Cardoza, founder of Reclamation Ventures, author, and magician




“This book offers the reframe that is needed in a culture desperately seeking wellness and perfection while being bankrupt of the remembrance of our inherent wholeness. Thank you, Kerri Kelly, for providing accessible tools to reclaim our well-being.” 

—Tracee Stanley, best-selling author of Radiant Rest




“Kerri, with her trademark dedication to fierce and honest self-examination, holds both herself and the culture of wellness accountable for the social dis-ease that continues to segregate health among its diverse citizenry. American Detox disrupts the myth of who gets to be well, exposes the constructs that benefit from people being ill, and provides insights into what needs to be done, individually and collectively, so that ALL beings have access to what they need in order to thrive.”

—Seane Corn, author of Revolution of the Soul 




“For many years, Kerri Kelly has been on the front lines of and firmly planted at the intersection of social justice and well-being. American Detox is not only a wake-up call but a call to remember if some of us aren’t well, none of us are well. This book shares a history of how individualism, competition, supremacy, and superiority have been embedded in the industry of wellness since its inception, and offers a way for us to detox from what no longer serves the collective while inviting us to come back to one another through practices of collective care. It is a must-read for the times in which we live and a guide for a pathway toward healing.”

—Michelle Johnson, author of Finding Refuge 




“Kerri is not afraid to ask the hard questions or face difficult truths! American Detox challenges us to examine and confront the systems of injustice that cut us off from our belonging to each other and from our wholeness of spirit. A brilliant call for the reimagining of what it means to be well in our world.”

—Tara Brach, author of Trusting the Gold




“As delicious as green juice is, it will not save us. Compassionate and critical inquiry into the systems that limit access to being well for so many in our world, now, that will. Is the way we do wellness well? In American Detox Kerri Kelly boldly asks us to examine that question in truth and light. She asks us to get curious and to look into personal and collective dark spaces in order to more clearly see how deeply unwell we are. This book is a valiant, brave, and timely compass and tool that we need right now as so many navigate the often wild, predatory, and ailing space of the so-called wellness industry.” 

—Octavia Raheem, founder of Starshine & Clay, a meditation and yoga studio for Black women and women of color, and author of Pause, Rest, Be 




“American Detox promotes well-being for all beings. In it, Kerri Kelly casts a vital, beautiful light into the dark corners of spirituality and wellness culture, helping to illuminate the true meaning of wellness and redefining ‘self-help’ to transform not just individual people—but as a call-to-action to improve the wellness of our communities and the world at large, too.”

—Sah D’Simone, spiritual revolutionary and best-selling author of 5-Minute Daily Meditations 









For my mother, 

who taught me how to 

be a strong feminist 

without knowing it. 

This book is for you. 






Foreword

We were headed into the 2012 election, with Barack Obama running for his second term. I’d spent the last four years dismayed by how under-engaged the well-meaning white convert Buddhists that I’d come up around were. After the shock of a Black man being swept into the highest office in the land I let myself believe that some small corner had been turned. I certainly didn’t think we were “post-racial,” as people hilariously trotted out, but I did expect there to be some kind of meaningful engagement. I even wrote an essay, Finally American, as an ode to feeling a connection to that concept taken for granted by white people—being American—that had eluded me for all of my politically conscious life. I thought that having put themselves on the line to get him voted in, those same “good” white people would support him. 

When it turned out that the white people I thought were “good” overwhelmingly weren’t actually voting, I was simply not having it. Like any good spiritual activist, I needed to not just sit there, but do something.

I grew up Black and queer in New York, thumping, jumping, and blasting the beats of misogynist hip-hop while steering an organization that would help define the Third Wave of feminism. Contradictions, anyone? Eventually, I was called into formal Zen meditation practice, which offered me a way to transmute pain I’d held without having an answer for “why?” Through yoga, I found my way back into a body that had been the subject of secret violences and violation visited on me as a child by people that I loved and eventually learned had endured great violence themselves. In earth-based practices, my disconnect from the natural world began to dissolve. 

These equipped me with an ability to be integrated and hold complexity, but also steadied my unwillingness to not name what was present. As I saw how the movements of my time were being consumed by the culture they were steeped in—urgency, aggression, and relentless competition—I joined with a loose network of other people committed to justice and grounded by spiritual practice who knew a transformation of the larger culture was called for. The inner-meets-outer of what we had been calling “this work” needed a name. I coined the phrase Transformative Social Change to speak to the idea that without inner change there can be no outer change and without collective change no change matters. 

I was led to Kerri because we’d had the same epiphany: the so-called higher-level consciousness of the spiritual-not-religious-mystic-nondual-east-meets-west paradigm had spawned what is arguably one of the most disruptive industries to run counter to the aggressive American Marlboro-meets-Madmen, hyper-masculine, hyper-individualistic narrative: wellness. 

The wellness world had all the right principles—nonviolence, compassion, ecological consciousness, interdependence. Why wouldn’t they have the “right” politics? We both saw enormous potential that could be unleashed for good. We just needed to get them off their om-ing, so-peaceful-I-can’t-be-bothered asses and to the polls. So in 2012 that’s what we set out to do. 

I like to say that Kerri Kelly and I share an unlikely twinship. There we were, New Yorkers in California and in no time at all, it was revealed that not only were we from the place where people actually say what they mean, but also we both have fireman fathers nicknamed “Butch.” From the beginning, we shared an awareness of how our various “identities” intersected and shaped us. It wasn’t just an obligatory politeness. We were implicitly saying, “you need to know this about me,” and embedded within that, the many possible lines of convergence and divergence. Class was named. Race was explicit. The demands, points of access, and limitations of our respective locations were laid bare. We weren’t just telling each other where we were from, we were telling each other where we were from. 

The whole “we’ll just get them to vote” project didn’t turn out well. Two conventions and a month of exhaustion later, we realized that the problem wasn’t generic apathy: it was whiteness. 

This is where American Detox comes in. 

American Detox is the kind of book that is going to catch some flack. You can’t challenge the status quo and expect that it won’t ruffle feathers. If Kerri had written a book that simply extended the caboose of the culture of vitriol, finger-pointing, shaming, and canceling that we now desperately cling to to avoid having that finger pointed our way, lots of us could happily hop on the bandwagon and parade above the avenue on our high and mighty, smart-ass, progressive hovercrafts, sailing over the ever-growing “basket of deplorables.” All the people we don’t agree with or like, that don’t have the right politics, aren’t woke enough, don’t keep up with the latest lingo, or just can’t afford to get on . . . well, they will just burn as we sail above it all. 

But American Detox doesn’t stop at ruffling feathers, it swipes-left the platforms that we stand on and pontificate from. It’s an ocean of truth-telling that swallows up all the ways we hide from treading into the deep waters of “who am I really when so much of what I believed myself to be has been shaped by a culture that never wanted me to see beyond the veil?” 

Little by little, the straight look into the face of falsehoods we were weaned on plunges daggers into the chinks in the armor of domination-thinking that keeps some of us cocooned in a narcotic sense of safety. 

No doubt some Black and brown folks may take umbrage at a white woman talking about race, ’cause—you know—the system of capitalism favors and rewards white women and white people generally, even when they are saying the things we couldn’t say without getting hurt or killed. It’s a fair critique and an understandable place of pain for many of us. I say that from firsthand experience of having my first book, a primer on Zen Buddhism, dismissed by some as a “Black book,” while white self-proclaimed Buddhist women could write about their experience and that didn’t make it a “white book.” 

And yet...us Black and brown folks have spent a long, long time telling white folks to “go get your people.” We won’t change the system by who we hold back but by supporting those we trust and can get through the gates to go forth and throw wrenches in the gears of the system until they will cease to turn. Kerri walks with a pocket full of wrenches. 

The beauty and the blessing is that in American Detox, Kerri doesn’t wave a smug flag from atop a mountain of knowing. She walks the journey of asking the questions with us every step of the way. Not showing us “how it’s done,” but pointing at resources and practices we might use to begin to undo it—if we choose to. American Detox is presented like good medicine: a bitter pill to swallow, but confident in the healing that comes about when a living system is relieved of the toxicity that overwhelms it. There’s an abiding trust that whoever we are, when we strip the layers away, let the toxic beliefs and ways of thinking and being be confronted and allowed to flow through and out of our systems, we are worthy of returning to a basic wholeness. 

Not getting somewhere. Returning. 

There’s no promise to become super, better, uber, extra, more anything, but you. And not alone. Together. As a collective member of humanity. As Taj James reminds us, 

To the last breath, we are not afraid. Because we know who we are, and we know we are a continuation of those who came before us, and we know those who come after us will be a continuation of us, and there is nothing to fear.


—Rev. angel Kyodo williams, writer, activist, ordained Zen priest, and author of Radical Dharma




Introduction
Waking Up


For a seed to achieve its greatest expression, it must come completely undone. The shell cracks, its insides come out and everything changes. To someone who doesn’t understand growth, it would look like complete destruction. 

Cynthia Occelli



If you have come for a quick fix, I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place. This book will not offer some magic pill, life hack, or wellness protocol for living longer or looking younger. Rather this is about the messy and vulnerable work of transformative change. The kind of change that demands the whole truth and nothing but the truth. The kind of change that becomes impossible to avoid when the world falls apart. 

That moment for me was 9/11. I lost my stepfather, my city, and my entire sense of safety and normal. The life that I’d been living and the person that I’d been before 9/11 were destroyed. And I was left to pick up the pieces and make sense of my new reality. 

There is no handbook for how to survive the unimaginable. There is only what you have learned and what you are capable of. At the time, I had an all-American, middle-class upbringing at my back and a yoga and meditation practice to keep me sane. It was the latter that saved my ass.

The wellness world had all the answers to my questions. It offered relief from the grief and pain. It promised to make me thinner and more productive. It told me to look on the bright side of my really shitty situation. And before long, I was hooked, aggressively seeking self-help, self-discovery, self-perfection, self-everything. I would hit my mat, stalk organic food, and seek exotic retreats like my life depended on it. 

But when I stepped outside of the bliss and safety of my mat, I was confronted with a very different reality. The world outside of my wellness bubble was different. Really different. Everyday families struggling to survive, children going to school hungry, guns ripping apart entire communities, families losing their homes to the mortgage crisis, people denied human rights and dignity because of the color of their skin, their religion, their sexual orientation. Nonstop policing, incarcerating, deporting, bombing.

I began to grapple with why I got to be well when others didn’t. How well-being had somehow become a privilege afforded to people with access and time and money. People like me. Which drove me to the inquiry explored in this book—whether a culture of wellness that refuses to consider the well-being of all is actually making things worse for everyone. 

The Myth of Wellness

Wellness—the industry that grew out of self-help and fitness classes and has exploded into everything from yoga to crystals to juice cleanses—promises to make you better, stronger, healthier, and whole. It meets an ever-increasing demand among many Americans to “feel good” and find meaning in a cruel and confusing world. And it’s no wonder. In the face of rising health threats, extreme inequality, endless wars, and our own possible extinction, it makes sense that we would seek relief. 

But wellness isn’t just the yearning to be well. It is extreme materialism masquerading as spiritual practice to make us feel good while emptying our wallets. It is the commoditization of political ideas like “self-care” and “empowerment” as something that you can buy. And it is a $4.5 trillion global industry that is servicing the millions of people like me who are desperate to be well.1 

But while wellness soars, so does inequality. 

Inequality has been the purpose of the so-called American Dream for as long as we’ve had one. Colonization, slavery, and capitalism have resulted in a legacy of unequal conditions that runs as deep as well water. A recent study found the US to be the wealthiest among developed nations—and the most unequal.2 While certain populations are making choices about organic and GMO-free food, the rest of the country is trying to figure out how to feed their families and pay their bills. 

The truth is that we—the big we—are not well. Not by a long shot. 

I call it the well-being gap: the unequal conditions that determine who gets to be well and who doesn’t.3 It is a disparity driven not by personal choice but by proximity to power and privilege. And it goes way beyond the affordability or accessibility of wellness products and services. Wherever there is a prevalence of poverty and unemployment, a lack of access to housing and healthcare, people are struggling to survive much less be well. But a well-being gap that leaves many people behind ultimately hurts all of us. It destabilizes our economy, it causes stress that makes us sick, it fuels higher rates of crime and violence, it holds back our children, and it creates an ever deeper divide among neighbors and neighborhoods. 

But that’s not the only thing. Everywhere we turn, culture gaslights us with the message that “we’re not good enough.” It says, “Buy this and you will be happy,” “Do this and you will feel beautiful,” “Eat this and you will be healthy,” “Read this and you will be enlightened.” It is a storyline sponsored by a system that profits from our sickness. 

The wellness industry sells us isolation and escapism. It dangles the false promise of perfection and purity. And we are just left more alone, more dissatisfied, and more isolated than ever. Fixating on self-help, self-seeking, self-everything keeps us fending for ourselves, neglecting the suffering of our friends and neighbors, and denying our humanity. 

Wellness is not making us well. It’s making us worse. While wellness promises enlightenment, the circumstances of our lived reality tell a different story. The many crises we are facing are exponential—from infectious disease to racial injustice, to extreme income inequality, to accelerating climate change. And while wellness exploits our fears and vulnerabilities, it does nothing to address the systems that got us here in the first place. It blames us for our struggles but refuses to acknowledge what’s at the root of our suffering. 

To make things worse, most of today’s wellness industry draws on a lineage of mind-body practices, largely from South Asian and Indigenous cultures, that are often a part of spiritual traditions that employ a holistic and collectivist approach to well-being. Yet these practices have been divorced from their original contexts, distorted, and commodified to accommodate racist capitalist culture. In this book I do my best to uncover these truths and how the wellness industry itself has become a weapon of dominant systems to maintain the status quo and distract people from reality. Despite our desperate pursuit, wellness is not making us well. Well-being is a human right, not a privilege. And my well-being is not isolated or separate from yours. That means that true wellness demands that we confront everything that is in the way of our collective well-being.* 


* Well-being and wellness are not the same. I define well-being as the state of being well or feeling whole, whereas wellness is the active pursuit of well-being.


No amount of green juice or hybrid cars is going to save the planet. Meditation is not going to undo systemic racism. Ecotourism is not going to solve inequality. But wellness sells us the idea that we can buy our way to well-being. I bought into that myth. I traded in my corporate ambition for wellness purity and realized that it was just more of the same: a constant cycle that keeps us stuck in the status quo and starving for more. And while it is easy to turn away and stay in our gated communities of wellness, we must turn toward the hard-to-look-at truth of our people and planet and demand more of ourselves and one another. 

Toxic Culture 

The myth of wellness is a symptom of a toxic culture steeped in separation, scarcity, and supremacy. It is the legacy of colonization, slavery, and exploitation that has shaped America’s dominant story and collective consciousness. Dominant culture tells us not to look, not to acknowledge the horrors that are all around us. It teaches us to rationalize inequality and justify harm. It encourages us to fend for ourselves at the expense of others. It overwhelms us with information and confuses us with lies. It decides who is “normal” and worthy of well-being. And it does whatever is necessary to remain in control and in power. Whether we like it or not, all of us are situated in this culture and socialized to play our assigned roles to keep the system in place. 

Socialization is the process of inducting an individual into the social world. It is how we learn the norms, values, standards, and expectations of us within a group or whole society. It is not inherently bad. Socialization is how resilience gets passed down from generation to generation. But it is also how we have inherited and internalized racism and other systems of oppression over hundreds of years. In this context, socialization becomes a systematic training of “how to be” in the dynamic systems of oppression. Powerful forces, including institutions, mass media, and technology, operate to influence and enforce our participation in the system. Bobbie Harro, sociologist and author of The Cycle of Socialization, says that this cycle “‘teaches’ us how to play our assigned roles in oppression, and how to revere the existing systems that shape our thinking, leading us to blame uncontrollable forces, other people, or ourselves for the existence of oppression.”4 This process, like culture itself, is consistent, circular, self-perpetuating, and often invisible in the way that it lands on us and in us. 

Culture operates like water. It is slippery and fluid, often shape-shifting into whatever keeps the system in place. We are molded and manipulated by its force. All of us swim in this water whether we like it or not. It is impossible to avoid, permeating every tissue and cell in our bodies. Socialization is how we learn to “swim” in this water—it teaches stereotypes, fosters comparison, normalizes oppression, and demands obedience. This operating system is always functioning in the background, informing our relationships, institutions, and culture. When the water is toxic, we become immersed in ideas of separation, scarcity, and supremacy that shape our bodies and minds and work against our personal and collective well-being. Ultimately, it becomes the frame through which we see and respond to the world.

American Detox is a radical reckoning with the realization that there can be no well-being of me without a well-being of we. It tells the truth about where we are as a country, how we got here, and what it’s gonna take to transform ourselves from the inside out. It challenges ideas of scarcity and self-preservation and inspires us to imagine better and to go from futility to possibility, from individualism to mutual responsibility, from treating symptoms to transforming systems, from winning at all costs to working across difference, from policies of fear to revolutionary love, and from a well-being of me to a well-being of we. 

Showing Up for the Work

This is not some prophetic rant by a self-proclaimed thought leader. Quite the opposite. Like so many of us, I was brought up to follow the rules and fall in line. Trained to check off the boxes, climb the ladder, and live the “American Dream.” I bought into that dream the same way I bought into the myth of wellness—through the idea that I was not already whole, enough, healthy, and strong. I had been molded and shaped into the consummate “good girl,” loved for my conformity and rewarded for my obedience. Between the guilt of my Catholic upbringing, the aspiration of my family, the competition of my schooling, and the ambition of corporate America, I was indoctrinated into a culture that had me hustling to be perfect. Wellness was just more of the same. 

But my obsession with wellness wasn’t making me well. Not because of my yearning to be whole, but because of my belief that I could buy my way into it, that I could escape the truth of who we are and how we got here. Wellness is just one more system that has been colonized by ideologies of individualism, white supremacy, ableism, and capitalism. And until we wake up to it—until we begin to interrogate the systems that thrive off convincing us that we are not good enough; that shame the aging process and deny the certainty of dying; that sell enlightenment and peace of mind under the cloak of capitalism; that preach of “oneness” while dividing, excluding, and exploiting; and that idolize the self at the expense of the whole—we will remain imprisoned by its hand. 

Questions, not answers, brought me to this book. I wanted to know how we got here and what it’s going to take to really heal. And I wanted to own my part, to share how I am both implicated and impacted, both a part of the problem and a part of the solution. You will find that I am not afraid to share the messy details of my becoming. I am not afraid to be wrong and acknowledge my willful ignorance as a growing person. I’m not afraid to name the systems of oppression, like white supremacy, patriarchy, and ableism, that have molded me into the very soldier that I am at war with. I am not afraid to be a traitor to my kind, to bite the hand that feeds me, so long as the truth is set free. I’m willing to take the risk of exposing myself because I believe that the stakes are too high for us to remain stuck and scared. 

For the last two decades, I have worked at the intersection of well-being and justice—navigating the relationship between inner change and outer change, between the individual and the collective, between the personal and political, between me and we. In all these places, I have tried to play my part—to listen, tell the truth, expose harm, demand integrity, and explore the unimaginable, often messy experiences of transformation. I have learned that there is no right or wrong, no binary answers to complex, intersectional questions. The dissonance and discomfort that have emerged from this practice have been my greatest teacher, encouraging me to question everything, to be relentless in pursuit of the truth, to examine where I am out of integrity, and to do my part in confronting the beast within myself and all around me. 

Along the way, I’ve had the privilege of learning with community organizers, social activists, policy makers, and spiritual leaders in a shared exploration of the relationship between inner work and outer change. I’ve sat at the table with company executives who are navigating social impact and the art of doing good while not doing harm. I’ve organized alongside fast-food workers, Black women, dreamers, and pro-choice feminists who all share an understanding that our liberation and well-being are bound. I’ve marched, boycotted, testified, lobbied, and gotten arrested. I’ve tried, failed, fucked up, and started over. And all of it has taught me that wellness isn’t what we do on the mat or the cushion, it’s who we be in the world. It’s how we live into our relationship to each other and to all living things. And it’s how we find our way home—how we do whatever is necessary to repair what has been broken, how we reckon with whatever is in the way of our collective well-being—and return to living in ecological balance and harmony. 

We were born into a toxic world. There is no retreat, no ashram or homestead, that is immune to the culture of separation, scarcity, and supremacy that we are all a part of. For us to be truly well, we need to detoxify ourselves from the ideologies that have shaped our reality—from a white supremacy that says some lives are more valuable than others; from a capitalism that values productivity and profits over people; and from an individualism that keeps us separate and denies our interconnectedness. 

This Moment 

Which brings me to this moment—where in the face of a world-altering pandemic, a deteriorating democracy, and an increasingly undeniable changing-climate crisis, there is a huge push to get back to “normal.” But what is the normal we are getting back to? An America built on stolen land? An America financed by enslavement? An America that has put progress and profit over people and planet? Normal is a lie that ignores and avoids the unbearable past we come from and the unjust present we inhabit. And given the rate of acceleration, it is going to cost us our future. 

Since 9/11 alone, we’ve seen an erosion of private and civil liberties, the expansion of the surveillance state, a so-called war on terror that has cost more than a million lives, an increase in deportation, a rise in white nationalism, and an ever more unequal America. The lie of a “post-racial” United States that was popularized after the election of Barack Obama was painfully exposed under Donald Trump. Trump’s America was not new but a brutal reminder of the story we have refused to tell—the story about who we really are and how we really got here. The country of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness is also a country of stealing land, exploiting bodies, and upholding supremacy. 

And yet, as America teeters on the brink of destruction, the wellness industry has swelled to an all-time high, growing exponentially in the last twenty years and servicing a massive movement of self-care, mindfulness, and conscious consumption in the US today. It is a paradox of epic proportions. The myth of well-being isn’t making us better. And until we reckon with the truth of how we got here, detoxify ourselves from the culture of separation, and repair our relationship to one another, we won’t ever realize the aspiration of the American project. American Detox is not a rejection of America but a longing for what could be. Some will read this book and call me unpatriotic for my analysis and criticism. But I believe nothing is more patriotic than challenging ourselves to become the country we are capable of—which is only possible when all of us can participate fully.

American Detox is not a rejection of wellness but a reclaiming of it. Because we can’t talk about wellness until we talk about the violence of white supremacy. We can’t talk about wellness until we talk about the myth of normalcy. We can’t talk about wellness until we talk about the addiction to perfectionism. We can’t talk about wellness until we talk about the exploitation of labor and the degradation of our planet. We can’t talk about wellness until we talk about the very real well-being gap that determines who gets to be well and who doesn’t. In the pages that follow, I attempt to hold this tension between who we are and who we are striving to become. To acknowledge complicity as a starting point for healing. To name the truth of our history, the reality of culture and socialization, the cost of privilege and oppression, while simultaneously creating space for radical practice and possibility. It is a practice of “both/and”—an invitation to hold the paradox of our existence in modern times and navigate our way through with grace and resilience. 

We are a nation at a crossroads: Will we continue to devolve into white supremacist extremism, toxic individualism, and economic extraction and to accelerate toward our extinction? Or will we do what is necessary to heal our wounds, repair our relationships, and build the more beautiful country that we all deserve? How we show up in this moment will determine who we are as a community and as a nation. 

Reimagining Well-Being

This book is for people like me who are waking up to insidious systems of domination and reckoning with their place in it. But it is also for anyone who is yearning to be healed, to be whole, to be well. I wrote it for the insecure little girl I once was, who thought she had to be good and perfect to be loved. I wrote it for the overachiever inside of me who was taught to always strive for more because I’m never enough. It is for the corporate climber, the wellness enthusiast, the ambitious activist, the white savior, and the many other versions of me who learned the hard way that there is no true freedom or well-being in a culture of separation, scarcity, and supremacy. This book is for the person I was when I didn’t know, the person I am today who is still trying to figure it out, and the person I am becoming that is a big, messy work in progress. 

Of course, this book was written from my personal location—my lived experience in the US and all that I have inherited from its history. It also comes from my social location—where and how I am situated in relationship to systems of power and privilege. Being a white, cisgender, straight, nondisabled citizen in America affords me an array of advantages I didn’t earn, which not only implicates me in systems of oppression but shapes my perspective. The learning and wisdom I put forth in this book are only possible because of the legacy of resistance by Black people, Indigenous folks, other people of color, disability justice organizers, and LGBTQIA activists. The American project wouldn’t be what it is today if those who were excluded from its original vision didn’t fight for the realization of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” for all. This book is a humble attempt to honor their legacy and do my part in helping build a just world where everyone can thrive.

It is in the spirit of this commitment that led me to the inquiry I present in this book: How do we face the truth of who we are and how we got here? How do we navigate the toxicity of this moment, and where do we go from here? How do we show up as citizens of humanity for the well-being of the whole?

You won’t find step-by-step instructions or one-size-fits-all solutions for how to be well and make change. Rather, I invite you, the reader, to join me on a journey of personal reckoning, radical truth-telling, and shared practice that brings forth a culture of collective well-being, a new-old paradigm that is interdependent, radical, and resilient. Interdependent in how it affirms that we are not separate from one another and from the planet. Radical in how it demands that we go to the root and reclaim the whole story of who we are and how we got here. And resilient in how we stay engaged and diligent, even when it gets hard.

This book follows my own humble story from 9/11 to now and how I have had to grapple with what it means to be well in a fucked-up world. It was not some blossoming into blissfulness but rather a tale of coming undone, of looking at my own narcissism, racism, and discrimination and taking responsibility for my part in this mess. I come to this work having lived it, having reckoned with my own hypocrisy and humanness, and believing that we can do better. My stories are in service to the process of transformation and the detoxification and discovery that are necessary for true well-being to emerge.

Each chapter exposes a cultural myth that has kept me—and so many people in my life—stuck. It invites a critical lens on wellness culture and how it manifests in perfectionism, isolation, individualism, white supremacy, and apathy. In an effort to understand how we got here, I do my best to tell the truth about history, to expose the events that steered our course, to name the systems that hold us back, and to invite inquiry into how our bodies and minds are infected by the toxic systems and culture and what it is costing us. At the end of each chapter, I grapple with recovery: what it looks like to detox and untangle our bodies and minds from these harmful ideologies and how to create liberatory conditions where everyone can thrive. It is not a prescription or magic pill but an everyday practice of waking up, getting free, and showing up for the well-being of the whole. It affirms that the well-being so many of us are relentlessly seeking can only be realized together through collective care and action. And in the book’s final chapter, with the help of movement leaders on the front lines of love and justice, we will reimagine the future of well-being that we all deserve. 

American Detox is an invitation to go on a journey that is both critical and compassionate. Along the way, we will consider how we got here, our past wounds—personal and collective—and how we have been shaped by them. We will contemplate power and enoughness and our role in changing the course for our people and planet. We will learn how to love again—a radical and revolutionary love that heals and repairs our social fabric. We will find each other through solidarity and speaking truth to power. We will imagine beyond the status quo, dreaming up new systems that take care of everyone. We will emerge into our purposeful role as engaged citizens for humanity.

This book is written for all of us, all of us who are willing to ask hard questions about who we are and who we are to one another, and what’s possible when we liberate ourselves from the toxicity of oppressive systems and show up for the well-being of everyone. I hope it stirs you up. I hope it excavates old and stubborn ground, so that it can be composted into new and fertile soil. I hope it makes you curious about what you don’t know and accepting of what you can’t understand. I hope it makes you outraged and also gives you hope. I hope it inspires you to show up and do something different. And I hope it calls you to reimagine a future of well-being that works for all of us, not just some of us. 






Chapter 1

Ground Zero




Your pain is the breaking of the shell that encloses your understanding. 

Khalil Gibran



Before

Early morning was always my favorite time in New York. An overture before the curtain goes up, when the city starts buzzing with potential. I felt a real part of the city during this time, like a stagehand privy to the behind-the-scenes show. I loved waking up to the sounds of delivery trucks and traffic, to store owners opening their doors, to coffee brewing and eggs frying in bodegas. 

As I blazed down Madison Avenue, I would join the stream of commuters as they flowed toward their workplaces. New Yorkers know how to move—weaving between blocks and buildings, dodging cars, and racing traffic lights. It is deliberate. There is no idle in Manhattan, a city as driven as its inhabitants. We were a mighty river of people flowing between concrete banks toward purpose and productivity. 

This particular day in September was no exception. But it was even more brilliant than usual—one of those stubborn summer days pushing up against fall with all of its strength. I noticed how the sun bounced off the buildings, creating a prism effect that lit up the street and made shadows dance across the pavement. I appreciated this beauty, but I was not stalled by it. After all, productivity was our currency here; it’s what defined us, how we proved our existence and our worth. And I was all in. 

First to the office, I settled into a desk nestled among others just like it. There was no privacy, just enough office dividers to optimize isolation and output. Straight off of a vacation, I felt refreshed and determined to take advantage of this surge of energy. I was early in my career in media/advertising and driven. I knew this ladder and I was climbing it fast and furiously. A relentless overachiever since childhood, I was made for corporate America and I planned on ruling it. 

I didn’t even notice as people trickled in. It wasn’t until someone knocked on my door that I lifted my head out of my zone. 

“Have you heard?” 

“What?” I responded, slightly annoyed at the disruption. 

“A plane hit the World Trade Center.” 

“Holy shit. What happened?” 

“I don’t know.” 

I turned the radio on, put my head down, and got back to work. A few minutes later, I heard screaming and chaos coming from the radio. A second plane had hit the second tower. This was no accident. 

I called my mom. 

“Do you see what’s happening?” 

“Yeah,” she said. “I haven’t talked to Joe yet.” 

“What do you mean? Isn’t he home?” 

“Kerri, he’s working.” 

I hung up the phone and everything slowed down. Joe was my stepdad and a lieutenant at Ladder 15 in South Street Seaport. I pictured the firehouse tucked in the shadow of the towers a few short blocks away. I imagined him there giving orders and taking care of his men. He was always there when you needed him. It was exactly how he’d showed up for my mom and me twenty years earlier. The hairs stuck up on the back of my neck. And even as my thoughts started to race, there were places I wouldn’t let my mind go. Everything was going to be fine. I just needed to keep it together. 

By this time people were starting to huddle in the office and trade information. There was no more talk of work. We were being attacked. New York. The city of the invincible, attacked.

“My brother works down there.” 

“My wife said she saw papers all over the ground in Battery Park.” 

“I just talked to my cousin who said people are jumping from the buildings.” 

Information moves at the speed of light in New York. From coworker to cousin to deli owner to doorman, it’s always an intricate human web of information and gossip. But today information was like oxygen—desperately needed and life-giving.

We gathered in my director’s office around a TV. All of us, crammed in, watching buildings burn and sharing this strange and horrifying experience as it played out before our very eyes. There was a silence beneath the words. 

Then, the unimaginable happened. At first we couldn’t believe our eyes. The tower didn’t fall like one would imagine. It didn’t lean or tip on its side or break off. It just . . . fell . . . into itself. It took me a minute to realize what I was witnessing. People were yelling, I think. I can’t be sure. The sound was sucked out of the room, and something broke inside of me. It was like I was witnessing myself split into two. One part of me was clinging to an almost irrational hope. Joe was probably not in the building. He was a lieutenant now. He would hang back and give orders from mission control. 

But there was this other part of me—a deeper part of me—that had this felt sense. He was there. Of course he was. He’d do the thing he’d always done. He would run directly into that building and step into the fire.

Later we would recover the radio transmissions detailing his final moments in the tower. He was last heard calling out to his men at 9:57 a.m., just two minutes before the second tower came down. He was trapped in a stairwell on the floor of impact, and the walls were caving in. His final words: “I’ll be right to you.” 

I don’t need to tell you the rest of the story. It all just ends there, in that moment, at 9:59 a.m. on September 11, 2001. Buried in the rubble of those buildings is my former life. I can never go back. None of us can. I was forever changed. 

When Things Fall Apart

The immediate aftermath of 9/11 was a thing to behold. Two of the tallest buildings in the world, and a symbol of prosperity and power, reduced to rubble. A toxic cloud of pulverized architecture and debris cloaked Manhattan. The smell of smoke, burning debris, and death hung in the air, and people streamed in all directions. They were covered in dust, clinging to one other. First responders frantically clawed the pile for survivors, for bodies, for hope. 

What New Yorkers witnessed that day defied our imagination. It was as if we were transported to another time and place entirely. All remnants of “before” destroyed. This was the new reality, piled upon the old reality that lay buried deep beneath the surface. One could only imagine what else was down there, old histories and truths never to be recovered. The pile seemed insurmountable, and we, the survivors, were stripped bare, razed to the bone, defenseless.

In the immediate aftermath, questions were the only thing we had: What will happen next? What should we do? Who’s right? Who’s wrong? Who’s to blame? We waded in a never-ending sea of uncertainty. And yet that moment was also a great revealer. Everything that had been hidden in the shadows, buried beneath the surface, came into view. We Americans were not invincible, not untouchable, no different from those who suffer around the globe. We were defenseless. We were human. And we were exposed.

After 9/11 my sense of meaning and belonging broke down. I was left with a world that no longer made sense. The life that I had built according to the all-American blueprint—the good job in Corporate America, the apartment on the Upper East Side, the fancy vacations and nice things, the skinny and fit body—all of a sudden felt . . . wrong. I didn’t know how to get up in the morning any more, much less be well. 

As I moved from “he is missing” to “he is gone,” from “we must find his body” to “we must find who is responsible,” it wasn’t anything I was prepared for. My family, my life, was broken in pieces and scattered across lower Manhattan. And I knew we would never be the same again. There was no instruction manual for how to survive that moment. But beneath the chaos and rubble, there was truth. Not the kind that was taught to me in school or church, but the real kind. The kind that can only come from within. A story that emerged from the cracks like a desperate gasp of air. It was as if the veil had been lifted and, for a brief moment, those of us who had lived in the shadow of the towers saw the truth about humanity, a humanity that is vulnerable and defenseless. And we saw each other and the preciousness of human life in this shared experience. A people inextricably tied in living and dying, in pain and suffering. 

But as fast as those towers fell down, our walls flew up—shields of fear and hatred, distrust and division. 

Shock and Awe

First there was shock and awe. “Shock and awe” was the term used by then President Bush to describe the US military campaign against Iraq in 2003, but it also adequately described our state of mind as a country on 9/11. Awe was the breath held, the mind suspended in shock, the rift in ordinary time. What happened that day was beyond our wildest imagination.

Next came desperation. An attempt to do anything to salvage what remained, to alleviate the despair, to save ourselves. Families of survivors plastered missing persons posters all over New York. First responders flooded down to Ground Zero from all corners of the globe. People gave blood, gave casseroles, gave kindness. Doing something, anything, gave us momentary respite from the pain, hope (however fleeting) that we would not be destroyed by this. Our first instinct was to reach out and help. There were even glimpses of joy amid the horror. In between the grief and uncertainty, I remember sweet moments of fellowship and generosity that I hadn’t experienced before. For a brief time, we became the best version of ourselves. 9/11 gave us meaning—a feeling that there was something left of community, that there might be a purpose to all this destruction. 

And then there was fear. Here’s how fear works: something happens that scares you—a loud sound, a creepy crawler, a threatening stranger—and then the body prepares to protect itself. But when fear isn’t realized or resolved, it gets imprinted in the body













Stolen Land
















Colonizer Virus





















Detoxing the Myth of Separation






















Personal Inquiry



	Who are the people that you come from? 

	What have you inherited from colonization? 

	What truths need to be recovered for personal and collective healing? 

	What wounds need to be exposed and grieved? 

	What is the medicine/ritual that you come from that will aid in healing the collective?

	What can you choose to do to disrupt the cycle of colonization? 








Repairing the Past and Decolonizing the Present



















COLLECTIVE PRACTICE: Protect the Sacred 
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