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            For my daughter, Zamara Azaria Msazurwa,

            my angel sent by God to watch over me.

             

            As I “[walked] through the valley of the shadow of death,”

            your presence anchored me;

            your joy and unconditional love comforted me.

             

            May you and your generation experience freedoms

            that we can only imagine today.
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            Introduction
A Freedom Journey

         
         The evolution of Imagine Freedom is bookended between the birth of my daughter and the deaths of four of my matriarchs. Between infinite hope in the unborn
            future and ineffable experiences of suffering.
         

         
         This book is my generational love offering, a compilation of conversational letters, prayers, and philosophical explorations
            of Black liberation, written during personal seasons of trauma and rebirth. As I was navigating my own journey, I felt intimately
            connected to the pain and power of people of African descent worldwide. Through Imagine Freedom, I seek to examine how our quests for freedom and healing are knitted together. It is my belief that freedom and healing
            are not destinations but instead journeys to the past, present, and future. To actualize freedom, we must be able to reimagine
            ourselves, our communities, and our relationship to Africa. But there are also freedoms and ways of being that require reclamation
            and decolonization.
         

         
         In March 2020, as COVID-19 began the havoc it would wreak in our communities, causing us all to shelter in place, I learned I was pregnant with my first child. As I nurtured life in my womb, I joined the global chorus of people enraged by viral videos of police brutality. I watched in shock as George Floyd took his last breaths while a police officer kneeled on his neck for more than eight minutes. In response to this, the largest mass protests in United States history would unfold with “about 15 million to 26 million people”1 participating. As $200 billion was committed to racial justice organizations,2 debates ensued about what it meant to defund the police and abolish prisons. Black liberation had taken center stage with
            corporations and celebrities feeling compelled to release public statements in defense of Black life. Many civil rights leaders
            were working tirelessly to keep the momentum going, fearing that progress would stall as it had so many times before. It was
            from this historic and critical moment in U.S. history, as well as my transformative personal experiences that overlapped
            with it, that the idea for this book came to be.
         

         
         Imagine Freedom’s release in 2024 marks a decade since the Ferguson Uprising, which inspired political awakening for many within my Black
            millennial generation, deepening an awareness sparked by the 2012 killing of Trayvon Martin.3 While many of us were forever changed by the movements those historical moments birthed, nothing has shifted the fact that
            we continue to suffer from the ills of capitalist oppression, white supremacy, and police brutality. In the aftermath of all
            that has happened, we stand at a generational crossroads asking questions individually and collectively: Who are we called
            to be? How should we move forward? What should we do? I wrote this book because I seek to be in conversation with freedom
            seekers, particularly millennials, who are asking these timeless questions.
         

         
         Throughout the pages of Imagine Freedom, my writing seeks to honor the intellectual, spiritual, and cultural traditions that make me who I am. The chapters weave together political and social analysis, theological reflection, and personal storytelling. As a community organizer, journalist, and public theologian, I have cared deeply about liberation my entire life. For the past two decades, I have committed myself to political and theological education. This has included academic pursuits, mentorship by elders, and participation in several U.S. and Africa-based “freedom schools” in which I was educated by community organizers and liberation-centered scholars. I am a student of the movement. At the same time, I have trained thousands of people all over the globe and organized alongside hundreds of social justice organizations. 

         
         As a minister, I have wrestled with our generation’s questions about faith and freedom for decades. Spirituality is alive
            and ever-present to me. Although my framework is Christian and Jesus is my spiritual center, I invite you to approach this
            book with your own worldview. My beliefs are grounded in liberation theology,4 which asserts that God is fundamentally for the poor and oppressed and that the Bible can be read through a lens of liberation
            by all subjugated people. The liberating power of faith was crystallized for me while on a delegation to Darfur, two years
            prior to attending seminary. When I asked a destitute Sudanese boy what was causing him to smile so much, he responded: “Because
            I know Jesus loves me.” As Black people have for generations, he possessed the capacity to break chains by wielding God’s
            unconditional love. Having witnessed African and Black American women do this my entire life molded me into a womanist5 who has a deep spiritual love for Black women and is committed to uplifting our unique stories and struggles, as I do throughout
            this book.
         

         
         Through my experiences, I came to know that people are longing for insight, vocabulary, and narratives that will help them make sense of their pain and what is happening in this moment. This has always been made evident on my speaking tours. In 2019, most memorably, an African American male college student
            asked me: “Why am I here [on earth]? And if I am here for a purpose, then why does it hurt so bad?” His question poetically
            expressed the yearning for healing and wholeness that I had heard from hundreds of college students through the years. Their
            tears remain with me to this day, filling me with an immense sense of urgency. I am reminded of them whenever I read that
            depression and suicide rates are increasing among young people.6 The unforgettable conversations I have had with them cement my belief that in order for the U.S. to heal from racialized
            trauma and cultivate the freedoms our ancestors so desperately longed for, this nation must first acknowledge and then work
            to mend the wounds of Black pain and multigenerational trauma.
         

         
         As a child of war-torn Eritrea who was an undocumented immigrant in the United States for a decade, I was raised to see this
            country as a place of refuge. It took living here and leaving for a period of years to understand that the brand of the U.S.
            is very different from the reality of what it is. While our government is willing to invest billions into the armed forces
            of Israel and Ukraine, it refuses to provide its own citizens with universal, free healthcare. The Republican Party demonizes
            our very existence, and the Democratic Party is failing to advance the political will of Black America. We are left tragically
            bound to this failed two-party system and suffocating daily from the reality and pain of life without holistic freedom.
         

         
         While some may fear being perceived as anti-American for being critical of the U.S., many of us understand that the most American thing we can do is hold this country accountable to its self-professed democratic ideals. In Notes of a Native Son, James Baldwin writes, “I love America more than any other country in the world, and, exactly for this reason, I insist on
            the right to criticize her perpetually.”7 I hope that more of us begin to think as Baldwin did, especially those of us who are immigrants and/or internationalists.
            Many of our native countries became unbearable due to political conflicts, regimes, and socioeconomic conditions brought about
            by Western intervention. We have every right to critique the United States. We have every right to hold this country accountable
            for its neocolonial foreign policy agenda toward African nations. We do this not only from a place of righteous anger but
            also with an acknowledgment of the freedoms and opportunities afforded to us by the U.S. that should be extended to others
            around the globe and defended.
         

         
         On the day that Donald Trump was inaugurated as president of the United States, I landed in Johannesburg, South Africa. What
            was supposed to be one year of residence and organizing throughout the continent ended up being three years. It was a life-altering
            experience, as I learned about Pan-Africanism from contemporary African thought leaders and freedom fighters engaged in a
            myriad of liberation struggles. There were many moments where my Americanization revealed individualism, privilege, ignorance,
            and arrogance. But whenever I was invited to and it was appropriate to do so, I rolled up my sleeves to co-organize with them
            and offered whatever skills I had to their various causes.
         

         
         Together, we imagined a new world and unraveled what it would take to build it. We chanted protest slogans daily and held weekly culture nights. We sang freedom anthems like “Azania,” which speaks of reclaiming African land “from Cape to Cairo, from Morocco to Madagascar.” We dissected the legacies of African anti-apartheid and anti-colonial luminaries like Albertina Sisulu, Chris Hani, Julius Nyerere, Jomo Kenyatta, Miriam Makeba, Nelson Mandela, Patrice Lumumba, Steve Biko, Thomas Sankara, and Winnie Madikizela-Mandela. Constantly juggling theory and praxis, we immersed ourselves in the works of Amílcar Cabral, Antonio Gramsci, Frantz Fanon, Karl Marx, Kwame Nkrumah, W. E. B. Du Bois, and others. My time on the continent cemented my political knowledge of precolonial and postcolonial Africa. It also reconfigured how I understood, talked about, and envisioned Black liberation throughout the diaspora. I began to truly imagine freedom.
         

         
         During that time, I watched from afar, with a new lens, as social justice organizations focused their energies on resisting
            Trump’s leadership. Domestic terrorism was on the rise, as neo-Nazi and right-wing extremist groups felt emboldened by Trump’s
            racist rhetoric. The wounds of the past were being scraped open once again by his reactionary, fascist “law and order” policies.
            It was under Trump’s watch that we would see barefoot children, wearing diapers, running from tear gas fired by U.S. border
            patrol agents.8 For the first time in U.S. history, “zero tolerance” polices punished migrants through immediate family separation.9 Nearly half a million migrant children were held in detention during his presidency.10 A leadership vacuum was created in this country that sucked away most remnants of hope. The four years he was in power were
            some of the most turbulent times that many of us have ever lived through.
         

         
         Months prior to my arrival in South Africa, I had traveled to occupied Palestine and Israel as part of an Indigenous and People of Color Delegation organized by Eyewitness Palestine (formerly Interfaith Peace-Builders). We learned about the 1948 mass displacement of Palestinians, the Occupied Palestinian Territories, illegal settlements, the demolition of Palestinian homes, mass human rights violations, the Palestinian right of return, and the role of the U.S. government in financially supporting the occupation. While meeting with Palestinian and Jewish activists, we were told about modern-day resistance efforts, including the Palestinian-led Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement. One Palestinian organizer told us that our American tax dollars fund the ethnic cleansing of Palestinians. Prior to that delegation, I had been traveling back and forth to St. Louis to offer media-strategy support to organizations in the aftermath of the Ferguson Uprising. These experiences forever altered my relationship to the United States, shifting me away from the immigrant idealism that had defined much of my life. 

         
         Like many of us, I was also retraumatized every time a new viral video of police officers torturing and killing African American
            men and women was released. Our collective grief, the psychological toll of daily despair, and the dangerous role of mainstream
            media were undeniable. I would never be able to relate to the U.S. in the same way again. These experiences transformed my
            understanding of what it meant to be an American and categorically shifted my perspective on the American Dream. More than
            at any other point in my life, I began to think critically about global State violence, unbridled capitalism, profit-driven
            media, and other tools of suppression.
         

         
         I came to understand that we are living through a crisis of leadership. When we reflect on the leaders of the Civil Rights and Black Power movements, we are reminded of their prophetic and global perspective. They held the Black American liberation struggle in balance with Africa’s anti-colonial struggle. Whether explicitly or not, Pan-Africanism was woven into the fabric of their political ideology. Understanding that the Jim Crow South held a mirror to the brutality of the apartheid regime in South Africa, they combatted racial oppression in the U.S. while also giving voice to what was happening in Africa. 

         
         Today, we don’t tend to make the same connections. Our tunnel vision often leads us to think that domestic issues are most
            important or all that matters. While on a delegation to France to unite Ferguson and Paris community organizers, we were told:
            “We know the names of your victims of police brutality, but you do not know ours.” If we look beyond these borders, we will
            see a world full of pain and suffering. Doing so will not only inform us about how racial terror plays out globally but also
            create opportunities for us to be inspired by the past and present freedom struggles of people worldwide. The Nueva Canción political and artistic movement of Latin America, the 15-M anti-austerity movement of Spain, the civil rights struggle of
            Australia’s Aboriginal people, labor unions in South Africa, land occupation in Brazil, and countless other movements for
            social change all have something to teach us.
         

         
         So many of us are hungry for a map to guide us through the wilderness that is the United States. Others of us are yearning
            for a meaningful pathway that reconnects us to Africa. This book is born out of my deep love for Black people and my prayerful
            desire to see us healed of racialized suffering. I do not claim to have the answers, but I do care deeply about the questions.
         

         
         Woven throughout Black America’s historical legacy of resistance to oppression, there has been a belief in and connection to the spiritual realm. This is why I write about trusting in a higher power that can propel us toward the future we seek. History has shown that generations of Black people have leaned on Christ to help guide them through the freedom struggles of their time. As younger generations are increasingly rejecting this spiritual inheritance from their ancestors, I believe it is important to remind them that they descend from prayer warriors, spiritualists, and wounded healers: a subjugated people whose resilience defied the barbarity of slavery. Through faith, they took worship songs intended to bind them in chains and remixed them into the Underground Railroad’s pathway. They curated a new Black theology. Black people took the meek white Jesus and transformed him into Christ the revolutionary Liberator. They lost their identities, languages, and families but evolved into a culture that imprints every corner of the globe today. It is impossible to write about Black freedom without recognizing faith as a powerful weapon on our past and present battlefields. 

         
         How do we seize what we have lost and what has been stolen from us? What is our birthright and inheritance as children of
            Africa? One of those promises is that death will not have the final word. And that fear does not have to be our master. By
            resisting the oppressive forces that seek to destroy us, we begin to overcome spiritual strongholds in our lives. The journey
            we are embarking on is one that challenges us to decolonize our conceptions of faith, love, and self-determination in our
            quest toward liberation.
         

         
         Yet, the discussion does not stop at Black trauma, since offering hope and inspiring tenacity is a matter of generational urgency.
            The bruised capacity that traumatized people have to imagine a new way forward and the “failure of imagination” on the part
            of the American democracy to alleviate Black suffering have led us to this critical moment. As Proverbs 29:18 (KJV) warns, “where there is no vision, the people perish.”
         

         
         There is immense internal and collective work to be done. We are at a pivotal juncture in United States history. Race is at the forefront of daily discourse and current affairs. Not since the 1960s (some argue since the Civil War) has our nation been this racially divided. The myth of a post-racial U.S. has been completely debunked. White supremacy prevails as America’s Achilles’ heel—a debilitating moral failure preventing the nation from actualizing the ideals it boasts of. The U.S. is particularly divided over what defines America’s greatness and its treatment of Black people. There is no question that we are living through one of the most politically and racially polarized moments in modern history. 

         
         The imprints of our subjugation always come to the surface. For centuries, people of African descent have fought to survive
            and thrive in the face of unimaginable circumstances. We are the “walking wounded.” A four-hundred-year reservoir of trauma
            from the shores of the Atlantic Ocean to the Ninth Ward in New Orleans. Filled with the blood, sweat, and tears of African
            ancestors. Manifested through modern-day poverty, disease, mass incarceration, and early death. A historical stream of suffering
            that connects us to the global struggle of oppressed people on every continent. Today, we see it play out as emotional and
            psychological exhaustion amplified by mainstream media, social media, and celebrities. In the aftermath of the police killing
            of Jacob Blake, Doc Rivers, who was the Los Angeles Clippers coach at the time, said, “We keep loving this country and this
            country does not love us back.”11

         
         Through their merchandise, the Florida-based student-led organization Dream Defenders has popularized this question: “Can we dream together?” It’s a powerful and underrated invitation to collective dreaming. It not only suggests that dreaming is a part of liberation work, but it also compels us to dream as a community. Sadly, many freedom struggles focus on what we stand in opposition to. They cultivate reactionary responses to our sources of systemic oppression. And, too often, we are divided by ideological tribalism and generational differences. But organizations like the Dream Defenders are calling on us to imagine a better world—together. Have we yet envisioned what a futuristic Black America could look like? Can we see, smell, hear, touch, and taste that dream? 

         
         Dreaming is not always a foreshadowing of the future. At times, dreaming is a call to the past. It may draw us back to a time,
            place, or former part of ourselves that no longer exists. Dreaming can be the catalyst to reclamation and restoration. Dreaming
            together requires us to lay down all our opinions, ideologies, and schools of thought to picture the seemingly impossible.
            Dreaming together is how we begin to imagine freedom in ways that will transform us, our families, and our communities. Black
            people have always been pregnant with, birthing, and nurturing visions of liberation. Some of us come from a tradition that
            encourages writing a vision down, making it plain, and faithfully waiting for it to manifest (Habakkuk 2:2–3). Throughout
            this book, I name countless individual, organizational, and community-based models in hopes that Imagine Freedom can serve as a resource guide—a wellspring of information and inspiration.
         

         
         The three parts of this book—Resilience, Resistance, and Redemption—are inspired by the scriptural account of the children of Israel journeying through Egypt (a site of trauma), the wilderness (a site of rebellion), and the Promised Land (a site of divine fulfillment). This was a multigenerational freedom journey against oppressive forces, which is why chapter 1 focuses on the reclamation of what has been lost and stolen. This is where the yearning for liberation may call us into remembrance. Who were we before foreign ships arrived at African shores? What were our villages like before arbitrary borders divided us? How deeply did we love? How simple was our way of life before oppressors sought to turn us into human machines engineered for perpetual labor? For some, reclamation means reconnecting with Kemet, ancient Egypt. For others, it means doing genealogy and DNA testing. Then, there will always be those who yearn to touch down on African soil for the first time. 

         
         This is, of course, not a mandate to physically return to Africa in search of stolen identity, history, and culture. This
            is an invitation to reclaim the Eden within our own mind, body, and spirit. To heal our inner child who was born free but
            was socialized to fear, envy, and distrust. I do not know what has been stolen from you personally, but you do. You know how
            the constant need for validation and the endless pull toward relevancy are draining you of every ounce of joy and peace. You
            know what parts of you were lost to our culture of instant gratification. You know the difference between childlike you and
            adult you, what caused the divide, and how the gap between the two is so wide that you barely recognize this version of yourself.
         

         
         In chapter 2, I write about trauma and the need for healing rituals. For centuries, people of African descent have engaged
            in never-ending balancing acts of life and death. In the past, this looked like the “slave patrol” and apartheid police. Today,
            it doesn’t look that much different, with the endless media looping of Black death at the hands of police officers and vigilantes.
            We are the hardest hit by countless chronic illnesses, and as we all know, COVID-19 unfairly ravaged our communities. Blackness
            has a painful intimacy with death and trauma that is incomprehensible. And this is why the disposability of our bodies has
            become so normalized.
         

         
         So much of our freedom is based on our capacity to defy the grip of trauma—both personally and communally. As I write this to you, I am reminded of what Matthew W. Williams, former president of the Interdenominational Theological Center (ITC) in Atlanta, once said to me about his healing journey from cancer: “To live in healing is not to deny the war. There is a war. But to live in healing is to take on a different type of weaponry.” In African and Black American cultures, there are infinite indigenous and intergenerational pathways to healing—herbalism, warrior-like prayers, rites of passage, and “breaking bread” to name a few. In an era when social media celebrates superficiality and gives us a false sense of human connection, many of us have lost touch with the rituals and diasporic lessons on healing that have empowered our people for generations. 

         
         In chapter 3, I write about how living in a capitalist society leaves us open to constant harm and convinces us that our worth
            is defined by our labor. In late 2016, when I was at the peak of my professional success, I made one of the most difficult
            decisions of my life: to leave everything behind, including the home of my dreams and my well-paying speaking career, and
            move to the continent. In the end, it was undoubtedly one of the best decisions of my life, but it instantly stripped me of
            everything that I thought was important. I don’t expect everyone to walk away (not all of us have the privilege, capacity, or desire to), but I hope
            that you have the same mental shift, nonetheless. That you begin to know, if you don’t already, who you are independent of
            any job title, accolade, or monetary value. Together, we can redefine “enough” so that younger and future generations will
            not be confused about measures of self-worth and contentment.
         

         
         Freedom is deeply tied to our capacity to resist inhumane and unjust systems. Our survival depends on it. Like so many within my generation, I have had to recover from my disillusionment about the American Dream. There are more life-giving ways of navigating the world. We can reclaim ancestral wisdom. Freedom begins in the mind with our commitment to self-transformation. It is a journey of constant learning and unlearning. Decolonizing our psyche can alter our entire reality. Freedom is a quest for intellectual, moral, and spiritual elevation that never ends but instead constantly regenerates itself. By breaking free from the shackles of the grind culture, we declare that profit-driven oppressors will not kill us in the millions once again through new tools of annihilation like burnout, anxiety, and depression. And they will not strategically deter us from imagining freedom by keeping us on the hamster wheel. 

         
         Chapter 4 shifts our focus to the power of U.S. mainstream media and the need to detoxify from destructive propaganda. White
            hegemonic culture dictates who is celebrated and who is criminalized. It decides the lies that render us inferior and the
            racial myths that define us as violent and savage. I grieve for our daughters who endure pressure to conform to European standards
            of beauty. In this chapter, I write about the rich legacy and ongoing need for the Black press. As mainstream media actively
            attempts to co-opt Black cultural production, we continue to create multidimensional, countercultural, and futuristic depictions
            of Blackness.
         

         
         This chapter also examines how social media is shaping millennials. For me, it had become an unhealthy tool of escapism and avoidance. The endless scrolling was a way to disassociate from reality—to not have to think about or feel anything. It felt harmless in comparison to other possible coping mechanisms. You have your own ways of numbing pain, but they all come at a price. Going down the rabbit hole of information-seeking on social media tricks us into believing we are being empowered and distracts us from authentic engagement with the world around us. All the healthy living and inspirational content can disillusion us into thinking that we are on the path to wholeness. But screen time takes away from real-life practices of self-rejuvenation. Yes, we may benefit from newfound knowledge, but the obsessive-compulsive behavior will ultimately deplete us. To free ourselves from unhealthy practices, we begin by shifting away from endless consumption (of information and products) toward intentionally being (fully experiencing the present moment).
         

         
         It has been a never-ending life project, for many of us, to break free from these systems of control. As we know, fear is
            often weaponized in many of our communities (and homes) to ensure obedience. During the Ferguson Uprising, our country witnessed
            Black millennials engaged in fearless acts of resistance, which I highlight in chapter 5. That helped many of us to reimagine
            what courage, strength, and power can look like for our generation. We witnessed Canfield Drive, a site of trauma, transform
            the city and country into a battleground for freedom. Undeniably, Ferguson protestors helped birth, challenge, and sustain
            larger movements. But they also taught us many lessons about the price freedom fighters are often required to pay.
         

         
         The Ferguson Uprising’s legacy of resistance is now embedded in the DNA of a generation that has witnessed real-time revolution.
            While the American empire may want us to unsee Ferguson, the images are etched in our communal memory forever. Now, will we
            stay on watch for other models of defiant audacity? I name a few of those examples in this chapter. For purists who believe
            victory can only be claimed after the total dismantling of broken systems, our liberation movement will be regarded a lost
            cause. But we would be remiss not to define survival and success on our own generational terms.
         

         
         With a focus on Pan-Africanism, chapter 6 highlights multigenerational, diasporic efforts to unite the anti-colonial struggle of Africa with the Civil Rights and Black Power movements of the U.S. Many of us will already know these stories of intercontinental solidarity, but for countless millennials, these historical Pan-Africanist examples are needed now more than ever. Europeans have controlled how we view one another and sought to prevent us from uniting our struggles. Yet, the freedom arc transcends geography. Deep down inside, we know that our fate is eternally linked. 

         
         Too often, our connection to one another is rooted in cultural admiration. While ours is a shared heritage, appropriation
            is possible when there is no acknowledgment, contextualization, and political thoughtfulness. There’s a difference between
            paying homage to the identity of a people and simply adorning oneself with their culture for personal benefits. In the United
            States, we tend to focus on the cultural aesthetics of Africa. There are many African Americans who wear African print clothing
            and adinkra symbols as jewelry. For some, Africa is a patch on a bag, a pendant on a necklace, or a pair of brass earrings.
            The late Nigerian musician and political activist Fela Kuti is revered by millennials who were introduced to him through the
            rising popularity of Afrobeat. And many contemporary African artists have become infused into the fabric of Black American
            culture.
         

         
         Similarly, throughout Africa, American hip-hop and pop artists are in heavy rotation in bars and nightclubs. Millions of African
            youth living in cities like Johannesburg and Dar es Salaam are carbon copies of African American urban youth in Brooklyn and
            Atlanta. Netflix’s Young, Famous & African depicts a group of young African influencers who could easily be starring in a Los Angeles–based reality TV show. The show’s stars are obsessed with high-end European designers, maintaining a luxurious lifestyle, and building their brands. We do our people a tragic disservice by glorifying and/or co-opting the other’s cultural aesthetics without tangible Pan-African political consciousness and commitment. 

         
         Countless barriers stand between oppressed people and self-determination, which is the focus of chapter 7. Today, repressive
            conservative policies threaten many freedoms we have enjoyed (and perhaps taken for granted) for so long. Throughout the chapter,
            there are several models of how we, as a people, are seizing hold of our agency. When we are told what we can and cannot do
            with our bodies, we go in search of autonomy. When attempts are made to suppress our voices and disqualify our votes, we mobilize
            and declare that nothing will silence or stop us. And when our communities face food apartheid and environmental injustice,
            we create cutting-edge solutions that meet the needs of our people. But through it all, it is our responsibility to awaken
            ourselves and the masses to the possibility of political and spiritual power. Collectively armored with the weaponry of resilience,
            resistance, and redemption, our people stand at the gates of self-determination ready to seize freedom once and for all.
         

         
         But what is the value of freedom in a loveless land? Love is the forgotten revolution that has the power to regenerate us. For centuries, our cohesion and communalism have been under attack. I write in chapter 8 about how love in the American context tends to be transactional. The romantic aspirations of millennials are too often shaped by “power couples.” The glitz and glamour mask the fact that what is marketed as love is often capitalism in disguise. Can we reimagine what twenty-first-century love looks like for Black people? What does it mean to love and protect Black women fiercely in a post–Sandra Bland and Breonna Taylor era? How do we shield the men we love from being terrorized by the reality described by Michelle Alexander in The New Jim Crow?12 What does healing look like for Black families crushed under the weight of State violence?
         

         
         Revolutionary love is both an individual and a collective project. Ideally, we would love ourselves enough to acknowledge
            when we need help and have the humility to seek it out. The struggle needs our whole (total and self-actualized) selves. Not
            perfected selves, but open, willing vessels ready for deep listening and emotional stretching. The more Black culture honestly
            reflects the conditions of our people, the more inspired we will be to take our battles head-on. Let our writers, performing
            and visual artists, and filmmakers give us new ways to envision Black liberation. In defiance of white supremacy’s desire
            to extinguish the flames of our shared Pan-African love story, what are our collective dreams for Black love? What would it
            take to create the conditions and set the terms for revolutionary love? What does this mean in your own life?
         

         
         If there is anything oppressors have manipulated to keep us subjugated, it is our image and understanding of God, as I write
            about in chapter 9, the last chapter. This is why theological decolonization should run parallel to any freedom journey. Eurocentricism
            has shaped our understanding of the spiritual realm. When we question our intrinsic value, we are simultaneously questioning
            the magnitude of our God. Individually and collectively, we can unlearn every theological lie we have ever been told about
            our Maker. There’s also power in reimagining darkness as part of God’s grand, good creation. We can be the generation that
            shifts from a punishment-centered theology to one that mothers our deepest wounds.
         

         
         I make no assumptions about your beliefs. You may be Muslim, Buddhist, atheist, agonistic, a spiritualist, an Indigenous practitioner, or none of these. But we can’t speak about Black liberation without considering the historical and present-day role of faith in shaping understandings of bondage and freedom. Our people took an imperialistic religion intended for domination and repurposed it for liberation. Black people’s reconfiguration of Christianity is one of the greatest acts of resistance in human history. How necessary it is to declare and believe without a doubt in our minds that God loves us, the African people of the world. As the most consequential freedom fighter to ever live, how can we reimagine Christ for
            the diaspora?
         

         
         Throughout these pages, we embark on the difficult but necessary work of decolonization. This book offers new ways to imagine self, community, nation,
            and world, but, most important, a new way to imagine and actualize freedom. All anti-colonial liberation efforts require spiritual
            excavation and a return to a more indigenous way of life, begging the questions: How do we individually and collectively heal while constantly being retraumatized? And what did we value and believe in before
            we believed in the promises of the American Dream?
         

         
         The United States, which has always been a predominately Christian nation, has never truly adhered to the second commandment
            to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:31, NIV). American history reflects a State and civilian obsession with defining who is not considered a neighbor. Yet, our African-centered
            beliefs—that there is intrinsic worth in all human beings and that the well-being of the village is top priority—uplift all
            humanity. In the same way that the psychological and emotional wounds of one individual can negatively affect the collective,
            communal healing and restoration have the capacity to transform every person within their reach.
         

         
         The possibilities are endless. We can combat internalized self-hatred by being radically compassionate and intentionally affirming our community. New imaginative ways of speaking will be needed. In the age of self-talk, communal talk can usher in deliverance from the internal and external demons preventing us from experiencing the freedoms we so desperately seek. What are the sacred secrets of resiliency that have yet to be told? What are the safely guarded stories younger generations should hear? Daily, our language can actively challenge our most closely held beliefs, starting with how ingrained individualism is embedded within us. First, we learn to love (not idolize) self, then we return to that spirit of communalism that compels us to serve others. 

         
         This is where the church has power in challenging each of us to “not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the
            renewing of [our] mind[s]” (Romans 12:2, NKJV). While this verse comes from the Bible and is directed at Christians, it can be useful to anyone on a freedom quest. Imagination
            equips us to see beyond the natural, material realm. It creates the conditions for transformation, as we begin to think and
            act in new ways, which has its own ripple effects.
         

         
         I do not claim to have the prescription to remedy hopelessness and fear. However, I wrote this book to reframe how we understand
            oppression and imagine freedom. I have straddled an African and Black American identity my entire life. The two worlds have
            taught me a lot about the colonial, systemic, psychological, and spiritual strongholds that prevent us from loving one another
            and experiencing freedom.
         

         
         As in the preaching tradition, allow me to offer an illustration to guide you in picturing what I mean. In the 2004 hit movie
            The Notebook,13 Allie’s mother conceals the love letters written to Allie by her working-class lover, Noah. For years, she interferes with their bond and prevents them from being together, leaving both to feel rejected and forgotten by the other. It is a ruthless act of class division. As a result, they turn to other lovers and unhealthy coping mechanisms to distract themselves from the union their hearts desperately seek and need. When Allie and Noah finally discover the barrier that Allie’s mother built between them, they defiantly choose unity. Together, they go on to write their own legendary story of unconditional, restorative love. A bond determined to sustain itself against all odds. A bond that transcends trauma and death. A bond rooted in indestructible cohesion. 

         
         For centuries, white supremacy has stood in the way of African diasporic freedom. Revolutionary love letters between the continent,
            Black America, and the diaspora have been intercepted by white oppressors for generations. This has often suppressed our hopes,
            dreams, and yearnings for freedom. It has prevented some of us from truly loving ourselves and our people. Yet, we have always
            defiantly self-loved and self-affirmed.
         

         
         Now is the time for us to pen intercontinental and intergenerational visions of liberation, to memorialize our shared dreams
            and diasporic solidarity. Our freedom struggles are intricately connected. Together, we can rekindle the political and spiritual
            flames burning between Africa and the diaspora. Only by uniting our struggles can we break free from the iron-fisted grip
            of white supremacy and capitalism on the lives of our people. I invite you to join me on the journey ahead—a journey that
            hopefully inches us closer and closer to liberation with each turning page.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
Resilience
Egypt: A Site of Trauma

         
         
            The chapters in this part illuminate the importance and positive effects of resilience through vivid personal and collective
               accounts of pain, grief, endurance, and survival in the face of trauma. While resilience is often problematically depicted
               as Black people’s superpower, we, children of Africa, cannot deny that our individual and collective resilience is how we
               have made the best out of soul-taxing situations. Today, it is about what gets us “up and out” in the morning despite feelings
               of hopelessness, attack, and defeat. Resilience reinforces our survival strategies, meaning-making, intrinsic wit, and strength
               as we sit by the rivers of Babylon weeping, remembering Zion, and wondering how we will “sing the Lord’s song in a strange
               land” (Psalm 137:1, 4, KJV).
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Reclamation
The Lost and Stolen

         
         
            Another world is not only possible, she is on her way. On a quiet day, I can hear her breathing.

            —Arundhati Roy

         

         Regardless of our socioeconomic circumstances and social positioning, we are all born free. At birth, we possess an awe-inspiring
            degree of freedom within our bodies. Through the carefree, fearless movements of infants, you can witness unmitigated joy
            and unconditional, unmerited love. Infants have no worries about tomorrow. They have no insecurities about how they look and
            whether they measure up. Trusting in their parents for protection, infants have no regard for the complex world surrounding
            them. They are not yet burdened by thoughts of race, class, and gender.
         

         
         My toddler daughter is not yet aware of what it means to be African or a dark-skinned Black girl living in the United States. She is not burdened by stereotypes and colorism, nor does she yet know anything about how Black women face inequities in employment, unjust medical practices, and a lack of representation in the media. She does not yet carry the burden of identity on her shoulders. She is sheltered from power dynamics, evil, and knowledge of how society is constructed to oppress her. She is a free Black girl. 

         
         As part of my daughter’s daily ritual as an infant, she used to crawl into my bedroom, push the exercise ball I intended as
            a barrier out of her way, and then joyfully look into the full-length mirror propped against the wall. She never got tired
            of doing this, as made evident by the huge smile on her face each time. And her reaction never changed regardless of what
            she was wearing or how untamed her hair was. The pleasure derived from this activity was matched only by looking at pictures
            of herself on cell phones. It was obvious that seeing her own reflection brought her an immense sense of happiness and fulfillment.
            I always find it to be enviable—the noncritical, nonjudgmental gaze of an infant that is drenched in admiration and love.
            It’s completely untainted and generously offered to caretakers.
         

         
         From early on, my daughter protested swaddles designed to constrict her movement while sleeping. We went through several brands
            before we finally found one that gave her freedom of movement while still limiting her “startle reflex.” She resisted anything
            that attempted to constrain her. As I would lift her up to place her in activity centers or playpens, she would lock her legs
            and grab hold of my clothes, refusing to be placed where she didn’t want to be. My daughter, like many babies, took the greatest
            joy in roaming aimlessly around our home. Watching her, I would often think about how her world was a glorious one full of
            curiosity and simplicity.
         

         
         Her freedom made me think critically about how we are gradually brought into bondage. It also made me want to unlearn everything life had ever taught me and to reclaim the innocence and powerful self-acceptance that we are born with. We come into the world with freedoms that throughout our adult lives we spend so much time trying to regain—trying constantly to break free from the world’s definition of who we are and the constraints placed on us. The quest for freedom is tied to reclamation, taking back what has been lost or stolen from us. 

         
         
            Zombies and Batteries

            So often, we feel that inner tug toward a different way of life that reminds us that this is not how we were intended to live.
               In the U.S., in the name of work and productivity, we are like machines wired to be efficient. If left unchecked, our society’s
               capitalistic and corporate-driven emphasis on production can turn us into “zombies.” Afrobeat pioneer Fela Kuti warned against
               the capacity to become a tool of the State and lose one’s humanity in the 1976 protest song “Zombie” that OkayAfrica described as “a scathing attack on the Nigerian military that uses zombies as a metaphor for soldiers mindlessly following
               orders.”1

            
            Waking up every day to the sound of an alarm, we are programmed to make the most out of every waking moment. We rush to get
               dressed, then robotically make our morning commute to work either on packed public transportation or congested highways. For
               some, more than forty hours of a week are spent in a small cubicle in front of a computer screen with minimal human interaction
               and almost zero time experiencing the joys of nature. From sunup to sundown, we measure our worth by how much we accomplish
               that day.
            

            
            No wonder the “Great Resignation” swept through the United States in the aftermath of Americans working remotely at home during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the Pew Research Center, “The nation’s ‘quit rate’ reached a 20-year high” in 2021 due to “low pay, a lack of opportunities for advancement and feeling disrespected at work.”2 The trend continued the following year when “about 50.5 million people quit their jobs in 2022, beating out the 47.8 million
               in 2021, according to [a] Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey” reported in CNBC.3 Ironically, it took us all being isolated at home to question whether we were truly benefiting from or finding value in our
               careers. This disruption changed our perspective, and with it we began to challenge the status quo in unprecedented ways.
            

            
            The profit-over-people system we are trapped in is contrary to what has been taught and preached for centuries. Almost all
               religious traditions have a Sabbath, a day of rest and restoration. In Christianity, God declared the need for a Sabbath even
               for God’s self. Otherwise, the threat of burnout looms. Journalist Jill Lepore explains this perfectly in the New Yorker: “To be burned out is to be used up, like a battery so depleted that it can’t be recharged. In people, unlike batteries,
               it is said to produce the defining symptoms of ‘burnout syndrome’: exhaustion, cynicism, and loss of efficacy. Around the
               world, three out of five workers say they’re burned out. A 2020 U.S. study put that figure at three in four.”4

            
            We have bought into the myth of financial independence, believing that we can work our way toward holistic freedom and a happier life. Yet, when we examine the lethal combination of systemic racism and a society driven by corporate profits over all else, we realize that freedom is an ever-shifting goalpost in the United States. It’s a mirage that we thirst after but have no way of grasping. The reality is that freedom is elusive in this country. The inner, hopeful flame that burns within us all is being extinguished daily. 

            
            As a result, individuals have become increasingly wary about their own sense of self-worth. These “survival of the fittest”
               times of uncertainty are undoubtedly mentally and spiritually exhausting. Communities of color and young adults are the hardest
               hit by constant burnout. Journalist Sean Illing poignantly writes in Vox, “It’s what happens when you live without any margin for error, when you’re always one accident or illness away from bankruptcy
               or eviction. Living so close to ruin saps the joy from nearly everything because there’s no security, no peace of mind.”5

            
            Capitalism is dependent on us working for wages. This is why everything from our society’s educational system to corporate
               media, our cultural norms, and our government policies reinforce the idea that our identities are defined by our labor. Capitalism
               convinces us that our productivity (rather than our intrinsic humanity) is what gives us a sense of purpose. In many ways,
               public discourse about purpose has become tethered to capitalism. This is why our best is never good enough. And we are often
               apologetic about needing rest: we are apologizing for not fulfilling our perceived purpose. This is also why we introduce
               ourselves based on what we do (“I’m a writer and speaker”) rather than who we are (“I’m an immigrant and mother”). For capitalism
               to thrive, it’s required that we continuously produce and consume. So, when we’re not working, we are often buying. The beast’s
               insatiable appetite must be fed one way or the other.
            

            
            Reclaiming our freedom is deeply tied to reclaiming everything that capitalism has taken from us—our time, peace of mind, sense of security, and joy. I long for the day when we, as a society, prioritize deep human connection. The day when our basic human needs (housing, food, education, healthcare, etc.) are met without requiring that we work endlessly for them. As life in the U.S. stands today, capitalism is at fault for many of our misconceptions about worth and value. In its current iteration, success is defined by material possessions like houses and cars, as well as measures of status like having a college education and a well-paying job. Capitalism cares nothing about our character and how we may have treated others as we were climbing the corporate ladder. It doesn’t hold us accountable to helping build the “beloved community,”
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