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Dedication



For Lewis Thomas IV—my son, my mirror, my future—

the fire that freed me and the love that made me want to live more truthfully.

For Sean—my spouse, my sanctuary—

the calm within my storms, the tenderness that kept me whole,

and the Black love that taught me how to return to myself.

For my granny, and for all the Black women who held my fire—

my mother, my sister, Ebony, my aunties, my teachers, my sisters by spirit—

the architects of my becoming, the keepers of the circle,

the ones who loved me into purpose when I couldn’t yet name it.

For my grandfather, Sherman Hill, Sr.—

quiet fire from the freedom colony—

whose footsteps became my inheritance and whose courage made room for my voice.

For James Baldwin—

who taught me that love demands truth,

and that the fire can reveal what the world tries to bury.

For Na’im Akbar—

who called us back to ourselves,

and reminded me that knowing is the beginning of liberation.

And for every Black boy and Black man still walking through flame—

may you remember: You were never made to be ash.
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Foreword

There are some books that inform. Some that inspire. And some that bear witness.

From the Ashes: The Fire This Time is a book that bears witness.

As I engaged with this manuscript, I was reminded that storytelling, when grounded in honesty and intention, is both an intellectual and spiritual act. It holds memory, names truth, and creates space for reflection. In these pages, Dr. Thomas invites readers into a deeply personal, yet collective journey shaped by ancestry, identity, faith, education, love, and the ongoing work of becoming.

What stands out throughout this memoir is the level of honesty and vulnerability present in the storytelling. Choosing to tell the truth about one’s life is not simply personal. It is an act of resistance. It is a way of reclaiming power. When we own our narratives, we assert our agency. When we do not, we leave space for others to define our experiences, flatten our humanity, or tell incomplete versions of our stories. This book refuses that erasure. It insists on self-definition and affirms the power of naming one’s truth.

This work also reads as an intentional act of healing for Dr. Thomas. Through reflection, remembrance, and meaning-making, the writing becomes a space to process what has been carried, inherited, and survived. In doing so, the book extends an unspoken but powerful invitation to readers. It offers permission to pause, to reflect, and to consider their own healing journeys. The vulnerability present in these pages signals that healing is not a private endeavor reserved for a few but a possibility available to all who are willing to confront their stories with honesty.

Books like this matter now more than ever. We are living in a moment marked by fatigue, uncertainty, and a growing resistance to truth-telling. Across education, leadership, and public discourse, there is increasing pressure to remain silent, to soften narratives, or to distance ourselves from the lived realities shaping our lives and institutions. In this context, storytelling becomes a necessary intervention. It reminds us that human experience cannot be separated from the systems we navigate and that healing, justice, and belonging begin with truth.

This memoir offers a powerful exploration of how personal history and social context intertwine. Through stories of family, schooling, loss, resilience, and return, Dr. Thomas illustrates how identity is formed not in isolation but in relationship to people, institutions, and systems. His reflections illuminate how lived experience becomes a source of knowledge and how healing often unfolds through remembering, reckoning, and reconnection.

For scholars and scholar practitioners, this book affirms that theory and lived experience are not separate pursuits. The themes woven throughout the manuscript echo long-standing conversations across education, leadership, and identity-based scholarship. Readers will recognize the presence of foundational thinkers as they encounter their ideas through narrative, memory, and meaning-making. In doing so, the book models how scholarship can live beyond the page and speak directly to human experience.

For educators, student-facing professionals, and institutional leaders, this work offers important insight into the layered realities many students and colleagues navigate daily. It invites deeper consideration of how belonging, affirmation, and dignity are cultivated through relationships, learning environments, and institutional culture. Engaging with this text has the potential to strengthen reflective practice and reinforce educators’ responsibility for shaping spaces where people can be seen fully and supported intentionally.

This book also offers an important lesson about leadership. Storytelling and vulnerability are often misunderstood as weaknesses, when in reality, they are leadership practices rooted in courage and clarity. When leaders tell the truth about their journeys, they model authenticity, invite trust, and create space for others to lead from wholeness rather than performance. Dr. Thomas demonstrates that vulnerability, when paired with reflection and purpose, becomes a powerful form of wisdom.

What resonates most deeply is the way this book centers humanity. Dr. Thomas writes with clarity and vulnerability, honoring struggle while remaining rooted in hope. His story reminds us that resilience is built through community, growth is rarely linear, and healing requires both courage and compassion. The narrative affirms that transformation becomes possible when individuals are given room to tell the truth about who they are and where they come from.

From the Ashes: The Fire This Time invites readers to pause and reflect on their own journeys. It encourages us to consider the fires we have walked through, the people who have held us steadily, and the purpose that continues to guide our lives. This text lends itself to both personal reflection and collective dialogue. It belongs in classrooms, leadership development spaces, professional learning communities, and moments of quiet contemplation.

This book offers language for experiences many carry but rarely name. It affirms storytelling as a pathway to healing, dignity, and connection. Most of all, it reminds us that when we claim our narratives, we do more than tell our stories. We reclaim our power and extend others permission to do the same.

It is an honor to introduce this work.

Nicole Pulliam, Ph.D.

Educator, Scholar-Practitioner, Certified Executive Coach.





Epigraph

We are the sons and daughters of memory, carrying in our bones both the ache of exile and the song of return. To heal is to remember that we were whole before the wound, and to redeem is to rise each day refusing to be anything less than our ancestors’ greatest dreams.

—Audre Lorde

From the soil of suffering, we grow seeds of redemption. From the rivers of memory, we draw waters of hope. We are not what was broken—we are what survived, what heals, and what has always been whole.

African Diasporic Reflection





Prologue

I was born into a world already on fire.

Not the kind that makes headlines or leaves buildings in ruins, but the quiet kind—the internal infernos that smolder in the hearts of young Black boys trying to become whole men in a society that often never sees them as either.

North Philadelphia was my crucible. It shaped me, tested me, and burned away my illusions. The streets between Mary McLeod Bethune Elementary and Jay Cooke Middle School were paved with contradictions; hope and heartbreak, brilliance and brutality, boys with dreams, and boys already buried by a system that forgot their names.

I was one of them—sometimes lost in the noise, sometimes pretending I wasn’t. I wore confidence like armor. I sharpened purpose like a blade. But, beneath it all was a boy wrestling with self-doubt, masking insecurity with certainty, trying to make sense of who he was expected to be.

School didn’t always know what to do with a Black boy like me. Not fully. Not freely. Not because I lacked promise, but because my mind moved with its own rhythm; questioning, reaching, refusing to shrink. I carried a hunger for meaning that couldn’t be contained by narrow expectations; and when the system couldn’t see my brilliance clearly, I learned to protect it. I stepped away not as surrender, but as survival—holding my questions close until I was ready to return with greater clarity and purpose.

And return I did, on my own terms: I earned my GED, then walked the hallowed grounds of Lincoln University, the oldest historically Black university in the United States. Lincoln wasn’t merely a campus—it was sacred ground, a living altar to Black genius. It reminded me that I stood in a lineage of giants, that my life was never defined by detours, and that my story did not begin in failure—it began in resistance, resilience, and return.

From Lincoln, I carried that ancestral momentum forward—following in the HBCU footsteps etched into my family’s legacy and the giants who came before me—to Howard University, Antioch University, and into doctoral study at Purdue University. That journey was not a departure from my roots, but an extension of them; taking the fire of North Philadelphia, the scholarship of my people, and the truth of my own becoming into spaces that were not built with me in mind, and still insisting on excellence. Each step became proof of a single, enduring inheritance. I am not the exception to a story of struggle; I am the continuation of a story of Black brilliance.

Among those intellectual and spiritual giants, James Baldwin lit a path for me through the smoke.

His book, The Fire Next Time didn’t just speak to me—it named me. It cracked open the complexity of Black life in America, and whispered into the marrow of my bones that rage and love, grief and vision, could all coexist within one voice—my
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