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Healing the Disembodied Sacred: 
Beyond Spiritual Bypassing and 
Shadow Activism
JOSIE GARDnER

AS MANY READERS of !e Arrow may do, I often think of myself as 
a bridge-walker, often crossing an invisible divide between two worlds, 

both of which I consider my homes: an activist community and a spiritual 
community. !e division seems, at times, slightly antagonistic. !e term spir-
ituality can garner eye-rolls among political activists. Who has time for mind-
fulness and emotional "u#?! People are dying out here! Get back to reality, they 
say. Such responses are perhaps unsurprising, as activist spaces are grounded in 
the “outer” world—of laws, structures, and policies—rather than the “inner” 
world—of the body, spirit, emotions, and psyche. Activism historically has 
adopted an outside–in rather than an inside–out approach to change, where-
by the inner wellbeing and freedom of individuals depends upon change in 
the outer world. Political activists may also perceive spirituality to be unteth-
ered from the “real world,” or as whitewashed, privileged, appropriative spaces 
brimming with guru complexes. While the latter can indeed sometimes be true 
(an important issue beyond the scope of this essay), there may also be some-
thing deeper at play. Activist spaces are often fraught with aggressive energy 
and conducive to burnout; they can be othering, exclusive, and judgmental. 
!eir seeming rejection of the inner world and its role in social change is a 
detriment to activism’s integrity. 

Meanwhile, in spiritual circles, there is often a rejection of the outer world. 
In a spiritually grounded wellness retreat, I once heard a person proclaim: I’m 
not involved in politics, so I don’t really engage in that kind of activism, as though 
there exists a sanitized space where power, resources, and governance somehow 
are not lodged in our bodies and lived experiences. In meditation halls and 
consciousness-raising circles, I have heard di"erent iterations of: all we need is 
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love, and, when we realize we are all one, we will live in peace. Such mantras are 
true, of course, but until the world re#ects those truths, the statements remain 
symptoms of what has been named spiritual bypassing. A now well-known 
term in the Millennial lexicon, spiritual bypassing is exempli$ed by the “love 
and light” meme—the highway to utopia that ignores the depths of brutality, 
violence, and oppression in self and society. John Welwood, who coined the 
term, de$nes spiritual bypassing as the use of spiritual ideas or practices to 
sidestep psycho-emotional healing in the name of enlightenment.1 

Largely unconscious, spiritual bypassing serves as a way to deny or escape 
our “shadow” selves, meaning the unconscious parts of ourselves that we deny, 
disown, or repress.2 We have both individual shadows—such as shame, rage, 
judgment, hatred—and collective shadows with structural manifestations—
such as institutionalized racism and white supremacy. When these inner–outer 
wounds are too painful for us to confront, we may turn to heady, self-soothing 
spiritual practices or self-validating spiritual ideas. Such remedies can encour-
age a sense of spiritual superiority or even narcissism amongst New Age spir-
itual communities, whose members may slip into blissful ignorance that our 
spiritual experience is rooted in the socio-political context of this earth.3 

So, while activists may bypass the inner world and the work we must do 
there, spiritual people may bypass the outer world and the work we must do 
there. Pacing back and forth between these worlds has brought me, time and 
time again, to the realization that the spiritual is the missing link to the polit-
ical, and the political the missing link to the spiritual. !is may not be a star-
tlingly new revelation for many of us, but it is one that I have been trying to 
de$ne more precisely in recent years. What exactly is missing from each world, 
and from both together? How exactly may they serve one another? Not until 
the past apocalypse-tinged year, replete with political rupture, unprecedented 
activism, and a constant undercurrent of spiritual crisis, have I been able to dis-
cern the core wound shared by the two communities, brought to light by their 
increasing overlap: Both re#ect disembodied responses to the world and to “the 
work.” !e disembodiment reveals itself not only as a separation between one-
self and one’s body, but also as a separation from the sacred, from the whole-
ness of the world. It widens the rifts in our cracked, burned earth, our socially 
distanced spaces, our political parties, our homes, and within our very spirits. 

Here let me clarify what I mean by the terms “sacred,” “spiritual,” and “ac-
tivist.” My de$nitions arise from my lived experience and by no means o"er 
the only ways to understand these terms. Also, the spaces and communities I 
describe are not always separate, homogeneous, or neatly bordered. 

I understand the sacred not only in its dictionary de$nition of “worthy of 
reverence and respect,” but also a de$nition that it is grounded in an ecological 
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worldview. To Gregory Bateson, the sacred arises from the “patterns that con-
nect” all things. It is that which arises from an experience of wholeness within 
each of our beings, and from a realization of harmonious interdependence be-
tween all beings—human and non-human. To unify is to sanctify, according 
to Bateson.4 !erefore, to make something sacred is to come into union with 
nature and with each other, and to understand that our inner and outer worlds 
are not separate. !e sacred is therefore not mystical or other-worldly, but 
available to us in every moment.5 

In line with this ecological approach, I frame the sacred in a secular man-
ner, making a clear distinction between the universal sacred and religion—the 
sacred’s institutionalized form. Such a view centers self-transcendence, belong-
ing, and meaning-making as pillars of the human experience. It produces a 
relational awareness, which sees the interconnectivity of all beings as the fun-
damental organizing principle of the world. !is view foregrounds an ethic 
of radical interdependence, which shifts our perception from ego-centric to 
eco-centric.6 Native Hawaiian scholar Manulani Aluli Meyer calls this “native 
common sense.”7 Indeed, it is the worldview re#ected in the timeless writings 
of ecologists, spiritual seekers, and philosophers,8 and is the foundation of in-
digenous and animist worldviews as well.9

I use the term spiritual to describe those, myself included, who are dedicat-
ed to a path that is not necessarily religious, but that is in service to the earth 
and to humanity. New Age spirituality has gone in many branching directions 
owing to its nondogmatic ethos. I have personally been wandering along a 
path that is earth-based, with a strong emphasis on healing the self in order to 
heal community, society, and earth. I believe that a spiritual path that does not 
engage with individual and collective shadow work can be harmful. I have been 
a formal student of many traditions on my way towards becoming a healer in 
service to self, earth, and other. My current healing work draws from the deep 
and ancient wells of ancestral lineage healing, rites of passage, ceremony, ritual, 
embodied social justice, the community healing arts, and somatic energy work. 

Finally, I use the term activist here in its traditional form, referring to bod-
ies that take action in a public forum with the purpose of demanding or direct-
ly creating socio-political change. I refer here to “outer” activism speci$cally 
as action that primarily engages with the outer world of policies, laws, and 
organizations, through the mostly nonviolent methods of protest, advocacy, 
boycotts, and civil disobedience, for example. In this realm, I write as a schol-
ar-practitioner of peace and con#ict studies who is engaged in community-led 
Participatory Action Research as an anti-colonial and anti-racist research meth-
od.10 My current work arises from a partnership with Yakjah Reconciliation 
and Development Network, a youth-led organization in northwestern India 

https://www.peaceinsight.org/en/organisations/yakjah/?location=india&theme
https://www.peaceinsight.org/en/organisations/yakjah/?location=india&theme


hEALInG ThE DISEMBODIED SACRED

83 Vol. 8(1) | Summer 2021

that works with young people divided in identity across regional, ethnic, re-
ligious, ideological, and political fault lines through personal transformation 
and generative peace leadership. Our project explores inner–outer transforma-
tion in a con#ict context, with a particular interest in the way that psycho-spir-
itual transformation, healing, and reconciliation facilitates the emergence of 
socio-political peace systems.

I imagine that for many readers, the experience of the spiritual as a separate 
domain from activism feels familiar. In my own life, I have long censored my 
spirituality in activist spaces for fear of not being taken seriously, while ton-
ing down my intellectualism in spiritual spaces for fear of being criticized for 
thinking too much. I, like many of us, was socialized to show up in fragments 
of myself in a culture that is uncomfortable with the holistic and multifaceted. 
I have had many comments along the lines of: “you’re a healer and an aca-
demic? Aren’t those such di"erent things?” For so long, I falsely identi$ed the 
spiritual and political as dueling aspects of my identity. !e way that each com-
munity perceived me also seemed to deepen the dualism. In spiritual spaces, I 
have felt seen as my universal, human inner self. In activist spaces, I have felt 
seen almost exclusively as my outer self: as a white, cis-gendered, hetero female 
and an American expat of European-ancestry living in Australia. !is outer 
identity has allowed others to locate me within the hierarchies and histories 
that have partially determined my privilege, my platform, and my path. How-
ever, in those activist spaces, my inner, spiritual identity has always jostled for 
an equally valid place, asking me (and all of us) not to get stuck in what Vigdis 
Broch-Due calls the “thingness” of identity.11 !is thingness must be balanced 
with the beingness of my identity—the invitational and expansive self rather 
than the self that is bounded and bordered, and possibly divisive. 

I now know that this self-made split between my inner and outer identi-
ties was driven by a yearning to belong to each community rather than to my 
integrated self. !is opened a doorway to self-sabotage and smallness until I 
realized that we will only heal the crisis of belonging by showing up in embod-
ied wholeness. !is, I believe, is the neglected work of the spiritual-political. 
I arrive at this conversation, therefore, as both my inner and outer selves—as 
someone who takes responsibility for my whiteness as much as one who seeks 
to live as a heart-centered human ally beyond the grips of historical context 
and social constructs. When we do not live from the universal and contextual 
identities equally, we show up in pieces, as I did—as either our outer identi-
ty—which leads to disembodied activism—or our inner identity—which leads 
to spiritual bypassing. Reclaiming and embodying the sacred requires us to 
become enmeshed in all of the tangled knots of love and su"ering, light and 
shadow, inner and outer, spiritual and political. 
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Let me explain how I came to this. 

Disembodied Activism
When activism is disembodied, activist spaces feel like a loaded gun aimed 
at that day’s villain. When I use the term “shadow activism,” I mean activism 
that is disembodied. Disembodied, shadow activism is the performance of ex-
ternalization. By this, I mean the tendency of activists to externalize—project 
outward—their own unprocessed inner pain, wounds, rage, and trauma. An-
other way this shows up is as the tendency among some activists to be solely 
intellectually concerned with changing the outer world while neglecting the 
inner. Both of these facets of shadow activism are disembodied. Externalizing 
our pain, rage, or shame allows us to push it away from our bodies rather than 
feeling (and healing) it. Similarly, identifying solely with the intellectual side 
of activism allows us to escape our bodies and our inner worlds by inhabiting 
the mind. 

I $rst experienced shadow activism years ago at an Australian protest for 
Indigenous rights, during the frenzied chants of shame! as our staple slogan. 
Amid the feelings of togetherness and connection in protest, there seemed to 
be something shadowy lurking under the surface—a feeling of disconnect that 
was as palpable as it was invisible. I watched as shame! burst from our lips, 
exploded in the sky like $reworks, then rained back down upon us, settling in 
cold knots in our bellies. I watched as we rode our high horses down the street, 
proclaiming our own moral righteousness in order to shame others who were 
equally convinced of their own. I couldn’t help feeling that the streets were full 
of our own unprocessed and unacknowledged shame, anger, and pain, which 
was too big for us to hold inside our own bodies. Were we unconsciously using 
the movement as our personal therapy space?12 Were we really creating a new 
world that felt any di"erent from the energy of the old one—the one that got 
us into this mess in the $rst place?

!e phenomenon of externalization is understandable and unsurprising in 
a society that normalizes symptom suppression rather than holistic healing. It 
is also unsurprising for protest spaces to be $lled with rage; anger is a necessary 
“$ght response” to danger. However, unhealed trauma seeps out of us in un-
conscious ways. Perhaps creating villains, whether white police o%cers, Presi-
dent Trump, or COVID-19, is easier—and may even come more naturally to 
us—than the messy, courageous, and uncomfortably confrontational work of 
relational healing. !e latter requires tools that are not readily at our disposal.

Trauma hinders our ability to metabolize rage or shame in our bodies.13 
!is is because trauma is a disembodying and fragmenting experience. If the 
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sacred arises from union and wholeness, then desacralization arises from frag-
mentation and disembodiment. Trauma causes separation between self and 
body, self and other, self and earth. In the face of real or perceived danger, the 
hormonal and neuromuscular trauma response can get “stuck” in our body 
and stored in our cells. Often the su"erer remains in a long-term state of fear 
until the trauma is healed, which can occur by coming back into union with 
the body.14 Until then, they may experience disconnection or numbness from 
the body (disembodiment) and may feel chronically unsafe.15 From a shamanic 
perspective, trauma causes a part of the soul to leave the body and $nd solace 
in another realm in order to survive the event.16 

Trauma is also transferred inter-generationally through our social and cul-
tural behaviors as well as through our DNA.17 We are all born with the trauma 
of our ancestors inside of our bodies. In America, our pain is centuries old. 
It has simply taken di"erent forms and storylines, with di"erent victim and 
oppressor roles through the ages, transferred between bodies and souls more 
than policies and ideologies. For some, it is trauma that began in the bodies 
of indigenous Europeans in the Middle Ages, who, after being tortured and 
oppressed, eventually became settler colonialists centuries later, transforming 
their pain into force. !is often occurs when trauma is unhealed.18 Victims of 
trauma are not, of course, at fault for transferring or externalizing their pain. 
Rather, trauma-informed healing is needed, both on an individual and collec-
tive level: deep, challenging, relational, cultural work that requires us to show 
up for our own healing and the healing of others in our communities, with 
radical support and accountability. 

In activist spaces, the disembodied, externalized shadow can be seen in the 
toxic call-out and “cancel” culture, whereby people publicly shame or socially 
ostracize others for political incorrectness or (less frequently) for hate speech 
on social media and in online activist spaces. As Maisha Johnson reminds us, 
standing up for others who are genuinely harmed is important, but “if it in-
cludes shaming, isolating, and punishing the people responsible for causing 
harm, it also just repeats the same tactics of the systems of oppression we’re 
trying to move away from.”19 Publicly shaming or cancelling someone is per-
formative activism, whereby the person is more concerned with their public 
image of being “right” than with actually creating a di"erent world.20 Some 
activist spaces have become exclusive clubs functioning as the “self-appoint-
ed guardians of political purity” while often turning activism into “ruthless 
hazing,” as Loretta Ross observes.21 !e canceler gains a false sense of power, 
self-righteousness, and in-group social acceptance by demonizing a member of 
an out-group. Meanwhile, the canceled person may be plunged more deeply 
into their own shame, isolation, and pain, which may spark worse con#ict 
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down the line. Here I am not excusing hate speech or genuine harm, but point-
ing to the cascading danger of externalized and unmetabolized pain. 

Disembodied Spirituality 
In spiritual circles, the disembodiment of the sacred often reveals itself as a de-
tachment from the dark and ominous places of our inner and outer landscapes. 
I myself have participated in spiritual bypassing, getting lost in the headiness 
of an out-of-body spiritual experience. I became attached to the vision of a 
utopian society, so sure we could summon it into existence through love alone. 
I remember slipping into the seductive thought train of: If everyone just thought 
like us, the world would be a better place. !is carried a tone of arrogance in me; 
it was judgmental and divisive and did not meet the self and other where they 
were. It is the kind of thought stream, I reminded myself, that echoes the other 
side; I imagined those in oppositional stances saying: If everyone just thought 
like us, the world would be a better place. !e self-help and self-care bliss bubbles 
I once found myself in were premised around feeling good, gifted, or special. 
!ey allowed us to be “in our own #ow” instead of demanding that we show 
up for ourselves and for each other in self-responsible and self-re#ective service 
to the world. 

Spiritual bypassing also presents itself as the resentful escapism expressed 
by those who do not feel personally responsible for healing the oppressive 
structures that they personally did not create (e.g., the military industrial com-
plex, racism, capitalism) but nonetheless are advantaged by. It is echoed in 
statements such as: But, I personally am not racist; or, But, my ancestors had 
nothing to do with slavery. !is form of bypassing denies ourselves as healers in 
a relational web whose allied bodies share space with the bodies of our human 
kin, whose pain mirrors our own, albeit wrapped in di"erent stories and lived 
experiences. !is form of bypassing only serves to “shore up a shaky sense of 
self ” and provide solace for a self-centered ego.22 We do not heal ourselves so 
that we can live in isolation and self-service. We heal in order to stitch our frag-
mented selves back into wholeness. !is begins in our own bodies and extends 
from ours to other bodies. 

Spiritual bypassing comes in part from modern society’s collective disem-
bodiment of the earthly sacred. !is disembodiment, in part, can be traced 
back to the Enlightenment era, when the triumph of the scienti$c paradigm 
sowed the seeds for the physical and epistemic violence of colonization. It was 
at this time that the “story of separation” between self, spirit, and nature took 
root in many of our bodies. !e institutionalization of the sacred in the form 
of organized religion created a separation between the sacred and the secu-
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lar, the sacred and the body, and also between the sacred and social justice.23 
!e dis-spiriting of the everyday, earthly world and the divine, erotic human 
body was grounded in the new “story of separation,” meaning the rational-ma-
terial, logical, individualistic narrative that still pervades today.24 As Daniel 
Foor points out, the harm caused by the Roman and Christian empires to 
indigenous, pre-Christian Europeans included forced separation from their 
earth-honoring ways, rituals, land, traditions, and ancestors. !e triumph of 
individualism rejected a wider belonging—to a relational web of human and 
other-than-human kin.25 Like any other trauma, this caused individual and 
collective fragmentation, recycled as violence and oppression down the line by 
European settler colonialists. 

!is story of separation ran through my own blood as a spiritual-cultur-
al-ancestral amnesia that is common to many of us of European descent. I 
recall here the words of activist Lyla June of Diné (Navajo), Tsétsêhéstâhese 
(Cheyenne), and European lineages in describing her European ancestors as 
those who live “quietly within us like a dream we can’t quite remember.”26 !is 
amnesia has become a foundation for spiritual bypassing for many of European 
ancestry, as we often practice spirituality in separation from our cultural, his-
torical, and ancestral roots. We feel a silent longing that we can’t quite place. 

How Can We Embody the Sacred in Activism and 
Spirituality?
If the root of disembodiment is fragmentation arising from unhealed pain and 
unintegrated shadows, then the antidote is healing towards reembodied whole-
ness. !is requires that we embody the sacred—that we fuse body and earth, 
self and other, part and whole. Zournazi and Wenders posit that the sacred is 
a “bridge between the worlds of violence and the worlds of peace.”27 Walking 
across the bridge leads us to the embodied experience of the sacred and a deep-
er sense of belonging. !is requires that we develop an ecology of mind, as 
Bateson suggested, so that we can better locate ourselves within the sacred web 
of interconnection, and so that we can see and feel the connection between our 
inner and outer worlds.28 Our inner (psycho-spiritual) and outer (socio-po-
litical) worlds are simply fractal mirrors of one another.29 We are not separate 
from the events that occur in the outer world, such as war, violence, hunger, 
poverty, or rape. Rather we experience them in our own bodies; our identities 
and emotions and spirits are shaped by them, whether or not we are conscious 
of it. In order to transform and heal any of these things in the outer world, we 
must understand the ways in which we embody them and partake in them. 
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Nothing in a relational world is independent of anything else. Outer healing 
always requires inner healing, and vise versa; they are not separate phenomena.

Merging activism with the sacred may suggest the term “sacred activism” as 
an obvious and $tting description.30 !ough useful and important, this term 
can easily engender a misrepresentation of the sacred and therefore must be 
carefully articulated. As Bayo Akomolafe argues, sacred activism cannot be 
thought of as a simple summation of spirituality plus activism. He writes: 

“!is binarization of the spiritual and the ordinary presumes that 
traditional activisms and related social justice practices are devoid of 
the sacred, awaiting some overt ritual in order to transmute the banal 
into the spiritual. Even more dangerously, it presupposes the $xity 
of our goals and objectives – making spirituality the mere means to 
already given ends.”31

!e sacred is not the missing ingredient to sprinkle on top of activism in order 
to make it more e"ective, but rather is the entire framework within which we 
take action. It is the relational structure inhabited by our bodies and spirits. 

When the sacred is used as a new-age buzzword rather than lived and em-
bodied, it is cheapened and tokenized. It may produce what Meera Sabaratnam 
calls “avatars of Eurocentrism,” whereby people of European ancestry contin-
ue to reproduce Eurocentric ideas (even in supposedly anti-colonial work) by 
intellectualizing (and therefore disembodying) the sacred.32 For example, the 
sacred is sometimes studied or spoken about as a somewhat “folk” idea that 
“traditional cultures” believe in, rather than a universal experience that occurs 
in each of our bodies. !erefore, sacred activism must also be embodied ac-
tivism, recognizing that the body is an expression of the ecological sacred and 
that it also performs the political on a micro level. Transforming oppressive 
structures must include the transformation of the body and its micro-actions 
in the world, from body language to emotional response.33 

My journey towards embodying the sacred in both my spiritual and ac-
tivist practices has largely been one of remembering. For me, as someone who 
did not grow up with religion, but whose church was the forest and $elds, 
reclaiming the sacred in my own life has been, in some ways, an anti-colonial 
act of remembering who my people were before colonization, and even be-
fore we were identi$ed as white, while simultaneously healing the violence of 
whiteness in my body.34 Understanding the pain of my ancestors has allowed 
me to understand my own. Connecting with them has allowed me to identify 
the generational shadow patterns in my lineage and in my culture that make 
themselves known through my body, from dreams to chronic illness, ancient 
body memories to hidden gifts, unexplainable fears to unknown grief. My own 
healing path has encouraged me to remember how to be a child of the earth 
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again, how to fully inhabit my body and process the generations’ worth of pain 
and separation I found there, how to live in a wider arc of time and selfhood, 
and how to access the deep wisdom of my lineages rather than shun them out 
of white guilt and shame—a poison that heals no one. I keep the words of Joy 
Harjo close to my heart:

Remember the earth whose skin you are: 
red earth, black earth, yellow earth, white earth 
brown earth, we are earth. 
Remember the plants, trees, animal life who all have their 
tribes, their families, their histories, too. Talk to them, 
listen to them. !ey are alive poems. 
Remember the wind. Remember her voice. She knows the 
origin of this universe. 
Remember you are all people and all people 
are you. 
Remember you are this universe and this 
universe is you. 
Remember all is in motion, is growing, is you. 
Remember language comes from this. 
Remember the dance language is, that life is. 
Remember.35

Integrating Inner and Outer Activism 
In order to engage in both inner activism (inside–out change) and outer ac-
tivism (outside–in change), we must integrate our inner, spiritual and outer, 
political identities. To do so, we must accept that the psycho-spiritual is polit-
ical and vice versa. !e outer world we create re#ects the health of our inner 
worlds, while the health of our inner worlds is deeply a"ected by violence and 
disease in the outer world. Focusing solely upon outer activism ignores and 
sustains violence and disease within our bodies, while focusing solely on inner 
activism ignores the urgency of injustices around us. While our outer social 
structures may seem solid and inanimate (consisting of things like prisons, 
banks, and laws), they are based upon mere agreements, emotions, and choices 
formed in our inner worlds, sown with seeds of trauma. !erefore, we cannot 
simply replace the bad ideas of oppressive systems with better ideas; we must 
heal the relationships that have sustained them.

For example, the public execution of a black man by a white police o%cer 
is both an injustice in itself and a symptom of a deeper relational discord that 
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originates within the self and manifests in outer structures and systems. Police 
o%cers must be accountable allies in their own inner healing as well as our 
collective outer healing. !is cannot be suggested in a patronizing, judgmental, 
or tokenistic manner, but rather with empathy, camaraderie, and compassion. 
Doing so requires that we all step into greater psychological and spiritual matu-
rity; as Ken Wilber argues, we must “grow up” and “wake up” simultaneously.36 
Only then can we show up in embodied, sacred activism.

What does embodied activism look like in practice? First, embodied, sa-
cred activism looks like an everyday, every-moment practice. It begins with 
deeply inhabiting our own bodies with compassionate curiosity for all that 
we might $nd there—pain, shame, joy, ecstasy. When we understand that the 
systems around us are not simply happening to us, but rather that we are par-
ticipating in their continuous renewal with every breath, thought, action, and 
embodied choice, we must demand a new form of agency and responsibility 
from ourselves. !is may seem to be a controversial statement for those who 
are victims of an oppressive system. !eir role is most de$nitely not to “pull 
themselves up by their bootstraps” or “change their attitude” (which sounds a 
lot like spiritual bypassing). Rather, what is required for all of us is to embody 
a wider sense of self and locate ourselves in a deeper sense of time in order to 
understand the complex cycles of violence that span generations and occupy 
both inner and outer worlds.

It is time to pay attention to webbed roots rather than fragmented symp-
toms. Doing so requires us to move beyond too $rm an attachment to vic-
tim-oppressor narratives, or the ownership of our pain, or remaining isolated 
in our outer identity groups. We must recognize that a better world requires 
the healing of both oppressors and victims, and that our pain is collective and 
shared. !is does not undermine the victim’s experience, nor ignore the justice 
that must be brought to oppressors, nor justify oppression. Rather, it helps us 
move through and beyond an oppositional narrative by way of healing, reconcil-
iation, and restorative justice where possible and appropriate. Relational heal-
ing looks like leaning into one another, recognizing that our pain is mirrored 
in one another across multiple lines of identity, stories, and lived experiences. 
Such healing calls on each one of us—regardless of our story—into responsibil-
ity for healing self, earth, and other. !is is the act of becoming whole. 

!is asks us not to rely on other activists to do our work for us, but for 
each of us to be accountable for our embodied micro-actions in every moment. 
!is is not to say that each victim is alone responsible for healing their trauma 
(which is a common sentiment of victim-blaming). Rather, it points to our 
collective necessity as a relational community to undertake this work together. 
It is imperative that deep, trauma-informed healing work be socially normal-
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ized and given greater support, resources, and attention. I think here of Brené 
Brown’s Shame Resilience !eory, for example, which o"ers us a framework 
for healing shame so that it is no longer externalized in the form of violence, 
domination, or division.37 !is is the work of embodied, sacred devotion to 
self, earth, and other. It is never $nished. We are never fully “healed.” !e work 
may get easier and more familiar, yes, but there is always more to do. !is path 
requires us all to become provocative bridge-walkers between inner and outer, 
the political and the spiritual. 

Second, we must prioritize creating accessible, inviting spaces in which to 
undertake this work. So far, I have mainly stumbled upon these treasured spac-
es in small, informal pockets of established communities, though they certainly 
exist in abundance around the world, albeit less visibly than those that main-
tain a strict boundary between matters of spirituality and society. I envision, 
for example, community spaces that host dialogue and deep-listening circles, 
which are grounded in a spiritual, earth-based ethos that helps us to remember 
how to embody the sacred and speak from the heart. I envision spaces where 
we can slow down and remember how to simply be together again in sacred 
connection with each other and the earth. I envision community spaces that 
help us to heal and inhabit our bodies as vessels of the interconnected sacred. 
Our bodies are the meeting place between the universal and contextual. At 
one level, our pain is universal and physiologically experienced the same way 
in our inner selves. At another level, our pain is contextual, wrapped in social 
and political structures and outer identities that di"erentiate our pain and the 
stories it tells. Embodied healing therefore helps to create spaces where we can 
share our universal experience as much as we can honor our di"erent lived 
experiences.

As a necessity, these healing spaces must be safe spaces.38 It is also import-
ant, however, to caution here against slipping into another form of bypassing: 
becoming “too safe.” By this I mean protecting ourselves from the world and 
our own transgressions rather than sitting together in the discomfort of our 
triggers and individual shadows with curious inquiry. !is requires a masterful 
balance of trauma-informed facilitation and the creation of a “brave space” 
where we agree to take ourselves to our edges.39 !ere, we can aim to catalyze 
post-traumatic growth—the positive change that occurs after healing.40 In such 
brave healing spaces, we must aim to work with “clean pain,” which Resmaa 
Menakem di"erentiates from the “dirty pain” that I have articulated as shadow 
activism, exempli$ed earlier by toxic “cancel culture” and rage-$lled protest 
spaces, where we externalize or project our own unprocessed pain and shame.41 
Resmaa Menakem writes: 
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“Clean pain is the pain that mends and can build your capacity for 
growth… Dirty pain is the pain of avoidance, blame, and denial. 
When people respond from their most wounded parts, become cruel 
or violent, or physically or emotionally run away, they experience 
dirty pain. !ey also create more of it for themselves and others.”42 

I think here of Andrew Harvey’s distinction between rage and holy outrage.43 
When we experience our rage personally, we may externalize it as dirty pain. 
When we allow our pain to become impersonal, we can transmute it into holy 
outrage: a force of healing grounded in a vision for a better world.

!is kind of healing is not easy or always possible for the many folks who 
are retraumatized in their everyday lives by the oppressive systems we live with-
in. !erefore, it is important that we create spaces that are culturally and so-
cially speci$c, such as BIPOC-only healing spaces, which white folks need to 
actively support and make room for, as Kelsey Blackwell argues.44 It is also im-
perative to forge new spaces for inter-group healing where we can deepen into 
relationality towards embodied liberation. Currently, however, we are short 
on these kinds of spaces. For the most part, the spiritual and the socio-po-
litical occupy separate spaces in our society. We have town halls and public 
squares for activism, and the therapist’s o%ce for inner healing (or perhaps 
more accurately, psychological symptom-management). !ere are, of course, 
wonderful initiatives at this nexus worth mentioning. For example: those do-
ing embodied, trauma-informed healing work through yoga towards resilient 
social justice, such as Becky !ompson’s Survivors on the Yoga Mat,45 or Yoga 
for 12-Step Recovery.46 However, our communities need a broader range of 
resources, which means that we bridge-walkers must do the work of main-
streaming, normalizing, sharing, and advocating for these practices, as well as 
making these practices inviting rather than exclusive.

For my fellow scholar-practitioners, we can become embodied sacred activ-
ists by using body, mind, and spirit equally in our research.47 We can begin to 
overcome the epistemic violence of colonization by challenging the mind-body 
and spiritual-material dualisms engrained in Eurocentric thought. We must 
welcome the sacred back into the desacralized academic world by centering 
other ways of knowing (for example, through the body, dreams, and intuition) 
and by including other beings in our research (such as the land or the ances-
tors). If we wish to truly decolonize academia, for example, it is high time 
that we recognize such universally human ways of knowing as valid research 
methods rather than shun them as “unacademic.” As Meyer writes: “Other 
ways of knowing something must be introduced if we are to evolve into a more 
enlightened society.”48 Knowledge that does not bring healing, and that does 
not “surprise, encourage, or expand our awareness,” argues Meyer, is not the 
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knowledge we need now.49 Research must be in service to the world, and there-
fore must be both an intellectual and spiritual pursuit.50

Embodying the Sacred Towards Social Justice 
!e past year has o"ered us a reckoning. !e murder of George Floyd by a 
white police o%cer was the proverbial straw to break the back of silence, ig-
norance, and apathy around white-body supremacy. However, this event was 
a single frame in a centuries-long biopic of racism and the construction of hu-
man-made whiteness. Meanwhile, COVID-19 has presented itself as an oth-
er-than-human kin arriving to ask us to examine our shadow, to ask where it 
hurts and how we might heal. It has been a messenger of the sacred, ushering 
us from disease to harmony, waking us from our slumber, and bringing us into 
di%cult conversation. We are always healing, always learning, and always mak-
ing mistakes. If we commit to greeting each other in our vulnerable unfolding, 
then we commit to doing the work with open hearts. 

Standing at the nexus of the spiritual and political demands a particular 
line of questioning around how we might do better. What I have outlined here 
is a single thread in a much larger fabric of voices. But I believe that all of our 
work together must begin by embodying the sacred in order to integrate inner 
and outer healing work. We must not fall into the traps of spiritual bypassing 
by sidestepping the shadowy depths of su"ering on a quest for unity and peace, 
and we must not ignore the trauma that lives in our bodies, our ancestors, and 
our future kin. I am summoning holistic, community-driven activism to heal 
false divides with inclusivity, courage, and self-responsibility, so that we no 
longer wield our pain as weapons. It is within these spaces that we can hold and 
witness one another in the humble messiness of this work to reweave sacred 
relationship between self, earth, and other.
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