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This semester I am on sabbatical and I decided to shift some gears in my scholarship. I have
depended so much on a certain scholarship for my teaching that I feel now another world is
opening for me.  Since I  opened myself  to a different relationship with the earth,  one of
allowing myself to be affected by it, so many things are happening to me. I have always been
eager to know everything I can learn about what I hear, touch, and see. My library is way too
big and what could have been my retirement is now composed of shelves packed with books.
For a few years there has been something growing in me that tells me to slow down that
eagerness and sheer desperation. A while ago I lost 1,600 computer files with all my texts,
books, scholarship, research, which was devastating. I was thrown into a place of fear, grief,
anger, and loss. I felt like I had nothing to rely on. After a long period of reflection, I now
wonder if  it  was my own unconscious telling me: enough with that,  that eagerness,  that
desperation to know. I started pondering my reasons for hiding under those unfulfilled desires.
Was I trying to cover up everything that I actually don’t know and am so afraid people will
discover about  me? What was this  desperate need to  try  to  know everything? I  am still
wrestling with it. And let me say, books haven’t stopped arriving. But now that I am trying to
figure out how to pay attention to the earth, I have more to learn and more to read and have to
pay attention differently.

There is something in me now that is  closer to joy than obligation when I  read, when I
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research, when I teach. As I move closer to the earth, I am trying to do what the Brazilian song
says: “Caress the earth, know the desires of the earth.” As I do this I am getting closer to
myself and whole new worlds are opening up. And that means other ways of learning, teaching,
relating. As I learn with indigenous people that the earth is always inhabited by doubles and
multiples and other natural and social relationships, I am discovering the joy of my symbiotic
being and keep pondering what it means to live in these forms of world relations.

My spirituality, always so much dependent on modern forms of thinking, is now becoming
freer, as I search for untapped forms of my own traditions and other wisdoms and ways of
being. I feel I need to know the world through my belly button, through my intuition, through
my perception, but how do I do that?

This discovery is pushing me to a world of feelings and sensations, experiences and knowing,
that are pretty much anathema for proper scholarship. But I am allowing myself to feel with
other beings in ways that I  never allowed myself  to do and be before.  I  am gaining the
company of other thinkers: other theologians, artists, anthropologists, biologists, geologists,
and indigenous thinkers guide me.

It was during COVID-19 that the idea of a play came to me. It started with a visitation from my
father who was a fantastic artist with a combination of many gifts: a musician, a clown, a
theater actor, a song writer, a movie buff, an inventor of games, a poet. During my daily walks
I felt his presence. He came to me as a clown and a question started to circulate in my head
and my body: How can we engage climate catastrophe, devastation, and grief using humor and
laughter? What if a clown walked around the earth figuring out its disasters, sadness, and
losses and responded like a clown with naiveté, stupidity, awkwardness, lightness, and humor?
Since then, the idea of a play has stayed with me.

I have written a script and am looking for funds. But how do we raise funds when all we know
in  academia  is  about  writing  books,  editing  books,  articles,  journals,  and  so  forth?
Furthermore, the word “clown” is a red nose, oops, a red flag to any serious scholarship. I tried
applying for scholarships from the usual places I know to no avail. They all look for innovative
thinking, but let us be honest, even the word innovative has limits. Clowning? Really? A friend
who proofread my proposal asked, “Do you really need to use the word ‘clown’?” It was a great
question and I laughed. Fundraising seeming hopeless, I started to save money. I asked my
school for help, and I am getting great support which I am so grateful for, and I feel blessed.
But this project will need more money and I am trying in every way I can to get some.

I decided to include students and created a class on humor, laughter, and performance in
order to do this through pedagogical lenses. I will teach this class with a musician and scholar
from the Ifá tradition in Brazil. Here is the course proposal:

 

Humor and Laughter: Resilience and Resistance Across Religious Traditions
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To  be  able  to  laugh,  be  humorous,  and  silly  are  tremendous  ways  to  resist,  show
love/compassion,  and  affirm  life  at  a  time  when  depression,  anger,  sadness,  climate
catastrophes, and disasters of all kinds are piling up. This course focuses on the following
resources  of  world  sense:  the  Russian  Christian  tradition  of  the  Holy  Fool,  Indigenous
traditions of Coyote, Afrodiasporic oralities present in the sacred Itan of Ifá, and the multiple
presences of Exu with the recognition of the coexistence of positive and negative forces. This
course is a theoretical-practical introduction to religious humor and laughter through musical
improvisation, sound sculpture, dance, and ritual-performance integrating the senses with the
environment. The course will end with a collective performance/play called When Pachamama
Meets Gaia. This course is taught by religious teachers/performers who have their foundations
crossed by the religious traditions of Christianity and Ifá.

Now I need to catch up with my own ideas and proposals. The syllabus is on the way but the
most difficult thing now is practicing so my clown can come to life. Next time I will say more
about the show and the processes of transformation I am having to go through in order to do
this.
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