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KRYS MARSHALL: So, unfortunately, for the black community, you know, we've got this 
gigantic cross to bear of being seen as less than, worthless, valueless by the world. And then 
we also have this internal experience of wanting to work like hell to prove to people that we're 
not what they say about us, and work like hell to not be those stereotypes, and also find a way 
in the midst of all that have healthy romantic relationships, to have healthy self esteem, to think 
highly of yourself. You know, I feel like I've worked really hard at seeing the best in me, and 
even now, you asked me to participate in an opportunity, and my first thought is, “I'm not good 
enough for that.” It just brings so much pain to me because I know that there are so many girls 
like me out there who have experienced so much, just exhaustive pain, and they don't know 
what to do with it. So part of me was afraid of having this conversation to let the world know that 
I go to therapy, to let the world know that I don't have it all figured out.  
 
[music playing] 
 
LINDSAY KOLSCH: You're listening to the To Write Love on Her Arms Podcast, a show about 
mental health and the things that make us human. Each episode we bring you conversations 
about the things that can feel hard to talk about, like depression, addiction, self-injury, and 
suicide. We share stories and explore big themes like hope, healing, and recovery. 
 
A quick warning on this episode: there is some strong language used, so please consider that 
before listening.  
 
[music playing]  
 
CHAD MOSES: Hey everyone, it’s Chad Moses, TWLOHA’s Director of Outreach. There’s 
something important we want to share with you today. In the midst of an on-going pandemic, we 
have witnessed heartbreaking injustice with the deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and 
Ahmaud Arbery. This loss of life has further exposed the systemic racism that exists in our 
country.  
 
At TWLOHA, our mission is to care for the well-being of people, and caring for people has to 
also mean caring about the things that affect them. Black lives matter.  
And that means Black mental health has to matter too. We have learned from the Black 
Emotional And Mental Health Collective that “Black people are 7 times more likely to live in 
areas with limited access to mental health care. There is a shortage of black mental health 
providers, and only a third of Black people who need mental health services receive treatment.” 
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And while speaking up in support and calling for justice and change is an integral piece, we also 
want to create space on our platform, on this podcast, to listen to Black voices, to hear their 
stories and learn how we as a collective can be part of the change. So today we’re sharing two 
conversations with you that originally aired as an Instagram Live session. First, you’ll hear from 
Krys Marshall, an actress currently starring in the AppleTV+ show For All Mankind talking with 
our founder Jamie Tworkowski. Then you’ll hear from author, artist, and girl dad Joél Leon.  
Thank you for showing up with us to listen and to learn. And now, here’s Krys and Jamie.  
 
[music playing] 
 
JAMIE TWORKOWSKI: Welcome to a really special edition of TWLOHA at Home. I'm going to 
keep this intro these announcements really brief because today is not about me. Today is about 
listening to Black voices. We are honored to have two special guests, two Black voices, who will 
be joining us today for the next hour. Excited to talk to two new friends. Krys Marshall will be 
joining us from Atlanta, and Joél Leon will be joining us from Brooklyn, New York. So we're 
going to spend about 30 minutes with each of these two. I want to say from the beginning, and I 
say this on behalf of our team, on behalf of the organization, we believe that Black lives matter. 
And with that, we know that Black people are whole people, and in order to live out the belief 
that Black Lives Matter, we have to acknowledge that Black people have a mental health 
experience. So today is about the intersection of race and mental health, and also specific to 
this moment we find ourselves in today is about the intersection of racism and mental health. 
We are here to listen and honor and learn from our two guests today. With that I'm going to 
bring on Krys Marshall. Hi! 
  
KRYS MARSHALL: Hi! 
 
JAMIE: It's good to see you.  
 
KRYS: It is good to see you, too. How are you? 
 
JAMIE: I'm good. I know LA is home but you are in Atlanta, Georgia right now. Right? 
  
KRYS: I am. When I came here, I had no idea that the world would erupt while I was gone. And 
I have to say, it has just been such such a crazy, fortunate experience to be here with my family. 
Obviously, I love my friends. I love my husband. I'm married to a white man. But there is 
something that is so nurturing and so fulfilling with being with people who you don't have to 
explain, have to translate. And I hope that as I'm saying this, I hope that as I say everything, that 
what I'm saying is taken in the spirit in which I mean it, which is from love and from 
understanding and just trying to do my part to just illuminate people, of, you know, what my 
experience is like. I said to a girlfriend of mine that it's sort of like, if you learn English as a 
second language, you know it fluently, but there's always that mother tongue that's in your ear 
that there is no translation. That's how it feels to be home. 
  



JAMIE: So we're gonna get to our mutual friend, and we will get to our mutual friend is a 
classmate of yours on the show For All Mankind. But I think as a place to start, you are a 
daughter. You are a wife. I wonder if you could just share a few of the other hats that you wear. 
  
KRYS: Yeah. I am a daughter. I'm a wife. I'm an actor. I'm a black woman in case y’all hadn't 
noticed. And you know, it's funny like I've never lived my life as anybody else. I didn't get to do 
my first round as a six-foot-four white man, like this is my only time on earth.  
  
JAMIE: I'm actually doing that.  
  
KRYS: It’s nice! Are you guys having fun? It looks like a nice time for you guys.  
 
JAMIE: We have a lot to learn. 
 
KRYS: So yeah, those are sort of my monikers. But beneath that all, without sounding trite, I 
think I'm an empathic person. It means so much to me. As you came to me with this opportunity 
to come on and have a conversation, and my first thought was, “What do I have to say, what 
light can I bring to this? What responsibility can I uphold? Because I'm just me. I don't have a 
voice in this, and people who are smarter than me and wiser than me and have gone to school 
for this, they should be the ones that you should talk to. Don't bother me, Jamie, please let me 
just sit back with the rest of the ding-dongs.” When you and I had that conversation, you just 
said, “Your voice matters. Of course, it matters. I want to hear from you.” It just dawned on me 
that for such a long time, I think the world has placed that sort of burden on women and that 
burden on Black women that you guys should sit back and let other people who are wiser, 
smarter, stronger, male–we'll take it from here. So this experience, this little microcosm of you 
asking me and me saying first, “No,” and then eventually saying, “Yes,” is a microcosm for a lot 
of what life is like to be a Black woman. 
  
JAMIE: I know she would not want to be the hero in today's story, but I want to acknowledge the 
person who connected us. Someone who I think really highly of and I know this person just 
raves about you. So our mutual friend is Chantel VanSanten, who is your co-star in For All 
Mankind, and I wonder if you want to share anything about that friendship because it sounds 
like it means the world to her. 
  
KRYS: The feeling's mutual. She is such an open spirit and such a great girl. When all of this 
was sort of erupting, I guess you guys had already had a planned talk about mental health and 
her journey with mental health and being in therapy. And so it sort of fell in this moment. Chantel 
said to you, “Thank you for the opportunity. I don't know if the voice of a white woman is what 
the world needs right now. I think that I want to pass this opportunity over to my girlfriend, Krys.” 
And so she brought it to me. And like I said, immediately, I was like, “Girl, man, no, no, no. I'm 
not about to get on the internet and say the wrong thing and have everybody hate me! Not 
today. Nope! I will sit back.” But yeah, she just reminded me that there are girls like me out there 
who have what on the outside might look like an easy life, and they could say, “I don't have a 



role in this. I don't know what to even say to inspire others.” And I'm seeing now in this moment 
that that's just not true. So, thank you for the opportunity. And thank you Chantel for putting my 
hat in the ring. 
  
JAMIE: Absolutely. So we touched on this a little bit when we spoke earlier, but we did not have 
an audience earlier. I wonder. Part of what she shared was that you guys have had a dialogue 
about mental health, about each other's mental health. So I wonder, when did you become 
aware of those two words? Or how is that related to your own life or your own story? When does 
mental health enter the picture for you? 
  
KRYS: As I speak to you now I can feel my chest heaving and my hands shaking because this 
for me is such a thick and rife territory with emotion and with guilt and with responsibility. When 
we talk about our ancestors, and we talk about the history, people think about, “How long ago 
was this? We're talking about, you know, the Mayflower, the Nina, the Pinta,” but truthfully, I'm 
talking about my great grandmother. I'm talking about my great grandfather, people who are not 
some distant ancestors, but the people who, in baby photos, are holding me in their arms. 
Friends who are close to me know the history of my family. My great grandfather was lynched, 
and he survived his lynching. My family found out about his lynching, and this is back in the 
1920s, when, although slavery was over, that didn't make difference to the way that Black 
people were treated, and my family were sharecroppers. And so God knows what minor 
infraction that my great grandfather did or didn't do. But the result ended in him being grabbed 
up in the middle of the night, hung from a tree by a lynch mob. And so they waited until he died 
and then they all went to bed, and per usual, Black families back then went and you cut down 
your dead to bury them. And when my family went to cut him down, he was still alive. So I 
literally would not be here if my family had not persevered that kind of strength and face to face 
with murder. 
 
So my family got my great grandfather out in the dead of night and they had to relocate. 
Because back then, if you survived the lynching, they just came back the next day and tried all 
over again. So, this family history sounds probably pretty extraordinary to people who are 
hearing this right now. But I would bet you money that most Black Americans have some 
version of the story in their history. And the lovely thing about being home right now with my 
mom is that she's sharing these stories with me and they touch me. I look at her and think to 
myself, “How did you survive this? How did you come out the other side?” My mom, again, not 
history, my actual mom upstairs in that house was integrated into schools in the fifth grade. She 
spent the first 11 years of her life going to separate schools. She tells me stories about how 
when she was a little girl, she had never met a white person, because the neighborhoods where 
“This is where Black people live, this is where white people live, and there is no in-between.” So 
she was bussed for over an hour to go to an all white school and she was one I think of four kids 
in her fifth grade class who were Black. So, for me to now be in a world where I can marry who I 
want, I can be dear, dear good friends with Chantel and no one blinks an eye about it. We've 
come so far, and yet, we still have so far to go. So coming back full circle to the conversation of 
mental health–you know, when my great-great grandparents are literally cutting people out of 



trees and my mom is being faced with the National Guard as she enters her Elementary School, 
there really isn't an opportunity to talk about self-care and anxiety and depression and all the 
things that human beings have experienced for such a long time. But when actually trying to 
survive is the most important thing for my great grandparents. And then for my mom, trying to 
get to school every day and not get rocks thrown at her. And now for my generation, I am the 
first person in my family to go to individual and couples counseling. I'm the first person in my 
family to have that opportunity, because thank God, my mother is a loving and wonderful person 
and also a successful person. You know, the conversation is both about access to mental health 
and also about economics.  
 
Spoiler alert: it's expensive to go to a therapist, and oftentimes, it's not covered by health 
insurance. So, unfortunately, for the black community, you know, we've got this gigantic cross to 
bear of being seen as less than, worthless, valueless by the world. And then we also have this 
internal experience of wanting to work like hell to prove to people that we're not what they say 
about us, and work like hell to not be those stereotypes, and also find a way in the midst of all 
that have healthy romantic relationships, to have healthy self esteem, to think highly of yourself. 
You know, I feel like I've worked really hard at seeing the best in me, and even now, you asked 
me to participate in an opportunity, and my first thought is, “I'm not good enough for that.” It just 
brings so much pain to me because I know that there are so many girls like me out there who 
have experienced so much, just exhaustive pain, and they don't know what to do with it. So part 
of me was afraid of having this conversation to let the world know that I go to therapy, to let the 
world know that I don't have it all figured out. But then I remind myself that like, I have to be, 
whether I want to or not, I have to be that example. That instance in the world where girls like 
me can see that you don't have to always have it together, that it's okay to ask for help, that it's 
okay to have problems and to seek advice and seek counsel from others. So that's where I land 
in the mental health conversation. It's taken me a long time and I'm still in this moment 
struggling to admit to myself and people in my life that I have struggled with anxiety and 
depression. And I'm moving through it. And that means a lot to me. 
  
JAMIE: Thank you for sharing all of that. I wish I could give you a hug, but for various reasons… 
Yes, a distant, technological hug. You mentioned access. You mentioned finances as it relates 
to getting professional help. I wonder if you encountered a stigma, whether that was within your 
family or friends, as you began to learn and think about mental health and also to maybe get to 
a place of taking that step where it was like, “Hey, I might need to talk to someone.” 
  
KRYS: Absolutely. And I don't want to victimize myself and say, “Oh my god, woah is me. The 
people in my life wouldn’t let me go to therapy!” Absolutely not true. From my family, there was 
encouragement, curiosity, and frankly some defensiveness. Because, you know, I am one of the 
lucky ones. I went to great schools. I went to private schools, I went to Arts Conservatory. I 
never had to worry about where my next meal was coming from. And so I think, from my family, 
and from within myself, there was a sense of “What do you have to be so upset about? What do 
you have to be so afraid of? What do you mean you're anxious? What do you mean depressed? 
Look around you, you have a nice life. You have no right to that.” And so that guilt, I think, is 



universal. I think people everywhere, not just  Black people or women, but people everywhere 
experienced that feeling of self shame, of “I should be able to get this together.” I also think that, 
you know, there's a double edged sword in the way that the world perceives Black women. 
We're often perceived as strong and fearless and you know, full of piss and vinegar. And as I 
just told you stories about, you know, my family who grabbed a man out of a tree and rescued 
him to another city and state. But we aren't always that, and we shouldn't have to always be 
that. We shouldn't have to always shoulder an entire race, or an entire family like my mom did 
as a single mom. And God bless that she did it. I hope she's not too upset about me telling us 
this bit of information. But when I was little, I was four and my dad passed away from pancreatic 
failure, pancreatic cancer. And I remember growing up and saying to my mom, “Wow, you 
know,” I was four and Tracy, my sister, was 11, “You know, when we were little did you just lay 
down and cry.? Didn't you just want to lay down and die? My mom was in her 30s when she 
became a widow, she was a baby in the grand scheme of things. My dad was under 40 when he 
passed away. My mom would always say to me when I was little, “I didn't have the luxury to lay 
around and cry. I didn't have time for that. I had little girls to raise, I had a mortgage to pay. I had 
a car payment to pay. I had school fees to pay for. And so I put one foot in front of the other, 
and I moved forward.” And so I, as a little girl, made that internal vow, unknowingly, that that 
kind of strength was what was expected of me. And so I'm equally so grateful for my mother for 
having set that example. And at the same time, I see now that strength has so many facets, and 
sometimes strength does mean lying down and just crying. So when you know better, you do 
better. Now she's in her 60s, and we continue to have these conversations when I come home. 
Sometimes we laugh and sometimes we yell and sometimes we cry. But we're moving through it 
and finding what the other facets are of strength, which is vulnerability, which is openness, 
which is honestness. 
  
JAMIE: I've been trying, we've been having these conversations throughout the pandemic. So 
for a couple months, we call it “TWLOHA at Home” because most people are at home. And I've 
tried, and it comes from a real curiosity, to ask people: What has prioritizing mental health 
looked like for you in this season? What has self care looked like for you? We now find 
ourselves in another unique season within this pandemic, and so I wonder, even over the last 
eight or nine days, just, have you been conscious of those things in terms of your mental and 
emotional health? Just a bit of maybe what you've been feeling and processing, if you don't 
mind sharing that. 
  
KRYS: If I were to give myself a grade on how I've been processing, I mean, I may have to give 
myself a C-, because it's been tough. As I said, I have never seen anything like what's 
happening in the world right now. And talking to my mom who lived through the civil rights era, 
she has never seen anything like what we see right now. And actually I take back that grade I 
gave myself because the truth is that, I don't know how to do it right. I think having this 
conversation right now is the first step. The other day I wrote a very raw and very honest post 
on social media that, as I typed it out, I could feel my fingers wet with sweat slipping on the 
keys. But for me, I'm trying my best to just practice radical honesty. So radical that I may lose 
friends. (Don't leave friends!) But I find myself just like a vessel of truth. And you know, I would 



hope that anybody who has a chance, please take a look at my post because I spoke from a 
place of real truth and saying that.. I'm letting the cat out of the bag here but... As a Black 
woman, and probably as a Black man, too... I've never been a Black man before… But, as a 
Black woman, you learn to lie. You learn to be pulled over by a cop who approaches your car 
with his hand already on the holster. The first thing he says is not “License and registration.” 
The first thing he says is “Whose car is this?” You learn to speak in your most white voice when 
you speak to someone of authority. You learn to have that aggressively terrifying, trying 
experience, receive the ticket from the officer, pull into your office and go, “Good morning, 
everybody! Hey, David, how's it going? How's the weekend? How are the girls? Did they win the 
soccer match?” You learn to be a bullshit artist. Because you can't go... I can't walk on set and 
folks say, “Hey, Krys, how's it going?” And I tell the actual truth of what I'm going through. I can't 
do that. You know, a few weeks ago, the girls and I, from my show, we did a fun little pandemic 
talk. We just, each of us spent 30 minutes talking and Chantel was our host. And we talked 
about you know, what we're doing in quarantine. And we talked about For All Mankind and we 
just had an open dialogue. And unbeknownst to me in the comments, someone beneath wrote 
“n*****. n*****. n*****.” Thank God, I continued the conversation and just looked at my friend and 
carried on. And it wasn't until later when I watched the playback that I saw. “Oh my god, you 
know, someone just spent their entire 30 minutes just typing out n*****.” And Chantel saw it and 
she blocked him. She said to me, “I am so sorry that happened.” And my response was, “This is 
it. This is my life.” That shouldn't have to be. And I'm seeing now, as painful as it is for all of us 
to just excavate and tear up and lance all of these boils, this is the way in which we move 
forward. Police officers don't just wake up in the morning and decide to shoot Black people. It 
siphons down. It begins with taking two job applications, one that says Jennifer Jones, and one 
that says Rashida Jones and passing Rashida in the rubbish and putting Jennifer on the top of 
the pile. It goes down beneath that to stopping in traffic and seeing somebody Black cut you off, 
then saying the N word. The hatred and venom to people of color, it begins at the nucleus. And 
so, you know, the grand scheme, the big picture, the thing that's above the iceberg that's on the 
top of the water surface, is seeing a man like George Floyd be stomped to death. But it happens 
long before that. And so I hope that the people who see this can say to themselves, “Holy moly, 
I don't have to fix it all. But what I can do is make sure that, when I hire a wedding planner, that I 
look for both Black people, white people, Hispanic people, people of all else, to find you the best 
wedding planner. Whatever occupation that I'm looking to hire, if I have the position to hire, that 
I look to see, “Can I bring people of color into my world? Can I make sure that I hire them? Can I 
make sure that I buy their goods and services, and can I support their businesses?” That is how 
we get out of this quagmire that we're in. So yes, in my opinion, it begins, you know, with the 
police force, but tangentially, we got a lot of other work to do at the exact same time. 
  
JAMIE: What have you found in counseling? Some people say therapy, some people say 
counseling, but what has that experience been like? And I wonder maybe also what it's been 
like to share, to kind of report back to your family. 
  
KRYS: You may want to ask them what that's like. As they say, if it's not one thing it’s your 
mother. I’ve got a lot to tell her! “You did! ...and why didn't you!?” Well, the first thing I've learned 



is that I don't have to be perfect. I don't have to get it right. That I don't have to be the world's 
biggest success–Halle Berry level, enormous, famous, successful, buying everybody's cars and 
mortgages–I don't have to do all that. All I have to do is pursue my craft, which I love so dearly, 
which makes me excited to do every day. I'm not a religious person, but I feel like I was really 
meant to do this because I just love it so much. That's what I can do. I've also learned to accept 
my shortcomings. A big thing I see, both in myself and in the other people in my family, is 
there's a lot of defensiveness. Defensiveness around mistakes that were made, defensiveness 
around choices that could have been made differently. And I think a lot of that comes from this 
need to be so strong, to hold it all up. And I'm learning in my time in therapy that if I make a 
mistake, it doesn't mean that I'm weak. It doesn't mean that I'm a failure. It doesn't mean that I'm 
a big fat fuck up. What it means is that I'm a human being who made a mistake. And so I'm 
learning as best as I can to apologize when I see my faults, when people bring me something 
that I've said or done that didn't feel so good, rather than say, “Well, you just took it the wrong 
way!” say okay, “I may have intended something else, but the impact was really hurtful for 
somebody that I know and love. I should apologize. I'm gonna apologize. It cost me nothing.” So 
kind of putting some bumpers, like when you go bowling, around the idea of getting it right and 
doing it right and staying in the right lane. I don't have to do all that. I can just be me. These, for 
me, are the biggest lessons I've taken away from being in therapy. 
  
JAMIE: As you look ahead, kind of beyond this moment, I wonder, what is your hope or even 
some of your hopes that can come? Like maybe where we find ourselves in six months or a 
year? I know that's an enormous question. But you could even start with... I'd ask, Are you 
hopeful? And then maybe what are you hopeful for? 
  
KRYS: As long as the murder hornets don't get us first. I am an optimistic person. I think you 
kind of can't help to be, you know, when you experience a good amount of adversity. My mom 
was one of nine kids. Food security was a big thing for them. Wondering where their next meal 
would come from. She tells me stories about when she was little, they only ate meat on 
Wednesdays and Sundays because they couldn't afford it all seven days of the week. So what 
I'm hopeful for is that whoever sees this, that people who can hear my voice take with them that 
it's important that they protest. It's important that they donate. But even outside of those sort of 
bigger, more obvious ways that they can become activists in their life, what they can do is, if you 
see someone treated poorly, just say something. You know, if you see a shop girl being 
absolutely undeniably racist and rude to somebody else in the shop, tap her on the shoulder 
and let her know, “Hey, I saw the way you just treated that person. And I really didn't like that. It 
didn't sit right with me, I just want to let you know that.” It doesn't have to be a confrontation. It 
doesn't have to be aggressive. There are ways in which all of us can let each other know and 
keep each other in line and say, “I saw what you just did, and I didn't like it.” You know, another 
thing I posted about this the other day is, people who aren't of color, they can find ways to 
validate and incorporate Black beauty and Black value into their lives. You can do that as simply 
as showing your kids that a Black baby doll is just as beautiful as the white baby doll. Showing 
up to a birthday party or to a baby shower with a beautiful Black baby doll and saying, 
“Congratulations on your new baby.” The mother may be a little bit surprised. But you know 



what, that's a good thing. That's a good thing. Finding ways to encourage that value that we 
have, the beauty that we have, the worth that we have. I think that, to me, those seeds can be 
planted all throughout. And if all 100 and something people who are watching this can just tell 
one or two people about it, it will continue. And it will hopefully change our world. 
  
JAMIE: Oh, I agree. Thank you so much. I wish I could talk to you and listen to you for a long 
time. 
  
KRYS: This has been great. I was so nervous. I had such a wonderful time talking to you. 
  
JAMIE: Likewise, we are really grateful. Hopefully we can talk again and hang out in real life 
someday. Thank you. I'm sure Chantel is watching, so thank you for bringing her into our world. 
And Krys, thank you so much. And I hope you enjoy the rest of your time at home with your 
mom. 
  
KRYS: Thank you. Thank you for this opportunity. I really appreciate it. 
 
[music playing] 
 
CHAD: Hey podcast family. This show and episode are really meant to help us talk about the 
things that are hard to talk about. We’ve learned that not only is there a shortage of Black 
mental health providers but that Black people face increased barriers to accessing that care. 
We want to do what we can to help. We’ve created a growing collection of mental health 
resources, created by and for the Black community. We also want to remind our Black listeners 
that we offer a treatment and recovery scholarship that can be used to lessen the financial 
barriers you may face when it comes to caring for your mental well-being. To learn more about 
what resources are available to you, as well as the list of Black mental health resources, please 
check out our show notes or visit TWLOHA.com/FIND-HELP.  
 
We also know that in order to confront the systemic racism that impacts the mental health of 
people of color every day, we have to be part of ending it. That requires us to do more than just 
believe in equality, but to learn and practice antiracism. As we ourselves learn, we will continue 
to update a guide created to help you start your journey toward learning and practicing 
antiracism. You can visit twloha.com to access it, and you’ll also find the link in our show 
notes. 
 
Thank you for being here and for being willing to do the work that is required of us. Now let’s 
get to Joél and Jamie.  
 
[music playing] 
 
JAMIE: Hey, man! 
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JOÉL: My brother! 
 
JAMIE: You're looking sharp! I enjoyed our conversation earlier, which was our first 
conversation ever. And I'm so excited to do it again, to talk to you and also to be able to 
introduce you, not for the first time, but in this moment, to our community. Did you recently 
change your Instagram bio? 
  
JOÉL: I mean, somewhat recently I think I changed it. I want to say maybe tail end of 2019, 
beginning of 2020.  
  
JAMIE: Okay! Because I know you wear a number of hats, even professionally, but I noticed 
today that it says “I tell stories for Black people.” I wonder if you could just briefly introduce 
yourself, and introduce some of the work that you do. 
  
JOÉL: I would absolutely love to. For those not in the know my name is Joél. Joél Leon. I write 
and tell stories for Black people, man. And really my work and what I've kind of been honing in 
on as far as, like, my purpose in the work goes is, I use my creative practice to uplift the 
community and decolonize systems, those systems primarily being white supremacy, 
masculinity, the patriarchy, the mental health conversation and art. Because I am very much so 
an artist first. I'm also a Black man and identify as such. And I’m very closely identified to that. 
And so the work for me very much lives in the same vein of Toni Morrison, who was very explicit 
about how she does not write for the white gaze. Which does not prevent, like… We're having a 
conversation now. Right? And we had a conversation before, because I love you and I love the 
work that you do. And it doesn't prohibit white allies and accomplices to join in on the 
conversation and be a part of the work. But I try to make it very clear when I'm leading a 
workshop, when I'm performing on stage, like I love y'all, but this is for these people. I hope you 
get something from it but it’s for them.  
  
JAMIE: Can we add to that list? I know you are a girl dad.  
 
JOÉL: I am definitely a girl dad. Very much so.  
 
JAMIE: A proud girl dad. I'm guessing you're a son. 
  
JOÉL:  I am a son. I'm a brother. I have three siblings. I'm the youngest of four. I'm a lover. I'm a 
devoted partner. I say storyteller because I think it's easier to encompass all the things because, 
you know, I'm a hip-hop artist. I'm a spoken word poet. I'm an actor, you know, like, any way I 
see fit, to create and use my art for the greater good of the community is kind of where I try to 
show up. And it really depends on the medium and that medium changes, I think, depending on 
the season depending on the moment.  
  
JAMIE: And born and raised in New York, right? 
  



JOÉL: In the Bronx man, the birthplace of hip-hop. Shout out to Grandmaster Caz. You know 
what I'm saying? Furious Five. Grandmaster Flash. Africa Bambaataa. Kool Herc.  
 
JAMIE: That’s another area I have a lot to learn. 
  
JOÉL: I mean, you know, hip-hop is so ingrained in our culture. I try to explain to folks, pop 
culture is Black culture. You know, the things that folks love about Tik Tok, the things that folks 
love using GIFs for, a lot of this is pulled from Black culture. The folks that love Elvis Presley 
have to make sure that they love Little Richard in the same vein. They have to recognize Chuck 
Berry in the same vein. B.B. King, and even Lead Belly. When we look at some of the work that 
Kurt Cobain, god bless the dead.. He did a rendition of a Lead Belly song on MTV Plugged. A 
lot of folks didn’t know that Lead Belly was a Black man, fully ingrained in folk music and 
Americana. So I think part of the work for us is to really, you know, like, we had a conversation 
with [inaudible] about the history. A lot of folks don’t know the history. And so the work to kind of 
debunking, some demystification of Black art, and then also deconstructing white supremacy, 
it's about knowing the history of the work.  
  
JAMIE: Yeah. Obviously, I want to get to this moment in history that we find ourselves in. But I 
want to back up. I asked Krys the same thing. When does mental health show up on your radar, 
personally? When does that enter your story? And when did you realize, “Hey, this applies to 
me.” 
 
JOÉL: I think that's a really important question, a powerful question, Jamie. I forgot to mention 
this. Thank you for this platform and this space. Again, before our conversation before earlier, 
you know, To Write Love on Her Arms really gave me an opportunity to kind of speak to the 
experience of Blackness in the mental health community and my experience personally. 
Because it is different for everybody. But, you know, I didn't have the language early on, 
growing up in the Bronx. Growing up in trauma and the environment, like the outside 
environment. And also in the home environment. My father, a beautiful human, but who 
suffered, had his own demons. A paranoid schizophrenic, alcohol dependency, a lot of the 
DSM-4 diagnosis. You pick or choose. Bipolar disorder. So like, there was a lot of tension in the 
household. And I think for me, a child who grew up slightly bigger than some, “husky,” what we 
used to call it back in the day. I didn't like myself for a while. And I think even coming of age, 
moving further down the line to college, I struggled a lot with wanting to be the best version of 
myself for everybody but myself. And that led to a lot of suicidal ideations and conflicts with who 
I was. I was also sexually abused as a child. And so I think a lot of my work as a Black man was 
trying to unpack that. Trying to unpack my worth. And also, you know, struggling. Struggling with 
my own sense of masculinity and recognizing the feminine energy that I did carry very early on. 
You know, you grew up in a neighborhood, in an environment where being soft is not an option. 
You know what I’m saying? Like, you have to show up in a way, in a very defined way, as a 
man, whatever that means, right? And so it wasn't until maybe... I want to say… there was a 
breakup I had. You and I had talked about me leaving New York and then moving to Florida, 
coming back to New York... I was engaged at the time and I cheated on my partner more than 



once. And so, the conversation was, “If you don't see a therapist, then I don't know how we're 
gonna make this work.” I always had the thought in my head that I wanted to seek therapy 
because I knew there were a lot of things that I needed to unpack. That really started the 
journey for me. As far as like a very tangible means of looking at it. I had been reading books. 
Iyanla Vanzant had put out a book that simply was catered and directed towards Black men. I 
think that was more of my spiritual self-care journey. Therapy really opened up the door to the 
mental health journey for me because I realized I never really had an opportunity to just speak 
my truth in a way without projections, without biases, without my truth being questioned. Having 
a person who sat across me who was willing to help me unpack why those things were truths for 
me and learning from those. So that’s in 2009, correction, 2012. So at that time, I'm 29. So we're 
looking at 29 years of adulthood. Well, not adulthood, but you know what I mean. Of living. Not 
knowing and having the appropriate language. Becoming a father in 2015 really peeled back a 
lot of the layers that I still had yet to really deal with as far as like my worth was concerned. I had 
a very close call, where I was forced to call the suicide hotline and got a tremendous amount of 
support, which led me to write an essay, because I recognize that there were probably a lot of 
Black men who hadn't been given the space and opportunity to share their story and maybe had 
hidden the stories because we weren't sure how to how to sift through them. And a lot of my 
work and my purpose has been me experiencing whatever I needed to in order to help others 
kind of move through their own trauma. And that's really what my art is about and what my 
creativity stems from. So that coupled with, you know, just being afforded the opportunity to talk 
to other Black men, women, non-binary folks who are also struggling with their own mental 
health and their own mental health stories, right? Like, what does that look like? And for me, it's 
been about showing up for the community and using my trauma, my past trauma and past 
experiences with my trauma, to help others kind of learn how to better deal in conjunction with a 
really strong therapeutic model. Whether that be holistic treatment, whether that be psychotropic 
medications, whatever the case, whatever works with the individual in the treatment plan. I can’t 
forget–I worked in the social services field for a while. I have a high school diploma, but a lot of 
my work was working with the HIV/AIDS population, the forensic population, which really gave 
me an opportunity to sit with individuals who had done time and records who had been 
diagnosed some, misdiagnosed. I'm learning the real language behind what a GAF score looks 
like, DSM-4 diagnosis, and really being able to put that together with some of the framework I 
already had from my own experience, that allows me to walk into these spaces very 
comfortably, and have the hard conversations in a way that I think is needed for the community. 
  
JAMIE: I talked to Krys about stigma that she encountered, and certainly, we believe that 
stigma exists around mental health in general for everyone, but I wonder, unique to your 
experience, what part or how much of a factor was stigma as you approached mental health 
and therapy and the idea of you stepping into therapy? 
  
JOÉL: I think a lot of it had to do with fear of being rejected. There's a very strong feeling in the 
community that if you are vulnerable, if you're open, especially if you're a Black man, being 
vulnerable, being open kind of goes back to what we talked about. Softness is seen as 
weakness and a lot of my work now especially has been the opposite. I want to be sure and be 



clear for folks that they have the opportunity to be vulnerable and recognize the strength in that. 
And being honest in that vulnerability and being secure in that vulnerability. The community is 
now, really just now, learning how to create safer spaces for these kinds of conversations, and 
really leading with empathy, which is a big part of how I try to show up with my heart for the 
community and how I try to show up in conversations, when we're talking about the Black 
community. It's really being open and empathetic to each other's stories and plights, because 
everyone’s struggle is different. And the stigma really comes to, I think, things that we have yet 
to deal with and unpack. If I haven't learned how to deal with my trauma, how can I expect 
anyone else to do the same? We throw around these adjectives, right? We were talking about 
this earlier–trying to decolonize language. So as opposed to saying, like, “Oh, that's crazy,” or 
like, “You're acting real crazy right now,” what are the other ways we can describe this in a way 
that's not being abusive and not being violent? Right? When it comes to the language that we 
use to describe feelings and emotions and people in behaviors. But that's something that I had 
to learn, and the learning curve is I think really steep. So for me it's been about, how do we 
erase stigma? And erasing stigma is about having the conversations. Folks, for a very long time, 
have been afraid to have the conversations because they felt like they're alone. But sometimes 
it just takes a person or a few people to say, “No, we're all going through it.” Like Lauryn Hill in 
her unplugged CD for MTV. She said something about basically exposing her belly button 
because when she did that, when she does that, it allows other people to go, “Oh, you have 
one, too.” You know, like we're all sharing the same experience in very different ways. But the 
community has been doing, definitely, a much better job. But there’s still a lot more work for us 
to do to show up and show that we all have safe spaces to kind of dig into our experiences. 
  
JAMIE: Related to this moment, and this might be hypothetical, but my guess is probably not 
based on conversations you're having. I feel like it's a moment… a lot of people are thinking 
about strength and solidarity. Strength to protest, strength to stand against racism, to stand 
against evil. But I wonder what you might say to someone who's, maybe even someone in the 
Black community, who just says, “Man, I'm afraid. I'm overwhelmed. I'm anxious. I'm just having 
such a hard time.” 
  
JOÉL: You know, shame, guilt and fear. Those are not symptoms of love, right? And so I think if 
we're leaning into love, compassion, and empathy, part of that is recognizing that we just have 
to do something. And doing something imperfectly is better than doing nothing at all. And being 
able to do that and show up for the community in that way. Listen, you're gonna make mistakes. 
And if we remove ego out of the way... I'll give you a prime example. For blackout Tuesday, 
there was a great concentrated effort for folks to try to show up for the community. It was 
mishandled, I think, to a certain extent, especially when we look at how the movement was 
created by these two Black women who very much weren't not asking for it to happen in the way 
that it did. Some folks have said that it was kind of co-opted and potentially mismanaged 
intentionally. I'm not really here to discuss that. Let's say that is the case. But they were people 
who were potentially misinformed, but who were trying to do the right thing. And I think the more 
we can lean into empathy and recognize there is a learning opportunity in this way. And for 
people to be like, “Okay, you know what? I fucked up.” And I think honestly Krys was saying 



something about that towards the end of our conversation with you. Where, if we remove ego 
out of the way, and we remove our defense mechanisms to kind of try to defend behavior, 
because no one wants to look like they're wrong. It's uncomfortable, right? It's uncomfortable to 
feel like I've messed this up. What did I do? But I think if we can have grace and mercy and 
compassion for ourselves to be accountable. And accountability allows us the opportunity to 
create forgiveness, as well. So that if I lean into it like, “I'm scared, I don't know what to say.” 
Say something. Talk to your Black colleagues. Talk to your white family members and those you 
show up to work with to have those hard conversations. I think for a long time the Black 
community has been talking to everyone about race. Like that's part of our job. Literally. We've 
been doing it for centuries. I think it's time for white allies… and I'm seeing it now, I'm seeing a 
lot of it now, which has been, I think for me, generates a lot of hope and excitement really. 
Really having the conversations with the people, with their white family members. Because it 
coming from us is clearly not enough. But that's where the work is. I'm gonna keep bringing up 
what we talked about earlier because I think we had such a great conversation. But part of it is, 
that work is ugly, and sometimes it doesn't get seen. Like the conversation with your aunt, a 
disrespectful best friend who wants to say wants to say n**** or whatever. Have the 
conversation with them. You don't have to put it on social media. I don't care about that. Are you 
having a conversation with them so they're not fucking up the world for my daughters and for the 
children who have grown up in the world and ensuring that folks are doing right by the 
community? You know, it's hard, but it's needed. Do something, say something, anything. As 
long as you're doing something and being active and intentional about the work that you're 
doing. 
  
JAMIE: I love it. I'm going to look at these questions. This is a good one. “As a mixed, but 
mostly white privileged citizen, what can I do daily to help close this gap?” 
  
JOÉL: I think it goes right back to what we were talking about. I think that's a great question. 
Depending... no matter how you identify the spectrum… I think this is also a broader 
conversation about biracial minorities and identification. When we look at Barack Obama, when 
we look at a very good friend of mine, Tiffany Rose. Man, I mean, Felicia, she's speaking to this 
to this now. It's gonna be important for us as a community A) Support any and all of those who 
identify as Black, but then also ensure that folks who do and see the Black to say something. 
And it's no different than the charge that I'm giving to white allies to say something and do 
something. Because there's different parts to a movement. What I like to tell people is like the 
church. A church has different bodies and different members who also have a purpose, right? 
There's going to be the grandma who cooks for folks after service. You have the congregation, 
you have the parish, you have parishioners. You have the pastor, you know. There are people 
who fill certain roles. And I think it's important to allow people to fill those roles. So whatever 
your role is going to be, if it's that you're going to show up with a protest, great. Can you couple 
that with signing a petition and sending it out to your friends? Beautiful. Wonderful. Do that. If 
you don't have able privilege, then maybe it's something different. Maybe it's making meals with 
protesters and maybe making calls. Whatever you can do. You're not charged with solving the 
entire story of racism. That's not what your job is. Your job is to do what you can. Because if I do 



what I can, Jamie does what he can, Felicia does what she can, then we’re all doing something 
collectively, you know? 
  
JAMIE: Yeah, man. We got another good one. “Joél, What's your dream for the way the Black 
man sees himself in the future?” 
  
JOÉL: I think part of Black liberation for Black men is to ensure that Black women and trans 
Black women are liberated as well. Because if we focus our energy on: How are we showing up 
for black women in the community? How are we showing up for Black non-binary individuals in 
the community? Trans folks, queer folks. What we're doing really is saying: We're starting with 
the most marginalized, the most discriminated population. Because freedom for them is freedom 
for everybody. And you can pick up a bell hooks book. You can pick up an Angela Davis book. 
You can read some Audre Lorde and understand how important and impactful is going to be for 
Black men to show up in that way. For me, that’s my thoughts, my processes, my thinking, my 
spirit… You know, Tiff is asking this question because Tiff knows my story, you know what I’m 
saying. But a lot of my learnings came from a Tiff, came from a Brittany Packnett, came from 
from from a Jamira Burley. They come from Black women. A Zora Neale Hurston. You can 
name it. A Toni Morrison. So, Black men, we just have to do a better job with that. There's 
nothing wrong with over-communicating. I think sometimes folks worry about pandering. I don’t 
give a fuck about that, man. I have an Afro-Latina daughter. I have a Black daughter. I have 
Black women in my family. I have Black women in my community. There trans folks in the 
community who need our support and need our help and need visibility. And the more I can do 
that and unpack that and unpack the behaviors and the symptomatic behaviors that cause the 
murders and deaths of this community, the more that Black men can actually find the freedom.  
 
JAMIE: This may be really close to what I asked earlier. But I wonder for people that are… their 
mental health is a struggle, but right now they want to show up for this moment in history. They 
want to show up. They want to play a part in anti-racism. They want to participate. I wonder if 
you would have any words of encouragement as people kind of sign up, not just for this 
moment, but hopefully for the marathon. The day after day. Because I know for all of us that 
there's so much information. There are so many articles. We were talking about earlier, where 
you can just retweet 20 things and think, “I did it today. I showed up.” But I wonder your 
thoughts on prioritizing mental health. How to be balanced right now, so that we can continue to 
show up. 
  
JOÉL: You know,  you cannot extrapolate mental health and the work that's required for 
self-care from the movement. I've seen a lot of folks who are very movement oriented, but don't 
get rest. The body and spirit need it. And you said it. It's a marathon. Like when you're training 
for a marathon, there is a certain way that you have to approach it. There's no such thing as no 
days off. You need days off. The work, you're going to get done. It doesn't mean that we're 
slacking, that doesn't mean we're lazy. I think, going back to what I said earlier, when we talk 
about removing shame, guilt, and fear from the process and removing ego from the process, 
what that then does is allows us to have more grace and mercy and empathy for ourselves and 



how we show up for social change for social good. If my cup is full, I can then fill it. You know, 
the reason I get to do this work and the reason I get to be active in this way, with the way I 
approached the art and the way I approach these conversations is because I get so filled up 
with joy and excitement for seeing other folks stepping up. But I also am cognizant of when I 
need to rest. Like trying to make sure I'm creating space to do that. Shout out to The Nap 
Ministry, right? Because what we’re talking about too is, rest it’s not just restorative. It's also part 
of our liberation. Black folks… you can go all the way back to slavery. And I think a lot of that 
kind of is compounded by that in our history. But Blackness is labor. So, unpacking that means, 
we have to take the opportunity to rest and lean into each other. Real quick, what I try to do for 
friends of mine is, I tell them to wake up in the morning and ask yourself–what do you need? 
Let's say you give yourself a list of five things that you need. I need a hug. I need a salami 
sandwich. I need to do this work stuff. Whatever, whatever. You then can go down this list of 
how many things that you numbered and say–what are the things that I can give myself? I can 
make myself a salami sandwich. I can do the work that I need to do for my nine to five or my 
freelance gig or whatever. But the hug I can't give myself. So now, I can reach out to any 
number of people who potentially can do that for me. Like, “Listen, I'm struggling. Homie. 
Homegirl. Can you come through? I know COVID-19 is cracking right now. But, you know, I'm 
saying give me a high five. Whatever.” And that allows the other individual to say, “I'm at 
capacity. I really can't unfortunately. I can't show up for you that way. But I can do this,” or, “I got 
plenty of time. What's good? I'm pulling up right now. Hugs galore. Whatever.” Part of that is 
being open and honest about where we are and recognizing that. And if we're running low, to 
replenish ourselves. Rest, meditate, laugh, play. Black joy is liberation. I'm gonna tell folks, you 
know, we can't... We struggle sometimes too with the duality of the trauma and the joy. We get 
to hold weight for the things that frighten us, that scare us, and hurt us, while also being 
celebratory in things that are feeding us life and feeding us love. Like I can be cognizant and 
very much aware of George Floyd's life, of Sandra Bland’s life while also maybe recognizing my 
birthday is coming up or my cousin is graduating from college. We need to celebrate that. We 
struggle with duality. We can't do two things. We are more than one thing anyway. The capacity 
to hold weight for different feelings is monumental if we give ourselves the chance to do so. 
  
JAMIE: I saw a post, and I forget who it was from, but it was a Black woman talking about how 
even on blackout Tuesday, there was space for Black joy. And to me, it was cool because I 
remember she shared that it wasn't… Obviously there's all the ways we need to show up and 
push and protest and tell the truth and educate. But she basically said, “I'm a whole person. And 
so my joy and the things that make me happy are part of me. And there's room for that as well.” 
I thought that was really cool. 
  
JOÉL: That's so poignant. Black women, especially. Black women work harder than a 
motherfucker. What I want us to reframe in the community is our conversation surrounding work. 
Because what I see a lot of the time is that it becomes a… We have to hold ourselves 
accountable for the work that we're doing internally for our own self-care. Meaning, I have to be 
okay with saying: A) I need help. B) I'm tired. And I need rest. And holding the people who say 
that they care about us and love us accountable for showing up for us in that way and giving 



them room to do so. Because what I see a lot of times is motherfuckers are not allowing other 
people to show up for them. Because a lot of that is power and ego. Right? Like it goes all the 
way back to what we talked about. About being vulnerable and being soft and not being taken 
advantage of if I’m being sensitive or if I’m being too kind. It's like, listen, man, we can't control 
how other people are going to receive how we show up in the world. All I can do as a Black 
man, as a Black citizen of America is be forthcoming, be loving, be honest, be truthful, and give 
folks, hopefully, the opportunity to do the same. You know, we're very guarded as a community. 
And the work to me is to kind of have us… Granted, to be fair, I also have the privilege of being 
a man and being able to say that. A lot of Black women maybe don't feel like they can let go of 
their defenses and the guards they have because of abusers in the community. You know what 
I’m saying? You look at a Russell Simmons, look at an R. Kelly or Bill Cosby, or you just look at 
the neighborhood dude across the street. There's not… Like, “How can I be soft when there are 
those who are in the community, in our own community, taking advantage of us?” When we talk 
about Black liberation, and we talk about liberation for Black trans, Black femme, Black woman, 
whatever the case, non-binary individuals–that work is also allowing us to unpack the trauma 
that Black men have faced so that they can show up. And we can show up for each other in a 
way that creates open space for everyone. 
  
JAMIE: Man. That's so good. We got a couple more questions if that's cool? 
  
JOÉL: Yeah, man. Listen, I'm here all night. 
  
JAMIE: “How can I help even if I'm afraid to speak up to the government?” 
  
JOÉL: Here's the thing, and it's very similar to the conversations we've been having about 
property. You know, Brittany Packnett said it better than I can. But slaves were property. I'll use 
my neighborhood Fordham Road as an example. My mother lives a block away from some of 
the looting that happened in our neighborhood. And my mom is very much like, “More looting, i 
hate it.” She's like, very anti any of that. “You’re destroying our community.” I’m like, “Yes, mom. 
Okay, I hear you. I get it.” You know, someone started a fundraiser for Fordham Road. The goal 
was $1,000 and they raised upwards of $40,000 in the course of a day, which to me says two 
things. Property’s not more important than human lives. And the community will show up if we 
need to do so. Property can be replaced. So with that, it's like, as a community, Black folks have 
been… You can look at Jim Crow, you can look at the Black codes, you can look at the Move 
bombings in Philadelphia, you can look at a number of different ways in which the community 
has had to show up in spite of the government. I don't want to get super dramatic, but, for me, 
I'm willing to die for this work. Because it's about our liberation. It's about the ancestors who 
came before us. Dr. King, he didn’t die in front of that hotel for nothing. And there’s weight to 
that. I think it's important to understand that weight and not take that weight for granted. 
Because it's easy to do that. Because we have lives, right? Like we show up as family 
members, as members of the community, pillars of the community for some of us, but the more 
we can recognize that we're all in relationship to each other… Like Jamie, you're my brother, 
regardless of such. So if I'm thinking about that, what I then recognize is that everything I do 



affects everybody else. Simple kindness. If I don't hold the door open for this person coming 
through, or if I'm rude to this clerk… I don't know what their life is like once they leave this 
environment and how they're going to show up in other spaces that can be violent to a 
community. And so I think when we say, “We're afraid of the government,” I'm like, “Yo, man, 
fuck the government. The government don’t care about us anyway.” You know what I’m saying? 
To a certain extent. So the work for us is to show up as a community for each other. How are we 
supporting each other? How are we protecting each other? I don't mean by picking up guns and 
like doing all types of… If that's what you're deciding to do, I'm not gonna say no to that. What I 
am going to say is, it's going to be important for us to support each other as we navigate the 
space, and then also create an atmosphere of safety so that folks feel protected enough to 
speak out in ways that are going to matter for us. 
  
JAMIE: Yeah. I want to piggyback on her question. Even looking at the top line of this question, 
“How can I help even if I'm afraid?” I feel like my experience has been that, whether it's 
vulnerability, whether it's talking openly about mental health, if it's talking about injustice, things 
get easier with practice. I don't work out a lot but I make the comparison. It’s like as you work 
out, it gets easier and our muscles get stronger. And I wonder if you feel like that applies to 
someone who's sharing, “Hey, I want to show up but I'm afraid.” 
  
JOÉL: Yeah, I love that. I love that comparison, especially for another person who does not 
work out enough. That's absolutely it, actually. I got better as an artist because I just kept doing 
it. You asked me, “How did you get on stage for a TED talk or yada, yada, yada? How do you 
have these conversations?” I have them all the time. I have them at work. I have them at the 
dinner table. I have them at workshops. I perform on stage, that's what I do. The more I do the 
work, it’s a muscle. It's habit. So we then also learn ways to navigate that are most comfortable 
for you. Because if it's not about speaking up to the government, it's about how can I support 
those who are? If you got money, then donate that shit. If you’ve got a platform or you got a way 
in which you can highlight individuals who are doing the work, then do it. Or if it’s, again, the 
simple fact of just having a very difficult conversation. Because fear’s ego. It's like, “I'm going to 
be rejected. People are going to try to clown me for it. Or I'm not going to have anybody 
supporting me.” And that's the stuff that we have to work through in order to be able to show up, 
not just for ourselves, but for the community at home.  
 
JAMIE: And don't forget to vote. 
  
JOÉL: Yeah, word.  Vote, vote. And if you're not gonna vote, if you're the person or the 
individual that feels like, “I don't feel as if any of these parties represent my beliefs and values,” 
then make sure you're doing some real grassroots work and supporting grassroots 
organizations that are trying to help eliminate the two party process. We're all not going to get 
there in the same way. As long as we're working towards liberation together, then I think we can 
get some real shit done. 
  



JAMIE: So, this one is from my sister. She’s part of the To Write Love on Her Arms team. “Joél, 
can you share where you've shared your voice within the To Write Love platform already?” 
  
JOÉL: I've been fortunate enough to write a blog or two. My early initiation into the crew was the 
podcast. Which was such a wonderful, healthy conversation. I think that was probably one of the 
first… There were like a few conversations I was having before that, maybe one or two. But it 
was there that I really felt like there were folks who were trained in navigating this space in a 
way that was sensitive to my background. Super warm. And I think we got to tell a really 
compelling story about how I show up in the world. And it won't be the last, I’m here.  
  
JAMIE:  What about TED Talk? Can we plug your TED talk? 
  
JOÉL: We could put the TED Talk. I gave a TED talk at the TED Women's Conference in 
December of 2019.  
  
JAMIE: You were the only man, right? 
  
JOÉL: I was the only man that was speaking. Yeah. It was something. We're at I think 1.2 
million views. It's been very humbling. But yeah, it was about healthy co-parenting. And healthy 
co-parenting I think applies to any and all individuals who are trying to work through how to be 
of support to their friends, colleagues, parents, and partners. Whomever. The work for me is 
ensuring that there's equity in households. Yeah, so that's where the talk stemmed from. 
  
JAMIE: I think this might be the last one we take from these folks. “How do you stay motivated 
and gain discipline?”  
  
JOÉL: It's probably an overused word for me but , empathy. Because I think you're gonna have 
slip-ups. And it's about having mercy on ourselves when those things happen. I get motivated 
by listening and watching the community. I think my purpose is directly tied to the work of the 
movement. When I speak of the movement, I'm speaking about decolonizing some of the 
thematics I mentioned earlier. Like how we talk about mental health in the Black community, 
how we talk about and deal with white supremacy, how we unpack masculinity and what that is 
and what that looks like, and some of the stereotypes we lean into and the tropes we lean into. I 
get excited about doing the work and I get excited about seeing other people show up for the 
work. So I think that's what keeps you motivated. I honestly think the more that I see that the 
work has value, the easier it becomes for me to keep doing it. I think ever since COVID, my 
purpose has become very, very clear and razor sharp to me about utilizing art and love in a way 
that's going to help uplift the community, help support the community, and also help folks sift 
through trauma. And also, use art as a resource. Art, like writing. Writing saved my life. It's very 
much part of my therapeutic practice. I think specifically what we can also do is–gratitude 
journals are a key. That was something I learned in therapy. It's okay to get really specific. Like, 
“I'm grateful for the fact that I can brush my teeth with my left hand.” It's very random. But we 
sometimes tend to take the things that feel small, like the minor minutiae, we take those things 



for granted. But I think that speaks to the larger development of being motivated about our 
purpose and being disciplined about the work that we're trying to do and accomplish. 
  
JAMIE: I feel like there are a lot of lists right now–obviously, we published an extensive one in 
terms of Black leaders, Black voices. But I wonder on the heels of this question, who are the 
folks or who are some of the folks that inspire you, that encourage you? Who are the voices 
you've been looking to, even recently? 
  
JOÉL: Yeah. Qimmah Saafir. Tiffany Rose (that’s @rosewithwords), Jamira Burley, Brittany 
Packnett. EbonyJanice. Y’all have been helpful in that way. The Nap Ministry I think is a really 
powerful tool. Spotify, honestly. Spotify has been super helpful for me.  
 
JAMIE: Wait, how so?  
 
JOÉL: Well, I mean, just really, because I love music. Making playlists. I love feeding people. I 
get my joy from giving. That's what makes me happy. So I'll make a playlist. I'll throw it up. Folks 
download it. I love hearing feedback from people. Ethel’s Club, which is the co-working space 
for Black and brown folks, which has now become a digital workspace for folks. They've been 
doing some really phenomenal work in the community and creating spaces. Also for how we talk 
about therapy… I've done a couple of writing workshops with them as well. Elisabet Velasquez, 
the poet, amazing poet, Latinx sister who's just doing phenomenal work. Really, also, I love 
seeing folks who recognize their position and their platform and using their art to activate the 
community and be activists as well. So those are some of the folks. 
  
JAMIE: Last question. In the midst of an incredibly heavy, intense, painful time, if you are 
hopeful? And if so, what are you hopeful for, as it relates to this moment? 
  
JOÉL: I'm extremely hopeful. I'm excited. I'm excited for the opportunity to reimagine the world. 
You know, for a while I felt like I was being very naive about it. But a quick plug for Dr. Shamell 
Bell because she's the one that recommended this book to me. It's Freedom Dreams by Robin 
D. G. Kelly. And essentially it's talking about liberation through the use of the imagination and 
reimagining social movements as poetry. Because there’s fluidity in poetry that allows us to see 
beyond the circumstantial, and I think that's what we're trying to see. It's like, what would it look 
like if we funded the police? I don't know. You know, what would that look like? A good friend of 
mine, Jordan Howard. We were just on a quick call and she was super excited about just taking 
down statues. What does that look like? If we just say, “Let’s take down all these Confederate 
flags.” What does it look like? What does it look like if we don't have a president? I don't know. 
What are the things that we look at as roadblocks? Like, “Man, only if…” Like, “Alright son. Let's 
do it.” There's nothing that's too big or pie in the sky. That's what gets me excited because I'm 
seeing people rising up and then also asking themselves, “Why?” “Why” is one of the greatest 
ways we get to unpack trauma, and also get to unpack the possibilities and the potential of our 
hearts and our dreaming and the work. Why are things the way that they are? Why can't they 



change? Who says that they can't? I don't know. But I'm willing to try to figure it out. And I feel 
like there's a large contingent of people who are trying to do the same thing. 
  
JAMIE: Yeah. I love it, man. Thank you sincerely. Thank you for being here with us. 
  
JOÉL: Thank you. This has been a pleasure. I already told you man, anytime. I love the work 
that y'all do. I just love how you’re listening and creating space. I think it's not to be taken for 
granted or taken lightly. Yes, we need action. Dialogue is actually active as well. Love is active. 
Empathy is very active, it’s a very active process. And it's important to honor that. The hard 
conversations can lead to better and stronger, more strategic actions moving forward. And as 
long as we're coupling that with action, with tangible ways that we can look towards a better, 
brighter future for the liberation of all peoples, but yes, very much so, Black trans folks, 
non-binary folks, Black women, like that's what it's about. Indigenous folks. If you’ve got 
privilege, then show the fuck up. We all got privilege, whether I'm a Black man, I'm still a man, I 
got privilege. So I gotta use my platform to uplift Black women voices, trans voices, whatever I 
gotta do so we can wake the fuck up and do the work. 
  
JAMIE: Well, please follow Joél. Support his work. Stay safe. Stay healthy. One day at a time. 
We will see you down the road, Joél. Thank you so much, man. 
  
JOÉL: My brother, Jamie. I appreciate you. Much love to you, man. 
  
JAMIE: Same to you. 
 
[music playing] 
 
LINDSAY: We hope this episode has been a reminder that your story is important, you matter, 
and you’re not alone.  
 
If you’re struggling right now, know that it is okay to reach out and that there are people who 
want to help. Part of our mission is to connect people to the help they need and deserve. You 
can find local mental health resources on our website twloha.com. That’s T-W-L-O-H-A.com. 
And Click FIND HELP at the top of the page.  
 
Or, if you need to talk to someone right now, you can always text our friends at Crisis Text Line.  
Simply text the word TWLOHA—that’s T W L O H A—to 741741. And you’ll be connected to a 
crisis counselor. It’s free, confidential, and available 24/7. 
 
Finally, if you’ve enjoyed this episode and you want to hear more, we really hope you’ll 
subscribe on iTunes or wherever you get this podcast. And if you can do us a favor, we’d really 
like for you to write us a review.  
 



It’ll help more people find this podcast and the mission of TWLOHA. If you have any feedback or 
questions, please send us an email to podcast@twloha.com.  
 
A big thank you to our friends at Copeland for the original music on this episode. The To Write 
Love on Her Arms podcast is produced by Lindsay Kolsch, with editorial support by Rebecca 
Ebert. Music assistance was provided by James Likeness and Ben Tichenor.  
 
I’m Lindsay Kolsch, thank you so much for listening.  
 
To Write Love on Her Arms is a non-profit movement dedicated to presenting hope and finding 
help for people struggling with depression, addiction, self-injury, and suicide. TWLOHA exists to 
encourage, inform, inspire, and also to invest directly into treatment and recovery. 

 


