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"CIRCUITS OF THE SACRED: A PILGRIMAGE IN THE
AFRO-LATINX CARIBBEAN"

Circuits of the Sacred: A Pilgrimage in the Afro-Latinx Caribbean asks questions at once intellectual and
existential: what is the relationship between knowledge and wisdom, between the life of the mind and
spirit, between work and its higher purpose? Upon becoming a tenured professor as the first and only
college graduate from my working-class family, I began to revisit concerns that animated a religious
childhood and early adolescence, but which had largely disappeared in my immigrant quest for success in
elite institutions in the United States. Despite what looks, at first glance, as a story of an immigrant of
color achieving his “American Dream,” why did my quotidian life feel so empty? How did it make sense
that I would achieve while my parents and siblings struggled with deteriorating mental and physical
health, poverty, addiction, and deportation? What was all I had accomplished good for? Circuits of the
Sacred addresses these preoccupations and more by turning to memoir, ethnography, analysis, and
fiction to reckon with an individual experience of racially-marked upward mobility, gay male coming of
age, and family building in contrast with the devastation visited upon my parents and siblings. While it
chronicles episodes drawn from my path to initiation in Santería, an Afro-Cuban religion, from 2013 until
the present, the book also addresses a recollected life, juxtaposing storytelling with scholarly reflection,
anecdotes and participant observation with creative writing, and verifiable information with fiction and
with visions. It challenges readers to think, feel, and listen across and within genres, opening themselves
to intellectual inquiry as an act of the imagination, feeding and restoring the body, mind, and soul.

This talk will be based on the introduction of Decena's book manuscript, which will be sent in advance upon completion
of the meeting registration for review and to offer feedback.
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