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THE RECALCITRANTS:  

FANTASY WORLDBUILDING AND STORYTELLING 

AS A SITE OF RELIGIOUS SCHOLARSHIP 

 

 

INTRODUCTION: THE 5 W’S AND AN H 

 

Why 

I don’t remember beginning to read The Chronicles of Narnia. I don’t remember who 

gave me the books, or who gave me the permission. I don’t remember making the decision to 

read them or talking to my parents about it beforehand, although these things must have 

happened, because I was a devout and obedient zealot of a child, and I never went behind my 

parents’ back to read a book. Like a dream, my memory of falling in love with the Divine Lion 

and his world of talking animals picks up somewhere in the middle, where I am ten years old and 

already wholly obsessed.  

The world of Narnia gripped my imagination and my theology. I read the series top to 

bottom on loop for a year or two, until I became worried I was paying more attention to Aslan 

than to Jesus. The character of Aslan enfleshed Jesus for me in a way Sunday School never 

could. I felt I had a living, breathing, warm, and tangible Being to befriend, someone I could 

wrap my arms around. And meanwhile, with Lewis’ characters, I was paying closer attention to 

the trees around me (which might be dryads), the animals (which might be talking), and the 

waters (which might be populated by naiads or river gods). These were secret thoughts, of 

course. Nowhere in evangelical-Fundamentalist theology is there room for river gods. But if my 
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imaginationscapes flirted with the pagan, it was only because Lewis had done so before me—and 

since Lewis clearly hadn’t forsaken Christian orthodoxy, how dangerous could he be?  

Famous last words. 

At twelve or thirteen I managed to divert my attention a little, but only as far as Lord of 

the Rings. Tolkien’s stories shaped me very differently than Lewis’. For the next four years I 

wanted to be an Elf and became very dedicated to growing my hair as long as possible. Pictures 

of me in my late teens feature the classic half-back hairstyle with a strip of hair in front of each 

ear. It was Tolkien’s world that held me in the orbit of the trilogy, because I didn’t find the 

characters terribly compelling—except for Gollum. In the ambiguous spaces of Tolkien’s world I 

found room for asking questions about morality, the nature of evil, and our responsibility to care 

for each other. Gollum—neither wholly good nor wholly evil, corrupted by the Ring but still 

possessing a rare generosity and desire for wholeness that Frodo and Sam couldn’t see—kept me 

thinking.  

As I read, so I wrote. My early teen years were full of fantasy novels that were mirrors of 

Lewis and Tolkien—fantastical (and white, Eurocentric) worlds of battles between ultimate good 

and evil, complete with swords and the occasional dragon and characters who most certainly 

represented Jesus Christ, always dying and resurrecting themselves in a cycle of propitiation to 

satisfy some Deep Magic. Writing fantasy was always entangled with questions of religion for 

me. 

But beyond the scope of Tolkien and Lewis, I couldn’t find much to read—especially as I 

grew and my faith evolved. Plenty of books sparked my religious imagination, but they were 

often historical fiction or biographies, not fantasy. And when in college I began to deconstruct, I 
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found myself standing with my beloved and obviously problematic Chronicles of Narnia on one 

hand, and the entire world of popular YA/NA fantasy on the other, with no middle ground.  

As I believed, so I wrote. For the entirety of my college career and most of my years of 

grad school, I was working on a trilogy (burgeoning untameably into a quadrology) about a 

prince in hiding after his father’s assassination, trying to figure out how to take back his 

kingdom. It started out as a story about belonging and community, but it became a venue for me 

to question faith in the unseen, the place of violence in struggles for justice, and, ultimately, 

whether “taking back a kingdom” was even a goal I believed in for my characters.  

I tucked that story away at the beginning of last fall when I began working on this thesis. 

I can see some of the themes recycling themselves—belonging, incarnation, chosenness (and 

unchosennness). After all, the story I’ve lived is largely the same underneath the story I’m 

telling. Yet, the story I’ve lived is ever-changing. Am I even the same author I was a year ago? 

As the worlds we live in change, how does that affect the worlds we build?  

The world I have built is called Edelwold, and the language, Woldian (with Old Woldian 

and Ancient Woldian mentioned as linguistic predecessors, surviving in some religious texts). 

The religion at the center of this story is so interwoven with the fabric of society that it has no 

name, but its practitioners call themselves the Faithful. The gods live in the Great Beyond, from 

which they behold and interact with “the mortal spheres” according to their natures. Some of the 

details of this world will surface in the “Worldbuilding” section of this project; others, in the 

“Story” section, but these are the fundamentals. Edelwold is real and evolving, and I have tried 

to build it—and represent it—faithfully, with all the complications that come with that word.    

 

Where 
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The place I call home, in Northeastern Ohio, is the unceded homeland of many 

Indigenous peoples, including the Lenape, the Shawnee, the Erie, the Wyandot, the Tuscarora, 

and the Seneca. I have written this story partly from these lands, and partly from the homeland of 

the Massachusett People, where Harvard Divinity School is located.  

A few years ago I spent some time writing in the mountains of Northern Italy, not far 

from the places my ancestors called home. And a few years ago I spent some time learning 

conversational German and basic Old English. I have drawn from the landscapes of Northern 

Italy to build Edelwold—the mountains, the rivers, the rolling hills, the rocks and trees, the 

seasons, the wildflowers. And to build the language of Old Woldian I have borrowed from 

German and Old English sounds, spellings, and meanings. To me, this feels like a way to honor 

the stories, tongues, and other-than-human companions that shaped my ancestors, while weaving 

a story that is simultaneously deeply my own. 

 

When 

 I’m writing this story from the 2024–2025 schoolyear. I began writing prior to Trump’s 

second term, and as the story has accelerated, so has the chaos and cruelty of this administration 

and its supporters. As a result, the elements of The Recalcitrants and Edelwold that pertain to 

state violence and its religious supporters are churning in new directions, and I suspect they will 

continue to do so as the months and the story unfold.  

I am also writing from the moment of the #exvangelical movement on social media, 

where Millennial and Gen Z users of the apps are reflecting publicly on their deconstruction 

journeys (often unaccompanied by a reconstruction element). I’ve been able to observe the 

painful and bitter process of deconstruction in the lives of loved ones and strangers alike. As 
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#exvangelicals coincides with #romantasy (Fantasy Romance, a very distinct social media sphere 

from #exvangelicals, although undoubtedly with a significant demographic overlap), and as the 

publishing industry sees a resurgence in the popularity of fantasy, I find this an opportune time to 

be writing about deconstruction within the genre of fantasy. While The Recalcitrants is scarcely a 

“romantasy” novel, I hope to appeal to fantasy readers who are either deconstructing, 

reconstructing, or interested in the phenomenon of deconstruction/reconstruction.  

 

What 

In my previous forays into fantasy, I never built a world from scratch at the outset. The 

story came in fragments and I started clacking away at that before I know a single detail about 

magic systems or religions or gods. In fact, the last project I worked on was so story-forward that 

I had to retroactively write in a magic system and religion after I finished my first draft. Beyond 

setting me up for an extensive rewrite process, it placed me in a foggy relationship to the story I 

was trying to tell. What were the themes? What was important to the characters? What made 

their world tick? What powers were at play? Who was in control? How can you separate story 

from world, anyway? Can you even tell a worldless story? It was like trying to find a new 

address in Boston while stubbornly refusing to turn on a GPS.  

This time has been different. I meant to build this world carefully and with intention. But 

when I sat down to begin, I found myself chasing runaway gods. The pantheon felt like it sprang 

up both organically and arbitrarily. Why five gods? Why truth, justice, life/death, dreams, and 

whatever it is Karnn’s the god of, when there were countless other combinations to choose from? 

And why add a sixth figure (“THE INTERLOPER” as I called him in my notes before I knew his 

name)—a competing god of mysterious origin, a god of violence and bloodshed, a sort of “false 
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god”? Where did he come from? Who was he, and what did he want, and why had he been 

labeled the Interloper by the gods (and by myself)?  

I ended up with an unstable pantheon and a lot of questions. I was troubled by my own 

gravitation toward the hegemonic tropes of white Englishmen’s fantasy—a dichotomy between 

“reality” and “shadow” (as I initially described “the gods” versus “the interloper” in my notes), a 

clear delineation of who belonged in the pantheon and who did not, and a physical geography 

that cast some places outside the realm of livability (as Sylvia Wynter writes, beyond a nec plus 

ultra line).1 And yet, at the same time, this new world was bursting with transgressive potential. 

Gender emerged as unfixed and unquestioned—my genderqueer characters could live their lives 

in a world free of transphobia. The gods themselves were queer. Human sexuality, though 

religiously regulated in terms of whether to have sex or not to have sex, wasn’t limited to certain 

genders. What to do with such a world? 

At first I thought of starting over. The last thing the genre of fantasy needs is another 

white person writing a story about “good and evil” or “light and darkness.” But in conversation 

with my advisor, Prof. Hoskins, I realized that since I meant to write a story about 

deconstruction, I could use this problematic and halfway-arbitrary world as a starting point, and 

deconstruct it as I write.  

My initial goal for my thesis project was to write 15-20 pages of worldbuilding material, 

and 20-25 pages of story. I didn’t know whether or not it was a story I’d want to finish, or 

whether it was merely an exercise in thinking through the components of a world that could 

sustain a story about deconstruction and reconstruction. But as I began writing—and as my 

 
1 Sylvia Wynter, “1492: A New World View,” in Race, Discourse, and the Origin of the Americas: A New World 

View (eds. Vera Lawrence Hyatt and Rex Nettleford, Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995), 5–57. 
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characters began to deconstruct the world and religion I’d built them—the story came alive. By 

early March I had written over 175 pages of The Recalcitrants.  

Like the religious framework I grew up in and grew out of, this world and its gods are not 

straightforward. For all the prewriting I did, the story has still surprised me. I was so wrong 

about so many things in the worldbuilding document, and I’m pleased to have been wrong. I 

could write an entirely separate thesis on the character of Raghe and his transformations, but 

since I still don’t know where many of these surprises will land, I’m hesitant to make too much 

of them at the moment. The growing, breathing nature of storytelling, which I feared I would 

lose if I pre-wrote too much, has been as present as ever, if not more so.    

 

Who 

The stories we tell are always entangled with who we are. The identities I hold shape the 

kind of stories I have lived and known, and as a result, the kind of stories I tell. I am a white 

Christian, raised in evangelical and Fundamentalist circles and currently situated in the 

Presbyterian Church (USA), socialized as a woman and identifying as genderqueer and 

pansexual. My ancestors were Italian, German, and Scots-Irish colonizers, settlers, and 

immigrants. Their stories, tongues, and cultures are mostly lost to me—painted over by the 

essentializing brush of the very whiteness that enabled them to choose assimilation when they 

arrived in America.  

The stories I write and the worlds I build are deeply influenced by the religious worlds I 

grew up in and the theologies I myself have been deconstructing and reconstructing. The 

Recalcitrants is certainly no exception. Themes of purity, boundary-keeping, hypocrisy, and the 

worship of violence are both drawn from my religious experience and present on the page. In 
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some ways, this represents a focusing of my experience: I have not transported all the systemic 

injustices I am entangled with to the world of Edelwold. Transphobia and homophobia are not 

parts of this built world, making this project also an exercise in queer joy in imagination for me. 

Of all the systemic evils that are at play in Edelwold, racism is not one of them—although as a 

white author, I am conscious that my own decolonial and antiracist learning is an ongoing and by 

no means complete process, and this, too, likely appears on the page in ways I’m not fully aware 

of. Misogyny and sexism, likewise, do not play a role in my characters’ religious experience. I 

think by building a world that operates with a different variety of evils and injustices, I was able 

to create margin for myself to address questions of religious oppression, class, sexual norms, and 

more.  

Because of my own positionality, I’m writing largely for audiences with religious trauma, 

especially the genderqueer-but-still-religious or genderqueer-with-a-complicated-relationship-to-

religion folks in this world. This is part of why I’ve built a genderqueer world, hoping that by 

removing some of the familiar religious traumas from a story about religion, other aspects of 

religion, religiosity, and faithfulness can take the stage and breathe.   

The book that has grown out of this project is tremendously autobiographical. Or 

perhaps, as Audre Lorde describes Zami: A New Spelling of My Name, biomythographical.2 Or 

perhaps, in the terms used in an unpublished syllabus for a class I took in Fall 2024 called 

“Singer + Story = Song,” automythographical3—a story that is not truth exactly but is larger than 

true. I have made no attempt to create my human narrator/protagonist from scratch. Although we 

naturally differ in some regards, Nädi is me. Her story is mine. Her poetry is mine. Her faith is 

 
2 Audre Lorde, Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (Watertown, MA: Persephone Press, 1982). 

 
3 Stew Stewart, “Singer + Story = Song” (Harvard University: syllabus, Fall 2024).  
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mine. We are working together, she and I, to tell this tale, even as we work together to figure out 

what we believe about the gods and how what we believe must determine how we live. We’re 

both staring down calls—mine as a preacher, hers as an oracle—that we didn’t ask for and aren’t 

quite sure what to do with. We’re in this together. 

In another way, my divine narrator/protagonist, Karnn, is also me. Karnn is 

deconstructing religion from a different angle than Nädi. As a part of the pantheon, Karnn has a 

different relationship to religious power, a different experience of gender, and a different 

understanding of divinity. Karnn is learning what it means to have a body, a human body. 

They’re learning how to smell, taste, touch, and delight in the world. They are grappling with the 

scandal of flesh. Writing through two lenses had two voices has been a joy and a challenge, since 

in some ways it means writing two different stories. I hope to tell each with love and care and 

honesty. 

My first conversation partners for this story were, predictably, Lewis and Tolkien. 

Because I grew up drinking these stories, I can’t write without bleeding them. This is a source of 

frustration sometimes and inspiration other times. Whatever else may be said about them, Lewis 

and Tolkien (and, in other ways, George MacDonald—let me not fail to mention the grip The 

Princess and the Goblin had on my imagination as a child) were champions of the intersection 

between faith and fantasy, and it would be impossible for me to undertake this project without 

acknowledging them. Aslan lives on in my imagination. The dryads and naiads are back, this 

time in the Forests and the Rivers of Edelwold. Nothing in The Recalcitrants as binary as it is in 

The Lord of the Rings, but where would I be without the Ents and the Elves? 
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But other voices have carried me in new and beautiful directions. With Octavia Butler 

and her Parables4 I have considered what it means to build a religion and a world—the dangers 

and marvels inherent in discovering gods, naming them, and writing scriptures. Lauren Oya 

Olamina has encouraged me to think deeply about the balance between shaping and being 

shaped by. With Becky Chambers and her Monk and Robot duology5 I have imagined the 

possibilities for religious orders, a pantheon of parent gods and child gods, and a home for 

genderqueer characters in fantasy and religion. With a beloved author friend, Kaitrin Acuña, and 

their unpublished NA Fantasy novel Blue Boy, Evergreen, I have discussed worldbuilding and 

pronunciation and character development and countless other facets of storytelling, and the story 

would not be the same without our not-safe-for-work text threads about divine sexuality.6  

I am still and always on a quest for stories that are engaged in a similar project of 

bringing questions of religious identity and practice into a fantasy world. Most recently, I’ve 

become enamored with N.K. Jemisin’s Broken Earth Trilogy, where characters reckon with the 

“stonelore” their lives and societies are based around (not explicitly discussed as a religion, but 

with strong religious undertones and parallels to a sacred text). Jemisin’s characters, like mine, 

live in a world where queerness is neither condemned nor made much of, it just is. Although I 

didn’t begin reading this series until partway through the spring semester, when much of my 

formal thesis was already finished, I will certainly be continuing to think with Jemisin as I finish 

this book and as I continue writing fantasy.  

 
4 Octavia E. Butler, Parable of the Sower (New York: Grand Central Publishing, 1993); Parable of the Talents (New 

York: Grand Central Publishing, 1998).  

 
5 Becky Chambers, A Psalm for the Wild-Built (New York: Tor Books, 2021); A Prayer for the Crown-Shy (New 

York: Tor Books, 2022).   

 
6 Kaitrin Acuña, Blue Boy, Evergreen (unpublished draft, 2024). Cited thusly with their enthusiastic permission.  
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Christianity remains a conversation partner, too—a large one. I’ve been thinking a lot 

about flesh and incarnation during my time at HDS, and I can see the roots of this story going 

down deeper through the nurture of courses like The Sacramental Imagination (with Prof. Matt 

Potts), Religion and Ecology (with Prof. Dan McKanan), and Environmental Ethics (with my 

own advisor, Prof. Nikki Hoskins). As I continue building Edelwold and its religious world, I’m 

building with the musings on pantheisms and pantheologies that I’ve begun in previous papers, 

coursework, and readings.7 Nädi and her friends are wrestling with their complicity in and 

entanglement with structural evil and violence, even as I continue this lifelong wrestling.8 Karnn 

is embodying the role of a queer trickster god, who can wear creation like drag.9 Ultimately, 

these characters—who have become beloved to me—are reckoning with the scandal of 

incarnation and human flesh. So am I.  

 

And How  

 This project continues to evolve. I will be presenting a version of it at the American 

Academy Religion conference in November of 2025, as part of the Trans Caucus—“Fantasy 

Worldbuilding as an Act of Genderqueer Joy and Resistance,” or something like that. I suspect 

other versions of it will follow over the years. Fantasy Storytelling as Devotional Practice. 

Worldbuilding as Identity Mapping. Fantasy Writing as Prayer. Who can say?  

 
7 Mary-Jane Rubenstein, Pantheologies: Gods, Worlds, Monsters (New York: Columbia, 2018).  

 
8 Cynthia Moe-Lobeda, Resisting Structural Evil: Love as Ecological-Economic Vocation (Minneapolis: Augsburg 

Fortress Press, 2013). 

 
9 Jacob J. Erickson, “Irreverent Theology: On the Queer Ecology of Creation,” in Meaningful Flesh: Reflections on 

Religion and Nature for a Queer Planet, ed. Whitney A. Bauman (Santa Barbara: Punctum Books, 2018).  
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What follows is a bare scratching-the-surface of Edelwold and the stories it holds. I have 

included some of my preliminary worldbuilding material, including some character art, now-

inaccurate maps, and chaotic calendrical speculations. Much of this information has been 

disproven with time, but it shows my starting point and my process. After the worldbuilding, I 

have included the opening chapters. At this point, in early May of 2025, I’ve just crested the 200-

page mark and the halfway point of the story. I will continue writing, dreaming, and living with 

this story until I find out how it ends. 
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(The following 31 pages of worldbuilding material and sample chapters have been redacted from 

the library archive version of this project, since I am hoping to seek publication for the full draft 

someday.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


